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  PREFACE TO THE CURRENT EDITION




  This book was written in simple language to offer modern people an accessible explanation of Shakyamuni Buddha’s inner thoughts. The topics that are covered here include teachings from both the Theravada and Mahayana schools of Buddhism. Both of these philosophies have spread widely over the several hundred years since Shakyamuni’s death, and both have had teachings added to them by later generations. But the essence of both schools originated in his own teachings during his life, as well as his own guidance from heaven to his disciples on Earth.




  It is my hope that this book will offer you an introduction, with a unique flavor, to Buddhist philosophy. In closing, I would like to add my prediction that the arrogance and disrespect of the modern age will not last much longer.




  Ryuho Okawa


  Founder and CEO


  Happy Science Group




  




  PREFACE TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION




  It gives me great joy to publish this book, The Essence of Buddha. I have used simple language to elucidate Shakyamuni’s core teachings so that a newcomer to Buddhism will have little trouble grasping their essence.




  This book offers an overview of his entire philosophy and gives you a clear outline of his teachings. In the first chapter, I have told the story of Shakyamuni’s ascetic life and inner journey to great enlightenment; then, in the following chapters, I have explained the essence of his teachings as a way of life for modern people. These teachings include the Eightfold Path, the Six Paramitas, the void, and the law of causality. In the future, I would also like to offer a more complete account of Shakyamuni’s life.




  I wrote this book based on what was spiritually revealed to me, as were The Laws of the Sun, The Golden Laws, and The Nine Dimensions. It is my deepest hope that many people who read this book will find nourishment for their hearts and minds from within the pages that follow.




  Ryuho Okawa


  Founder and CEO


  Happy Science Group




  




  ONE:


  THE JOURNEY TO ENLIGHTMENT




  




  1:


  The Renunciation




  In this book, I would like to explore the inner world of Gautama Siddhartha as I take you through his journey to enlightenment and his life thereafter. You may actually know him more commonly as the Buddha and he is also known as Shakyamuni Buddha. I will keep the details about Shakyamuni’s history and life circumstances simple to give prominence to his inner world and allow us to delve into his true thoughts. What went through the mind of Shakyamuni when he embarked on the ascetic life, and how did he reach enlightenment? What was he thinking, and how did he live during the decades that followed his enlightenment—the period when he was preaching his teachings?




  There are many books that describe how Shakyamuni renounced worldly life to become an ascetic seeker, and 80 percent of what is told in them is true. In this chapter, I would like to look further into the true reasons for his decision to become an ascetic. He made this decision for three reasons. The first reason came from an inner voice. His heart ached with anticipation for a higher purpose to his life—a calling he was born to fulfill. And he realized that the comforts and luxuries of royal life would keep him from fulfilling this higher purpose. He could not ignore the deep inner urge he felt to seek out this unknown future that awaited him. His experience may resemble the determined aspirations of an ambitious young man setting off from his rural hometown in pursuit of great achievement. And his decision also came from an inherent sense of knowing. He had a strong premonition that he was being called to accomplish something of great worth to the world.




  What was his second reason? The scriptures about Shakyamuni Buddha’s life describe his renunciation of worldly life with an allegory about how he discovered the four forms of human suffering—birth, aging, illness, and death—when he was twenty-nine: “There were four gates at the Kapilavastu palace. At the east gate, he met an enfeebled man suffering from old age. Then, at the south gate, he met the diseased and saw their suffering. At the west gate, he saw an ailing man facing death. And finally, at the north gate, he saw an ascetic.” According to legend, these encounters made him wonder why suffering existed. At the age of twenty-nine, this was supposedly the first time he had ever seen these states of suffering. But if this were true, it would have been absurd that he had lived for so long before noticing the existence of suffering.




  The real story was different. The palace of Kapilavastu, Shakyamuni’s home, had a custom of inviting ascetics who were known for their enlightenment to speak and share their wisdom every month. It was similar to the Japanese imperial family’s tradition of inviting people to give lectures. Shakyamuni joined the members of the royal family and listened to the talks of these ascetic teachers. But even though many people were deeply moved and impressed by what they taught, he couldn’t help but keep thinking about his philosophical questions and wished he could find out more. What were these ascetics in search of? What was true enlightenment? He wasn’t fully convinced by their teachings, and he longed to find the answers to his questions. This was the main reason he chose to become an ascetic.




  The third reason was a strong desire for solitude that would allow him to reflect deeply within himself. Shakyamuni always had a meditative disposition; since his early teenage years, he had been fond of contemplating and liked to be by himself, absorbed in thought. However, since the royal customs of his time required the prince to take wives, formal wedding ceremonies had been held for him, and he had taken four wives. His first royal wife was Yashodhara, who was followed by Gopa, then Manodhara, and finally, a beautiful royal mistress, Murgaja, who had been an attendant.




  During Shakyamuni’s time, it was a custom for kings and princes to have several wives for four important reasons: 1) to increase the chances of securing a royal heir; 2) to protect the king and princes from enemy ambushes during the night by having several palaces in different locations, each with a wife; 3) to reduce each wife’s influence on government decisions; and 4) to demonstrate the king’s stateliness. The first wife Shakyamuni married was the beautiful Gopa. Then, he married the dignified Yashodhara, who came from an aristocratic family. He took her as his first lady, and she would later become a nun, following the path of her son Rahula, who became a monk. Rahula was Shakyamuni’s only son.




  Shakyamuni noticed that his daily conversations with his wives tended to be very mundane, and he wondered why his wives talked so much about gossip. He was also exhausted by the jealousy and possessiveness between them. This sort of environment made it extremely difficult for him to meditate and immerse himself in philosophical contemplation. Thus, he yearned to be alone, and this desire eventually grew very strong in him.




  What’s more, apart from these women, he was also surrounded by many attendants. Every decision he made required their acknowledgement, and every time he wanted to do something, he had to be accompanied by them. Thus, he earnestly longed to find solitude away from the palace for the chance to reflect within himself.




  In addition to these three main reasons, there was a social custom in Shakyamuni’s time that was similar to the idea behind studying abroad or moving to a big city. In those days, India allowed those who had provided an heir and who possessed sufficient wealth to secure their family’s livelihood to become ascetics.




  




  2:


  The Search for a Teacher




  Since many biographies describe the people Shakyamuni met after setting off from the palace and how he went through ascetic discipline, it is well-known that, after leaving the royal palace at the age of twenty-nine, he began wandering the country in search of a teacher. The journey of his search and all the austerities he went through were not in vain. They contributed to his spiritual growth and gave him an important chance to observe first-hand the lives of the ascetics and to understand what they were seeking. What he discovered about them can be summarized in two main points.




  First, the worship of superhuman abilities was widespread in India at the time, and people yearned to attain a state beyond ordinary human capabilities. Many people wanted to find some way of escaping the suffering of this world. Second, he observed that many people were seeking the principles of happiness in life and trying to explain their own way of achieving it.




  One teacher taught that torturing the body was the shortest way to enlightenment. He believed that the less the mind thought about the things associated with the physical body, the closer the person would come to enlightenment. To practice his teaching, the people who followed him walked on fire, meditated in a cross-legged position underwater, stood on their heads, cut and pierced their bodies with blades and needles, and so on.




  Another teacher concentrated on stopping thought. He reasoned that the source of life’s difficulties was the thoughts that pass through the mind. Therefore, he was convinced that all worries would disappear if people could stop thinking and find the supreme joy of tranquility. This was where the idea of the “meditation to think nothing” originated.




  Yet another teacher was immersed in debating skills and thought that enlightenment was about winning arguments. He focused on ways of eluding verbal assaults, rather than on clearly defining what enlightenment was.




  After spending some time with these teachers, Shakyamuni couldn’t help but feel that something important was missing from their thinking. He came to the conclusion that what they taught lacked actual teachings. No matter how hard he tried to find the answers, no one was able to explain the essence of enlightenment, the purpose of life, or the spiritual essence of humans. So, less than a year after his renunciation of secular life, he stopped searching for a teacher. Instead, he decided to look to his own mind as his teacher and began seeking a way to find Eternal Buddha, or God, within himself. The goal of his ascetic training was now to discover the Laws of Truth.




  




  3:


  The Ascetic Life




  In Shakyamuni’s resolve to find enlightenment on his own, he went into the forest to be quietly by himself. There, he pondered, and pondered some more, in pursuit of a method that worked. Sometimes he would contemplate in a part of the forest infested by poisonous snakes. Or he would meditate at dawn on the banks of the Nairanjana River. He spent some nights wide awake because he couldn’t sleep, and then he continued his meditation in broad daylight, with perspiration streaming from his body. He didn’t stop there. He continued in deep thought as he gazed at a leaf, meditated in a cave, or watched the flowing ripples of a river. Quietly and silently, he persisted in his pursuit of the way to attain enlightenment.




  During his search for a teacher, two famous hermits had taught him about the importance of concentrating the mind through meditation. They were Alara-Kalama, who taught meditation in the state of nothingness, and Udraka-Ramaputra, who taught meditation in a state in which neither thought nor no-thought existed.




  While their method of meditation helped Shakyamuni develop the ability to achieve peace of mind, he was in search of more than just a way to attain a state of mind. He was in pursuit of Truth, which was theoretical by nature. He had left them for this reason—to find higher wisdom beyond just the practice of meditation. Thus, when he began ascetic training by himself, he started with the objective of withdrawing himself from worldly troubles and so chose to live in remote places away from the villages.




  As he tried to eliminate all the worldly desires from his mind, the one desire that caused him the most struggle was hunger. The lack of food exacerbated his urge to search for something he could eat. This experience taught him that when one of the human desires grows exceptionally intense, the strength of the other ones diminishes significantly. For example, when he spent several days without food, his hunger grew so strong that his desires of lust and sleep gradually faded. But he also learned that, no matter how long he immersed himself in ascetic discipline, the desires themselves never completely disappeared.




  As he continued living on what he could find in the woods, such as berries and leaves, for sustenance, his physical strength dwindled. His legs weakened so much that he began to spend most of his time sitting in meditation in a cave.




  




  4:


  Self-Reflection




  Several years passed this way. Shakyamuni spent most of the hours of each day in a cave, except for the few hours when he would go into the forest to find food. During this period of ascetic living, he contemplated deeply the following questions: “What is the purpose of life? Why are we born into a world afflicted by incessant war? Does the path to becoming an awakened one, which so many people are trying to teach, truly lead to the attainment of happiness? So many people despair of war and renounce secular life, but what have they reaped from this? Have they found enlightenment? Have they found liberation from suffering, upon death, and attained bliss in the other world? No one has ever been able to answer these questions for sure. Are they living in an illusion?”




  He also reflected deeply on himself: “Several years have already gone by since I left Kapilavastu. I wonder how my father and stepmother, King Shuddhodana and Mahaprajapati, and my attendants are doing. Yashodhara, my wife, must be in such sadness. I wonder, also, how my only son, Rahula, is doing. I renounced my worldly duties and abandoned family ties in pursuit of enlightenment, but will I ever be able to reach it? Is it even attainable? Since I left the palace, have I gotten any closer to enlightenment, grown in character, or gained a deeper understanding of the purpose and mission of life?”




  No matter how hard he tried to banish his worldly desires, his fixation on them only grew. The more he tried to erase his family and relationships from his mind, the more concerned he became about them. Then, he noticed the sound of the water dripping from the ceiling of his cave. He looked at himself and saw his body reduced to skin and bone, and he reflected deeply on whether this was really the right way to search for enlightenment.




  With these doubts gnawing at his mind, he wondered how much longer his determination to carry on by himself would last. Over and over, these doubts would rise in his mind, and he would wonder whether it was time to go back to the palace. But these thoughts would then fade into unconsciousness. He struggled many days in this state of mind.




  




  5:


  The Village Girl




  One day, Shakyamuni decided to leave his cave at Gayasisa (or Elephant Head Peak) near Gaya, the capital of the ancient kingdom of Magadha, and went toward the River Nairanjana. In the Uruvilva-Senani village along the river, he began a new phase of his discipline. The scenic surroundings of the village, now known as Sujata, were an ideal place for his discipline. The breezes were refreshing, the forest was beautiful, and the river was crystal clear. He often went to the river to bathe, but his body had grown so thin that the currents nearly carried him away.
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