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Lesson Notes

Date:   January 19th, 2002

Time:  7:30 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. 

Topic:  Biography of Sakyamuni Buddha

Teacher:  Agnes Tam
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(The following is only an excerpt of the entire handout entitled “Life of the Buddha”.  Please refer to the actual handout for a complete version of the notes.)

Background Information of Sakyamuni Buddha

Siddharta Gautama was born to this world in Northern India some 2500 years ago, attained enlightenment and became the founder of Buddhism. Thus he is called the Buddha.  

“Buddha” means the awakened or enlightened being who is the teacher of the truth; not to be mistaken as a person's name.  He is blessed, auspicious, unique, without a peer, without counterpart, incomparable, unequalled, matchless, unrivalled and the noblest among bipeds. 

“Siddhata” is his princely name and “Gautama” his royal family name.  After Siddhata's enlightenment, he is called “Sakyamuni Buddha,” which means the “Sage of the Sakya clan.”  “Enlightenment” is a state of being knowledgeable and aware of all worldly (mundane) and world transcending (supra mundane) phenomena – all existences of life in the universe. “Buddhism” is the name given to his teaching of truths that he has discovered. His teachings can save us from sufferings in the samsara.  

His Birth 

The Buddha was born as a prince to the king of the Sakya clan in India in the 6th century B.C.  Seven days after his birth, his mother, Queen Maya, died.  When Siddharta was born, an ascetic monk had predicted to the king, his father, that Siddharta had the signs of a great man and would likely become a holy man and a great teacher. 

(*Note: an “ascetic monk” tortures him/herself in order to learn Buddhism, an a “samman” is one who seeks spiritual advancement)

The Princely Life 

Fearing this prediction, the king who wished to have an heir, surrounded Siddhata within the palace ground with earthly pleasures and luxury of everything imaginable, trying to protect him from the harsh realities of life.  He did not want him to experience any unpleasantness that would make him want to become an ascetic monk. The young prince grew up apparently happy with his life, married, and soon had a child. 

The Four Heavenly Signs 

Growing restless within the palace walls, Siddharta requested for his father's permission to take a tour outside the palace to view the world. Reluctantly, the king agreed but arranged for all unpleasant sights to be removed from him.  Siddharta saw the following four signs:

1. An old man. On being questioned, the servant told him that all human beings, including him, eventually grew old. The sad prince pondered deeply with a sense of loss and uselessness of life and eagerly wanted to seek a solution to this unsatisfactoriness or suffering. 

2. A sick man.  He was told that every being experienced sicknesses. 

3. A dead man being buried.  He was told that death comes to every living being. He was saddened even more and urgently wanted to seek a solution for all this  unsatisfactoriness in life which was unknown to Him. 

4. An ascetic monk. Noticing the peaceful confidence and carefree appearance of this monk, he sensed that this must be the way that will lead one to a satisfactory life and end all sufferings. 

The Learning and Ascetic Practices 

Siddharta decided to leave the palace at the age of 29 to seek a solution to this unsatisfactoriness in life. First he learned mediation and concentration under two eminent masters, but he was not satisfied with the results.  He then practiced more severe ascetic techniques with a group of five monks but left to continue on his own. He first met a group of five monks who practiced together with him. 

Middle Path 

His body was reduced to almost a skeleton.  The painful, unsuccessful austerities which he strenuously practiced proved absolutely futile.  Benefiting by this invaluable experience of his, he finally decided to follow an independent course (the “Middle Path”), avoiding the two extremes of self-indulgence and self-mortification. The former retards one's spiritual progress, and the latter weakens one's intellect. 

The Enlightenment (Nirvana) 

At the age of 36, he finally vowed to sit under a “Bodhi Tree” never to get up until he was enlightened. After the seventh day, he discovered the truth in Dependent Origination, the Four Noble Truths and the Law of Cause and Effect (karma) and become enlightened with all spiritual penetrations.  He decided to teach the Truths he had discovered. He was not born a Buddha, but he became a Buddha by his own striving. 

The Teachings 

The Buddha first taught the Truth to the five ascetics who quickly also became enlightened. As the Buddha visited various villages, people would seek for his teachings and became his followers including various respected philosophers of the time, groups of thieves, etc. Eventually, the Buddha and his disciples formed an assembly of Buddhist monks. The assembly's activities would include practicing the Buddha's teachings and going out to beg for food from door to door. It was believed that the Buddha and his assembly settled down in the Jetavana Park offered by a respected merchant, for a while, and his teachings gained widespread popularity. The Buddha continued his teachings for 45 years before passing away at the age of 81. 

His last words were reported as: 

· “All things are impermanent” 

· “Everything decays”

· “Work out your salvation with diligence” 

· “Take refuge in yourselves, the Dharma and the teachings”

Discussion Notes

Why do Venerables have three ‘marks’ on their heads?
1. The first mark: I offer my body to the Buddha.  My wisdom is offered to help everyone.

2. The second mark: When you receive the tonsure, the marks are very painful and hurt very much ( with this pain, one remembers never to hurt another person because it will inflict pain.

3. The third mark: Reminder of behaviour: Once you have become a monk/nun, you must behave like one.

The Six Realms

1. Demi-gods – love to fight

2. Heavenly beings – caring and kind

3. Humans

4. Animals – ignorance

5. Hungry ghost – greed 

6. Hell – anger

When people die, they are reincarnated into one of the six realms.  Humans can be all six realms, because when you have the desire to fight, then you are a demi-god.  When you are caring and kind, you are a heavenly being.  When you become ignorant, then you have become an animal, and so on.  Humans are also the most dangerous species, because they have their own thoughts.  They have the ability to do something to hurt others and nature very easily.  

Family Attachments

Even though one has become a monk or nun, it doesn’t mean you have “given up” on your family.  You still treat them as your friends, and treat everyone with the same amount of compassion and love.  

Someone once asked Ven. Master Hsing Yun if he had ever loved a special someone, and if he had ever known what it felt like to love someone.  Ven. Master Hsing Yun replied that even though he had never loved anyone, he understood what love was like, because he understood and practiced compassion.  People who understand and practice compassion must first understand how to love others, and not just a certain person.  Practicing compassion is, in other words, going one step further, to love all of the people in the world equally.  One who practices compassion must understand love also, but one who only understands love may not necessarily understand the essence of compassion.
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