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More than 2,500 years ago, on the Nepalese border of northern India, there lived a benevolent king of the
Shakyan clan by the name of Shuddhodana Gautama. He ruled over the Shakyans from his palace in Kapilavastu.
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The king and his subjects eagerly awaited the birth of the royal child. It was an
ancient Indian custom for a woman to return to her parents’ home for the birth of
her child. So when the time came, Queen Maya obtained the king's consent to leave
the palace for her parent’'s home. A royal party accompanied the queen’s sedan-
chair on the long journey. On the way, she stopped at a garden called Lumbini Park,
where big, shady trees grew. It was spring and all the flowers were blooming in the
park. With her maids around her, she strolled in the grounds, enjoying the beauty of
nature. While resting under the shade of a Sala tree, she gave birth to a boy. Everyone
around her was delighted at the event.

After the birth of the prince, which took place on the day of the full moon in the fifth
month of the year, the royal party returned to the palace. King Shuddhodana was
filled with joy and there was rejoicing in the palace and throughout the country.

ASITA'S PREDICTION

There was then an old sage called Asita
who had retired to the mountains not
far from the palace. The sage Asita
noticed a radiance about the palace
and realised that a prince had been
born. Immediately, he went to the
palace to look at the royal baby.

On reaching the palace, he was greeted
by the king who said, “Your reverence,
what is the reason for your coming?”

In great eagerness, Asitareplied, “Where
is the prince? | wish to see him.”

The proud and happy king quickly
brought the baby and showed him
to Asita. When he looked at the baby,
Asita was delighted. At first he smiled,
overwhelmed with joy. Then he began
to shed tears of sorrow. Seeing such a
sudden change of feelings in the sage,
the king was puzzled and anxiously
questioned him. He was afraid that the
old sage foresaw trouble for the prince.

“Will some misfortune befall the child?”
asked the king.
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Asita answered, "Among men, he is
unique. | foresee no harm for the
boy. He will achieve the highest
knowledge. He will become a Buddha,
a sage of unequalled purity. Through
compassion for the many, he will spread
his Teaching. Little of my lifespan now
remains and | shall die soon. | shall not
hear his good Teaching. This is what
saddens me.”

After making this prediction, Asita paid
homage to the royal baby and left the
palace.
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ATTAINING FULL

Enlightenmen,

On the night of the full moon in the fifth month of the year, the Bodhisattva attained Enlightenment
under the Bodhi tree at Bodhgaya. That night, he was in deep meditation. In that calm and purified state,
he was able to focus his mind on a single point.

In the first part of the night, he developed the mental power by which he recollected his past lives in detail.
He recalled the type of life he had led, the place he had lived in, and the occupation he had followed,

in each of these lives.

In the middle of the night, he developed the mental power to see the past lives of others.
He saw the evil-doers being born in the state of suffering, and the good ones in the state of happiness.

Finally, just before dawn, the Buddha realised that all things arise dependent
upon causes. Suffering is caused by desire and ignorance. Therefore, when
hese are removed, suffering does not arise. After this realisation,
he was freed from desire and ignorance, and rebirth.

He acquired perfect wisdom and attained
Enlightenment.
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“Truly,
when things
are revealed.
To one
who
earnestly
meditates,
Then his
doubts
disappear
completely,
For he understands
things and their causes.
He has destroyed the causes of suffering
He stands and conquers the army of Mara,
Even as the sun lights up the sky.”

At the age of thirty-five, after six years of struggle, he had become a Buddha.
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THE SERMON ON THE WELFARE OF A NATION

After having attained the supreme Enlightenment, the Buddha went from place to
place, tirelessly spreading the Teaching until He reached eighty years of age.

One day, while the Buddha was at Rajagriha, a minister approached Him for an
opinion about a plan to conquer a neighbouring state. Instead of giving a direct
answer, the Buddha spoke about the seven conditions conducive to the growth
of a nation’s welfare. He said that people should assemble in harmony, discuss
their national affairs together, follow the established laws and not change them
unreasonably. In addition, they should honour their parents, teachers and elders,
lead a moral life, respect their religion, and follow the advice of the wise and the
virtuous. As long as people followed this advice, their nation would prosper. Satisfied
with the answer, the minister left, promising to convey the Buddha's reply to his king.

THE SERMON ON MORALITY

From Rajagriha, the Buddha set out northwards with a large community of disciples.
One day, they arrived at a village where the Buddha delivered a sermon on morality.
In this sermon, the Buddha said,

“The immoral man will meet five dangers: he will lose his
wealth through not practising good conduct, acquire a
bad name, feel ashamed of himself and be afraid to mix
freely with others, he will not die peacefully, and will suffer
in the next life. A moral man will acquire five blessings: he
will increase his wealth through diligence, have a good
reputation, always be confident of himself, die peacefully,
and be happy in the next life.”
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THE BUDDHA'S ILLNESS

From that village, the Buddha proceeded by stages to Vaishali. Since it was
the beginning of the rainy season, He decided to spend the retreat in the
neighbourhood. It was during this time that the Buddha became severely
ill. Ananda, who had been His faithful attendant for the past twenty-five
years, wept for he thought the Buddha was dying. But by strength of will, the
Buddha recovered from His illness. However, Ananda was still worried about
the Buddha's health and asked Him for some last instructions for the Order.

The Buddha replied, “What more does the Order expect from me, Ananda?
| have already taught the doctrine. There is nothing in the Teaching that | have
kept hidden from you. Now, | am old and feeble. This is my eightieth year and
my life is spent.”

He added, “Ananda, each of you be your own lamp. Look to
no one to bring you light. He who is his own lamp after |
have left the world will show that he has understood the
meaning of my words. He will be my true disciple. He will
know the right way to live.”

Soon after, the Buddha decided to talk to His disciples about the time when
He would pass away. He asked Ananda to assemble all the disciples who were
in the neighbourhood of Vaishali. In their presence, He declared, “The time of
my Final Nirvana is near. Three months from now, | will pass away. Be earnest,
be mindful and be of pure virtue. With determination, guard your own mind.
Whoever untiringly follows the Teaching shall end rebirth and suffering.



THE LAST MEAL

From Vaishali, the Buddha continued His journey to Pava. There, a blacksmith called
Chunda, out of devotion, offered Him a meal. Soon after, the Buddha became very ill,
but He bore the pains resolutely and remained calm.

Thinking that Chunda might be blamed for causing His illness, the Buddha explained,
“There are two offerings of food which excel other offerings.
The first is the offering just before the Enlightenment, and the
other is the one just before Final Nirvana. Chunda has gained
merit through this deed and should not feel sorry.”

The Buddha added that generosity increases one's merit, self-control frees one
from anger and virtue prevents evil. One who removes greed, anger and delusion is
at peace.

THE LAST SCENE

Then the Buddha set out for the Sala grove at Kushinagara with a large
community of His disciples. They crossed a river and finally arrived at
their destination. There, between two large Sala trees, Ananda prepared a
couch on which the Buddha rested. He laid on His right side with His head
towards the north.

At that moment, thev two Sala trees burst into full bloom, though it was
not the flowering season. When the blossoms rained upon His body,
the Buddha said, “This is not the best way to honour me. Whoever follows
the Teaching and lives virtuously honours me best.”
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FOUR PLACES OF PILGRIMAGE

As it was the practice of the disciples to visit the Buddha after the rainy season
retreat, Ananda asked Him what should be done after His Final Nirvana. In reply,
the Buddha mentioned four places a devoted follower could visit to respect Him.

They are Lumbini, Bodhgaya, the Deer Park at Varanasi and
Kushinagara.

THE LAST CONVERT

On hearing that the Buddha was going to pass away in their neighbourhood, the
people of Kushinagara went in groups to see Him out of respect. Among them
was a wandering ascetic named Subhadra who approached Ananda and asked to
be allowed to see the Buddha. However, Ananda refused because he did not wish
the Buddha to be disturbed as He was very ill. Subhadra repeated his request three
times but without success.

The Buddha overheard their conversation and instructed Ananda to allow Sudhadra
to see Him as he was sincere in seeking the Truth and would understand His
Teaching. The question which Subhadra put to the Buddha was whether all ascetics
and priests who were leaders of large followings, were enlightened. The Buddha
replied that in whatever teaching and discipline where the Noble Eightfold Path is
found, there Enlightenment is found. On hearing this, Subhadra requested to be
admitted into the Order. Thus, he became the last disciple to be ordained by the
Buddha himself.
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The Buddha then address His disciples,
“If any of you have doubts
concerning the Buddha,

the Dharma and the
Sangha, then ask me now
so that you will have no
cause for regrets later on.”
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