Handout for Class 2
The Life of the Buddha and the Four Noble Truths

Based on a seminar given by Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche on November 24 and 25, 1984, at Karma Thegsum Choling in New
York City. Reprinted from Densal magazine.

In 1984, when Khenpo Rinpoche traveled to the KTC centers, he taught about the Four Noble
Truths. Rinpoche began his teachings by saying that the aimin giving this teaching is so that
everyone will be able to appreciate the profundity and richness of the Buddhist teachings. To
devel op devotion and heighten respect for the teacher and the Buddha, one must know the life
story of the Buddha and how he taught. Knowing the Buddha’s life story also hel ps those people
who think that enlightened beings like the Buddha have been unchangeably enlightened since
beginningless time. It further helps people who think that enlightenment happens quickly and is
fragile. Rinpoche's story of the life of the Buddha was given to clarify those two mistaken ideas.

The Buddhaof thisage, Buddha Shakyamuni, was born Gautama Siddharthaapproximately 2,500
yearsago, to Suddhodanaand Mahamaya, king and queen of the Sakyaclanin Northern Indianear
Nepa . When the queen was sixteen, she dreamed that asix-tusked €l ephant entered her womb; from
that time on, shewas changed, feeling great peace. Shewanted to go onretreat, and the king allowed
her to do so. Shewent to stay in agreat forest, and after nine monthsand ten days shefelt something
unusua Suddenly, shegrasped thelimb of atree, and the Buddhaemerged painlesdy from her right
side. Having emerged, the Buddhatook seven stepsin each of thefour directions, and pointing at the
sky, Hesad, “Inthisuniverse, | have cometo purify the confused mind of al living beings.”

These events prompted the king and queento taketheir child to agreat seer, who predicted that the
child would becomeauniversal king if He choseamundane path, or aBuddhaif He chose aspiritual
one.

Determined to perpetuate theroyal lineage, King Suddhodanadid everythingin hispower to prepare
theyoung Siddharthafor thelife of aruler. The child wasschooled by carefully chosentutorsinail fields
of learning and the arts, traditional to Indian royalty at thetime, and Heexcelled to such adegreethat
He became ateacher to hisown tutors.

At the customary age of sixteen, Hemarried princess Yasodharaand began thelife of ahouseholder.
Theking, inan effort to protect hisson from unhappiness, devised all sortsof entertainmentsand
diversions, but Siddharthawasintrospective by nature and often withdrew from the company of friends
andfamily to Sit quietly in the gardens surrounding the palace. Sensing hisson’sgrowing dissatisfaction
withalifeof luxury, and fearing that the prophecy of His Buddhahood might cometo pass, and thusthe
termination of theroyal lineage, theking forbade Siddharthato leavetheroyal compound.

Hisfather’seffortsfailed, however, and Siddharthamadefour clandestinetripsoutsidethe palace
grounds, where He encountered what are known in Buddhism asthefour signs. On hisfirst three
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ventures, He saw and old man, asick man, and then acorpse. Profoundly affected by such distressing
sights, from which He had previoudy been sheltered, He began to question the nature and causes of
suffering. On Hisfourth trip, He encountered amonk who was seeking liberation. Shortly after that,
Siddharthadecided toforsakehisroyal life.

Accompanied by hisattendant Chandaka, Siddharthadipped out of the palace one night while everyone
wasad eep and rode away. After riding many hours, they stopped long enough for Siddharthato ex-
change Hisprincely clothesand jewel sfor Chandaka ssimple garments. He asked Chandakato return
to hisfamily with amessage of comfort, explaining that therewasno need to grievefor Him, snceHe
was setting out to put an end to old age and death. He pointed out that the meeting of all living beings
must inevitably endin partingandthat itisbest tolet go of al attachment. Then, with unshakablere-
solve, Siddharthasaid Hewould not return until He had attained compl ete enlightenment.

For thenext six years, theprinceled aspiritud life, diligently studyinginthevariousyogic systemsthat
prevailedin Indiaat thetime. In an effort to achieve atranquil mind, Heengaged in many ascetic prac-
tices, which culminated inaperiod of strict fasting that left Him extremely emaciated. Eventhough He
wason thebrink of death during hisfast, Hismind wasbrilliant and clear, and at acertain moment He
discerned that thisexcessive deprivation was not the way to become enlightened: He concluded that if
thebody isworn out by the hunger and thirst, inward calmisnot possible. He brokethefast by drinking
somemilk offered to him by thedaughter of alocal farmer. The other asceticswho had been His
companionsduring thesix yearsdecided that He must have abandoned the holy lifeand expelled Him
fromtheir midst.

Siddharthatook aritual bath in anearby river, and thusrenewed, Hewent on to Bodhgaya. There, at
sunset, he sat down inlotus posture on acushion of kushagrassunder agreat spreading treeand
vowed that Hewould meditate until enlightenment, evenif Hisflesh and bonesshould rot avay. During
thenight, many distractionsarose. In the course of His meditative concentration, He was beset by
visionsof countlessarmiesattacking Him with fearful weapons, but because Hisindestructible medita-
tion could convert negativity into harmony and purity, theweaponsall turned into flowers. When other
visonsand distractionsarose, through the stability of Hismeditation, Heremained unmoved. Sittingina
state of total absorption, He passed thefour watchesof the night, attaining all the degreesof redlization
up to and including full omniscience. Theearth shook and rainfell fromacloudlesssky inresponseto
Hissupreme achievement. With the dawn, hearose as Buddha.

For thefirgt forty-ninedaysof Hisenlightenment, the Buddharemained silent, refraining from speaking
because otherswould not be ableto understand the nature of Hisexperience. Eventually, certain beings
of the god real msrequested the Buddhato teach all who were capabl e of comprehending. In response
to their request, Hewent to Benares, where hisformer companionswere staying in the Deer Park.
When they saw Him coming they from adistance, they joked among themselves, determined to mock
Him; but as He approached and they saw Hisradiant form, they naturally and spontaneoudly treated
Himwith great respect. When they asked for teachings, He began, at the age of thirty-five, to expound
theDharma.



HANDOUT FOR CLASS 2: THE LIFE OF THE BUDDHAAND THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS 3

When the Buddhafirst turned thewheel of Dharmaat Sarnath, hetaught what are known asthefour
nobletruths, presenting themin three stages. First, he smply named them: thetruth of suffering, thetruth
of the origin (of suffering), thetruth of cessation (of suffering); and thetruth of the path (to the cessation
of suffering). Second, Hetaught what kind of actionisappropriate of each of thetruths: sufferingisto
beknown, anditsoriginidto beremoved; in order to do that it is necessary to practice amethod, or
path, and then cessation can be experienced. Third, Hetaught that if oneknowssuffering, thereis
nothing el sethat one needsto know; if oneremovesitsorigin, thereisnothing el sethat one needsto
remove; if one appliesthe practice, nothing else need be applied; and if one experiences cessation, there
isnothing el seto experience. Upon hearing Histeaching, the Buddha'slistenersattained the reali zation
of arhats and bodhisattvas, but we, who are not so fortunate asto hear the Buddha speak, requiremore
detailed explanation.

Whoever hasabody and fedlingsof pleasure and pain experiences suffering. Beingsmay enjoy varying
degreesof happiness, but no happinessiseverlasting, and thelossof happinessisitsalf suffering. The
reasonitiscalledthetruth of sufferingisthat it isinescapable.

Thosewho suffer arethe beings of the six realms, which arethe six possibleways of experiencing
samsara(thecycleof rebirth, existence unliberated from suffering). Beingsexperiencing thehell realms
suffer fromintenseand unremitting heat and cold, and beings experiencing the hungry ghost realmare
constantly deprived of food and drink; these beings of the most unfortunate realmsmust enduretheir
extremetorment for unimaginablelengthsof timewithout actually dying, until the negative karmathat
brought about such experiencesisexhausted. Intheanimal realm, beingssuffer particularly fromigno-
rance or supidity and areunableto relatetheir suffering to others. Beingsexistinginthe human realm
experience amixture of happinessand sorrow asaresult of having accumulated both positiveand
negative karma. The sufferingsof the human realminclude: birth, sickness, old age, and death; the
suffering of being separated, from that which oneloves, and that of not being separated from that which
one hates, and the suffering of not getting what one wants, and of getting what one does not want.
Beingsof thedemigod realm are morefortunate, but they suffer because of quarreling, fighting, and
warfare. Themost pleasant existenceisthat of the gods, who do not experience suffering until thelast
sevendaysof their lives. Then they see signsthat theend of their life of easeisapproaching; they are
abandoned by their attendants, their magnificent bodies deteriorateand their beautiful complexionsfade,
and they foreseethe pain of their next rebirthsin thelower realms, which they are bound to experience
becausetheir positive karmahas been used up. Thus, thereisno existencein samsarathat isfreeform
uffering.

Therearedifferent real ms becausethere are six poisons, or defilements of the mind (Skt. klesha; Tib.
rayon-mongs) that are the seeds or causes of the experience of the variousrealms. Thereare no more
than six realmsbecause there are no more than six poi sonsto act as seeds. Thesix poisonsare: (1)
hatred, or anger, which createsthe experience of the hell realm; (2) geed, or miserliness, which creates
the hungry ghost realm; (3) ignorance of how to act virtuously, isthe cause of rebirthintheanima realm;
(4) attachment (virtuous action performed with attachment to the meritoriousresults) isthe cause of
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human rebirth; (5) jeal ousy (virtuousaction sullied by jeal ousy) causesrebirthin thedemigod ream; and
(6) pride, or egotism (virtuous action performed with pride) causesagodly rebirth.

Thedefilementslead to unskillful actions, which generate karma, theinfallible operation of causeand
effectinthemental continuum of eachindividua. The negative karma caused by the defilementsisthe
origin of the sufferingsof thesix realms. Theonly way to diminate sufferingisto practicethe path,
method, or remedy that will removethe defilements and the negative karmathey produce.

By developing loving-kindness and compassionit ispossibleto diminish the defilements, but in order to
uproot them compl etely, it isnecessary to devel op thediscriminating awareness (Skt. prajna; Tib.
sit-rab) that arisesfrom the wisdom of emptiness. The devel opment of loving-kindnesstogether with
wisdom istheresult of following the path of Dharma, otherwiseknown asthefive paths: path of accu-
mulation, path of unification, path of seeing, path of meditation, and path of nolearning.

Thefirgt, the stage of accumulation, hasthree subdivisions. Thefirst stage consistsintaking thefirst step
intheright direction, that is, taking refuge and practicing tranquility meditation (Skt. shamatha; Tib.
zhi-m). The aspect of wisdomthat isinvolved isthat of listening to teachings (called the wisdom of
hearing), and of reflecting on them with the anal ytical mind (called thewisdom of contemplation). The
contemplation appropriateto thisstageisknown asthefour applicationsof mindfulness, whichisan
examination of thetrue nature of (1) thebody, (2) thefeelings, (3) themind, and (4) all phenomena. By
logica andysisitispossibleto cometotheintellectua understanding that al of thesearemerely names
for interdependent occurrencesthat lack any real self existence; thispreparestheway for an acceptance
of theideaof emptiness (Skt. sunyata; Tib. tong pa-rryr).

The second stage of the path of accumulation involvesthe abandonment of negative actionsad the
cultivation of virtuousactions, by which meritisaccumulated. Thethird stage consistsof the devel op-
ment of four qualities, without which further devel opment on the path will not be possible: (1) aspiration
(strong determination to practice dharma), (2) diligence (enthusiastic effort), (3) recollection (not
forgetting the practice), and (4) meditative concentration (one-pointedness of mind without distractions).

What was devel oped in thefirst path becomes stronger on the second, the path of unification, whichisa
linking of theordinary level totheexated. Onthispath the practitioner experiencesgreater tranquility,
morejoy invirtuousaction, and fewer negative thoughts, confidence, energy, reflection, concentration,
and wisdom increase, and tol erance of obstacl esisdevel oped. Finally the highest possible mundane
realization isreached, amomentary experiencethat occursduring meditation, in which the nature of
emptinessis perceived directly. After having this perception, thepractitioner iscalled anoble or exalted
one (Skt. uvya; Tib. pagpa), onewho hasimmediateinsight into thefour nobletruths. Thisexperience
islikethat of ablind person whose blindnessis cured and who seescolorsfor thefirst time; therefore, it
iscalled thepath of seeing.
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Onthis, thethird path, subtle obscurationsremain; the practitioner directly perceivesemptinesswhenin
astate of meditative concentration, but when not meditating continuesto perceive asbefore, only with
theawarenessthat the perceptionisillusory, likeaperson watching amagic show and seeing through
themagician’stricks. Thisisthelevel of thefirst stage (Skt. bhumi; Tib. sa) of the bodhisattvapath, and
fromthisstagethereisno possibility of falling back.

Thefourth path, the path of meditation, isaprocessof familiarization with the experiences of the path of
seeing, which stabilizestheredlization. It includesthe second through tenth bodhi sattvabhumis. By the
seventh bhumi, al defilements have been removed, and by thetenth bhumi, eventheir subtletraces,
which arelikelingering scents, have disappeared. For the benefit of beings, bodhi sattvas manifest eight
quditiesknown astheeightfold path: right view, conception, speech, action, livelihood, exertion, reflec-
tion, and meditative absorption.

Atthehighest level of thetenth bhumi beginsthe path of nolearning; itisso called becausethereis
nothing moreto develop. Actudly it isnot apath but afruition, aresult, complete enlightenment,
buddhahood. At thislevel, asaresult of the accumulation of wisdom, themindisomniscient, meaning
that everything isknown simultaneoudly asit redlly is (ultimatetruth) and asit manifests (relativetruth);
thereisnever any separation of thetwo truths. Thismind of aBuddhaiscalled thetruth body (Skt.
dharmakaya; Tib. cho-ku), the ultimatereality. The body of aBuddha, resulting from the accumulation
of merit, can manifest in two forms, the emanation body iscalled the truth body (Skt. nirmanakaya;
Tib. thrul-ku), likethat of Buddha Shakyamuni, or the pure enjoyment body (Skt. sambhogakaya;
Tib. long-ku), withthe ability to teach higher redlized beings or beingsin the purerealms, or Buddha
fidds

However remotethismay seem from our samsaric experience, wearebasically no different from such
enlightened beings. Our enlightened natureis covered by obscurationsthat can gradually beremoved;
that isthe essence of theteaching of thefour nobletruths.



