Chapter 6
The trip from Varanasi to Bodh Gaya was about 250 kilometers (135 miles),
and it took our driver Raju five-and-a-half hours to get us there. That same distance
took the Buddha forty-nine days to complete by foot. That was when he had
journeyed from Bodh Gaya, the place of the Bodhi tree of enlightenment, to Sarnath
near Varanasi to preach his first sermon on the Middle Way and the Noble Eightfold
Path.
We checked in at Hotel Sujata, which was named after the maiden (from the
nearby Sujata village) who had offered milk rice to the famished ascetic Gautama
Siddhartha. The lobby of the hotel had a small shrine near the entrance. The shrine
featured a stone relief of the Buddha in the teaching pose, displaying the Dharmachakra Pravartana Mudra, which signified the turning (or setting into motion) of the
wheel of the Dharma (law). Around the shrine were offerings of flowers, fruit,
candles, and small Buddha figures. Three Buddhist flags hung behind and to the
sides of the shrine. The colors of blue, yellow, red, white, and orange signified the
manifold aura of the Buddha. I automatically pranamed with hands joined (palms
together) to the sacred shrine set aside for devotees in the hotel.

Before going up to the room, I stopped at the gift shop on the ground floor. A
large wood relief carving of the events in the life of the Buddha was displayed on a
wall to the left of the gift shop. I approached the framed wood relief carving and saw
that it had twenty-eight sections of detailed work, with four columns arranged in
seven rows. From the top, and left to right, the story of the Buddha unfolded: (1)
Dream of Maya Dev, the Buddha’s mother; (2) Birth of Buddha; (3) childhood play of
Buddha; (4) Compassion on goose; (5) Wedding with Yashodhara, his wife; (6)
Meeting a sick old man; (7) Looking at dead body; (8) Quitting the palace; (9)
Crossing the river; (10) Plucking out the hair; (11) Experience of Dharma; (12)
Meditation; (13) Learning from singing women; (14) Receiving kheer from Sujata;
(15) Overcoming the temptations of Mara; (16) Attainment of Buddhahood; (17)
Sermon to five Brahmins; (18) Pacifying the snake; (19) Beginning alms in the city of

father; (20) Beginning alms from wife Yashodhara; (21) Initiation to his son Pahal;
(22) Elephant and monkey serve the Buddha; (23) Buddha blessing Yaksha; (24)
Lifting the kid of sheep; (25) Pacifying Nilgiri elephant; (26) Ananda bringing water to
Buddha; (27) Parinirvana; (28) Stupas over mortal remains of Buddha.

An hour later our tour guide, Brajesh Kumar, arrived to show us the sights of
one of the four most sacred pilgrimage places for Buddhist pilgrims – Bodh Gaya,
also known as Buddha Gaya.
“I am a Buddhist,” said Brajesh as he introduced himself to us. He wore a
green shirt and black pants. “I will take you to the places where Buddha walked and
show you the places important to Buddhism. I will even demonstrate later on the
method of meditation, which is central to understanding how Buddha achieved
enlightenment.”
I was curious to see our guide demonstrate the Buddhist method of meditation.
I personally had studied and practiced only the Yoga method of meditation. I
glanced at Ben and noticed that he was completely uninterested in the subject of
meditation. That was the last thing on his mind.
In the meantime, we got into the car and our driver Raju drove a short distance
to the Tibetan monastery-temple, where the dazzling and colorful world of Tibetan
Buddhism was exhibited through the awe-inspiring Thangka paintings hanging as
banners along both sides of the central aisle. At the focal point at the end of the
aisle sat a towering golden Buddha with eyes wide open. At the feet of the earthtouching pose of the Buddha was a picture of the present Dalai Lama, the
messenger of peace and the gospel of compassion to the world.

The Thai monastery-temple was closed. We were told that tourists couldn’t
enter the grounds beyond the locked gate because of the swarm of bees inside the
temple. I was disappointed. I really wanted to relive and revive the memories of my
R & R trip to Thailand during my tour of duty as a medical corpsman in the Vietnam
campaign. My fondest memory of that trip back in 1970 was the sight of the emerald
Buddha in Bangkok. I was amazed at the craftsmanship that it took to carve a
Buddha from a single block of jade. I was even more amazed at the Buddha’s
teachings of compassion and non-violence, which corresponded to my views as a
conscientious-objector. I was brought up by my Christian father and mother to
believe that killing was wrong, even in war. Those thoughts came to mind as I
looked at the monastery-temple (wat) that looked similar to the Temple of the
Emerald Buddha and wondered what was inside. Probably just another Buddha
statue.

We visited one Buddhist monastery-temple after another. It seemed as if
every Buddhist country around the world had their own temple in Bodh Gaya. The
Japanese had established a Daijokyo Buddhist temple with an outdoor Great
Buddha statue made of sandstone. It rose eighty feet into the heavens, perhaps
designed to match the eighty years that the Buddha lived during his final lifetime on
earth. The large sandstone hands of the Buddha lay in his lap with palms upward,

the right hand on top of the left. This mudra – gesture performed by the hand(s) –
was the characteristic meditation pose, the Dhyana Mudra.

Standing to the left and right as sentinels and messengers of his noble teachings
were the Buddha’s ten great disciples: Ananda, Sariputra, Punna, Mahakaccana,
Rahula, Subhuti, Upali, Mahakassapa, Mahamoggallana, and Anuruddha. My
favorite was Ananda, whose name meant “bliss.” The name was used as a suffix for
names (and personages), such as Yogananda (“bliss of Yoga”) and Kriyananda
(“bliss of Kriya”).
Something extraordinary was starting to transpire in my consciousness as I
stood at the base of the lotus pedestal and contemplated the greatness of the
Buddha. It was as if in the depths of the Buddha’s meditations, I was a person that
he was envisaging. In the great scheme of the universe, I was a thought in the
cosmic mind of the Awakened One. I was part of one vast stream of consciousness
that flowed into infinity. When I had entered the stream of the Ganges, I had felt my
spirit unite with the flow of an invisible current of life. Now as I entered the stream of
the awakened Buddha-nature, I no longer felt a separate self or personality. The
stream (of the self) had become one with the cosmic ocean.
At one of the temples there was a slogan posted on a wooden sign: “Brothers
and sisters of the world! Let us tread the path of righteousness shown by Lord
Buddha, the all Compassionate One, to attain universal peace and happiness.” The
call was loud and clear to my awakened mind.
At another temple there was a sign that proclaimed the essence of the three
jewels (or treasures) of the Buddhist faith:
Buddham saranam gacchami = I go to the Buddha as my refuge.
Dhammam saranam gacchami = I go to the Dhamma as my refuge.

Sangham saranam gacchami = I go to the Sangha as my refuge.
The monastic-temple dedicated to the sacred great Bodhi tree – Jaya Sri Maha
Bodhi Vihara – was the place where Brajesh explained the meaning of the three
jewels:
“We as Buddhists take refuge and find guidance in the Buddha, who not only
was a historical figure for us, but also the highest nature that exists potentially in all
human beings. And we also take refuge in the Dharma (Dhamma), which is the law
or teachings that Buddha gave to the world. Finally, we gather together in a Sangha
or community to help each other on the path to enlightenment.”
When we entered the temple, the first thing I noticed was the murals of the life
of the Buddha on the walls.
“These paintings represent the life of the prince Siddhartha on the path of
renunciation from worldly thoughts and desires,” said Brajesh as he led us from the
picture of the emaciated sannyasi to the progression of murals showing the prince
becoming a Buddha. “He practiced austerities, like fasting and meditating, for six
long years in his quest to understand the wheel of existence and ultimate reality. He
discovered that his asceticism was an extreme form of bodily discipline that did not
produce the desired result of knowledge, wisdom, and insight into the cause of
suffering and the meaning of existence. He had left the royal palace and his life as a
prince in order to find answers to his questions, and all he found was that his body
became very weak from all the fasting. The second painting shows the village girl
Sujata bringing him a bowl of rice pudding (kheer) to restore his body to health. The
third picture shows his battle with the temptations of life, personified by the sensuous
pleasures of Mara and the angry creatures of fear and death. The Buddha sat
calmly under the Bodhi tree and defeated the tormenting illusions of the mind one by
one. With his right hand he touched the earth, calling on the earth to witness his
victory over the illusory world of Mara.”

I turned around to tell Ben that the temptations of Buddha sounded similar to
the temptations of Jesus in the wilderness. He was not behind me. I spotted him

heading out the front door. He must have heard enough and didn’t want to hear any
more about the life of Buddha.
Brajesh continued telling me about the rest of the paintings on the walls. He
was glad that at least I was still interested in hearing the rest of the story, how the
enlightened Buddha went to Sarnath to deliver his first sermon on the Middle Way
and the Noble Eightfold Path to his first five disciples, and how the Sangha or
community of Buddhist followers was formed to spread the teachings of the Buddha
to the rest of the world.
It was starting to get dark, and Raju suggested we go to the Sujata village
before it got too dark to see. He drove us across the dry river Niranjana, which
would fill up with water when the monsoon rains arrived, and we stepped out of the
car to look at the large eleven-meter-high brick stupa (Sujatagarh). This was where
the daughter of the chief of the village was commemorated for her act of kindness in
offering milk to the Buddha. She had inadvertently brought a dish of Madhupayasa
(rice cooked with pure cow’s milk) as an offering of thanksgiving for prayers
answered to the tree-spirit of the Bodhi tree, and instead she gave the dish of milk
rice to a starving man who looked like the deity of the tree in person. Later, when
she learned that the man was the Buddha who had gained enlightenment at the
Bodhi tree, she was overjoyed to know that she had performed a noble deed of great
merit.

It was dark now.
“Perfect time to take you to the Mahabodhi Temple,” said Brajesh with his
characteristic smile that brightened his face and glistened in his eyes. He didn’t say
any more. He didn’t want to spoil the surprise.
We took off our shoes and sandals at the shoe stand and gave them to the
attendant. We were about to enter the holiest site in the world of Buddhism, the
place where it all began.
“Welcome to the Land of Enlightenment,” said the orange sign with dark blue
letters. “Mahabodhi Mahavihara, a World Heritage site.” The Great Bodhi Tree and
the Great Temple-Monastery. This was the center of the Buddhist universe, the

nave of the world wheel, the mid-point of the cosmos where the great awakening
takes place.
As I stepped through the main gate, I felt a tingling sensation running up and
down my spine, electrifying every nerve cell in my body. A procession of lights was
being performed by white-robed pilgrims from Sri Lanka.

We walked along the upper path way that encircled the main temple, whose
central pyramidal tower rose like a spiral 177 feet into the heavens. The marble path
felt cool to my bare feet. The entire path was lit up with thousands of bright orangered lights. This was a brilliant display of enlightenment in the midst of darkness.
What a nice surprise to welcome the pilgrim in search of light from above!

As I walked to the western portion of the temple grounds, I kept my eyes
focused on the Bodhi tree, which I could see dimly in the semi-darkness next to the
western wall of the main temple. I would have to come back in the morning at
daybreak to get a better view of the sacred tree (ficus religiosa) that connected
heaven and earth. After making a clockwise circumambulation on the upper path, I
was ready to descend to the main sanctum to meet the Buddha.

The sound of Buddhist prayers, chanted in waves of sonorous tones,
beckoned the pilgrim and devotee to come inside and join the chorus of voices that
filled the chamber. The deep voices of the monks droned in my ears as I stood at
the entrance and pranamed to the sacred presence at the heart of the sacred shrine.
The bright golden glow from the gilded murti (sacred idol) of the Buddha drew me to
its light like a moth to the flame. I walked down the middle of the seated-on-the-floor
monks and devotees and found a space in the front row. I crossed my legs and sat
down on the ground, firmly pressing the bone at the end of the spinal cord and
stirring the kundalini at the base of my Muladhara chakra. I closed my eyes in
meditation and saw an afterglow of the Buddha’s image in my mind’s eye. I started
humming the chant of the Buddhist monks, which sounded like a continuous OM of
the cosmic vibration. I was finally here – at the very spot where the Buddha
achieved enlightenment. An aura of serenity and peace flowed through my entire
being. It was the Buddha-nature ascending in my inner tree of life.

This euphoric feeling of being with the Buddha continued with me the rest of
the evening and throughout the night. I couldn’t wait until daybreak to return to the
sacred place of enlightenment (Bodhimanda) and see everything again in the light of
day.
Early the following morning I arose at five o’clock and tiptoed out of the hotel
room. I did not want to wake up Ben, who was fast asleep. I had a rendezvous with
destiny at the Mahabodhi Temple. I was anxious to walk once again on the ground
where the Buddha walked.
Daybreak allowed me to see the signs and the sights more clearly at the
temple complex. The sight of the four-sided eight-tiered pyramidal spire, with the
crown of a bell-like stupa on top, was brightened up with the dawn light. I walked

down the eastern steps of the complex, past the gateway (torana), and headed
straight for the western section where the Bodhi tree stood.
The sight of the Bodhi tree with its fluttering heart-shaped leaves and
elongated branches brought an overwhelming sense of historicity to my perceiving
mind – this tree was a descendent of the original tree where the Buddha sat for fortynine days prior to the great moment of his enlightenment. This was the tree that
represented the ascension of consciousness from the roots of the earth (Muladhara,
or root, chakra) to the branches in the sky (Sahasrara, or crown, chakra) – the outer
tree corresponded to the inner tree (within man). The turning wheels of energy in my
spine (and etheric body) connected to the roots, trunk, and branches of the Bodhi
tree on the physical (and metaphysical) levels. I was like the blind man who had
received his sight and suddenly saw men “as trees.” The Bodhi tree lived in me, and
I lived in the Bodhi tree. I stood in front of the tree of life and paid homage to it.

Behind the tree – within an enclosure – was the diamond throne (vajrasana), built by
Emperor Asoka to commemorate the place under the tree where the Buddha sat and contemplated
the realization of the goal of Nirvana. Having reached the supreme enlightenment, the arahant
(worthy one) sat on the diamond throne for seven days, absorbed in the rapturous bliss of having
reached the mountain top of attainment. The red sandstone seat of enlightenment was covered
with a golden blanket. This was the solid rock foundation upon which the world of the Buddhas
(past, present, and future) was built. This transcendental place of permanence and indestructibility
was the Holy Mount that was at the same time the center of the world and the central point of
every place in the universe. In my mind’s eye, it was the eye of wisdom that revealed the ultimate
reality to the individual mind. This station of the first week after enlightenment became known as
Pallanka (diamond throne) Sattaha.

It culminated with the Buddha arriving at the complete comprehension (backwards
and forwards) of the universal law of cause and effect. The Dharma (teaching) of

Dependent Origination (i.e. all phenomena are based on causes and conditions) was
established in his consciousness.

I walked next to the place (station) where the Buddha spent his second
week after enlightenment. A shrine was erected by Emperor Asoka, and it was
located on the northeast of the main temple. From here the Buddha stood gazing at
the Bodhi tree without closing his eyes for a whole week. I looked inside the
doorway into the shrine interior and saw a small statue of a Buddha standing with his
right hand showing the blessing gesture and his left hand summoning heaven to
witness his enlightenment. I tried to stand at the elevated ground within the
courtyard in front of the temple and look with fixed gaze in the direction of the Bodhi
tree for as long as I could. I began to see that there might be another meaning to
the fixed gaze. There was a state of consciousness that I knew about called
Samadhi, a non-dualistic awareness of “I am that.” The beholder and the object
being viewed become one. It was the realization that there is no separation between
subject and object. When the mind is mindful and still, a one-pointed concentration
sets in and the space between the viewer and the object viewed is obliterated, and
“you are there.” This conscious awareness of oneness was what the Buddha
contemplated as he stood looking at the Bodhi tree, the place of his enlightenment.
This second week became known as the Animisa (gaze) Satttaha.

It was at the moment when I was totally focused on the Bodhi tree that I
noticed a procession of white-robed pilgrims coming down the cloister walk along the
northern side of the temple. Their circumambulation around the temple in clockwise
manner was slow and meditative. The white robes of the male and female Buddhist
devotees reminded me of the Essenes from the time of Christ who also wore white
robes to signify the pure path of righteousness that they were following. I wondered
if there was a connection between the Buddhists and the Essenes.

I joined the procession of white-robed pilgrims in the meditative walk along the
same path that the Buddha walked during his third week after enlightenment. A
raised platform with lotus flowers was erected to memorialize the steps of the
Buddha and the lotus flowers that sprang up as he walked in meditation. The final
decision that he made during that historic walk was that it would benefit all of
humanity if he proclaimed the four noble truths and the eightfold path that he had
realized in meditation. He would do it out of the compassion of his heart and to
alleviate the suffering in the world.

As I walked with the pilgrims – step by step – I realized that the teachings of
the Buddha had a powerful effect on me. I always had a strong desire to make the
world a better place and to help suffering humanity. That was the Buddha-nature in
me. To give a helping hand when needed, to do good to others, to be kind to all
sentient beings – those qualities were what made me a better person, and they
brought happiness to the giver and the receiver. I contemplated these things as I
walked.
And then I saw something that touched my heart deeply and affected me
immensely. A devout woman in front of me was bowing, falling to her knees, and
prostrating herself on the ground with each step that she took. I slowed down and
watched her perform what I thought to be a form of penance, for she seemed to be
repeating a chant in an agonizing tone at every repetition of the bowing, kneeling,
and prostrating. I could feel the pain and suffering she was going through. I felt as if
the suffering was a self-imposed form of asceticism or a form of purification rite. I
had seen pilgrims visiting the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico City walk on their knees
the last hundred yards of the way. I realized the devotees of all religions perform
acts of reverence and humiliation in many ways to prepare themselves for their
meeting with the divine. I watched as the woman made her final prostration at the
temple entrance, and then she entered walking prayerfully with a contrite heart to
meet the Buddha in the inner sanctum.
I left the Cankama (walking meditation) Sattaha area with a profound shift in
consciousness. I walked back to the Bodhi tree. I started walking up the western
stairs to the middle path (below the upper path). There was an entire section of a
raised platform overlooking the Bodhi tree where young Buddhist monks were
performing a long sequence of repetitive prostrations on their soft mats. I watched
them for a while, and then I went to look for the station where the Buddha spent the
fourth week after his enlightenment. I located it in the northwest area of the
complex.

The Ratanaghara (the place of basic contemplation) was where Lord Buddha
reflected on the Patthana or the Causal Law. A roofless shrine called the Jewel
House marked the spot. The small shrine had gold leaf offerings placed on the sides

of a padlocked door with a wheel design. The jeweled chamber, according to
legendary accounts, was where the deities created a crystal palace for the Buddha
to meditate in. As I stood at the site, I remembered what our guide told us about the
Buddha’s three bodies; he said that blue, yellow, red, white, and orange rays
emanated from his eternal Dharma-kaya (embodiment of truth) after his
enlightenment. I understood that to mean the aura of his etheric body. To
understand our eternal Dharma-kaya (or truth-body), and to know that the aura of
our etheric body emanates from that essence or truth, is to understand the higher
teachings of the Abhidharma (or Patthana). I had seen the multi-hued colors of my
aura or etheric body in my meditations, and I understood the jewel-like colors to be
reflections of feelings and thoughts in my body and mind. There was a causal
interdependent relationship between everything that originated within the three
bodies of man (i.e. physical, mental, etheric).

I remembered seeing the signboard next to a pillar marking the spot where a
banyan tree once stood. I had seen the sign and the pillar at the bottom of the
eastern steps when I had hurriedly made my way to the Bodhi tree. The sign at the
fifth station said it was the Ajapala Nigrodha tree (banyan tree):
“Lord Buddha spent the fifth week under this tree in meditation after
enlightenment. Here he replied to a Brahmana that only by ones deeds one
becomes a Brahmana, not by birth.”
The pillar beside the sign was covered with gold leaf offerings from devotees,
and it had a silver band near the top. My mind immediately thought of the shivalingam that connected the heavens and earth, the pillar of fire that was the vertical
axis of the visible and invisible worlds. The Buddha had climbed the spinal pillar and
retrieved the wisdom of the higher mind, bringing it back down to earth for the benefit
of mankind. Now he was teaching the whole of humanity that the caste system of
India, where the Buddha lived, was not based on truth (Dharma), but on selfish
motives. Henceforth, he taught the equality of humans and their advancement
based on deeds, not by an arbitrary designation at birth. This was also what

Mahatma Gandhi taught when he tried to do away with the caste system, which was
still alive and functioning two thousand years after Buddha.

And yet my mind posed a question for consideration: Wasn’t the concept of
karma based on one’s deeds determining a future life? Didn’t the Buddha call upon
the earth to bear witness to his past lives as proof that he deserved to be a Buddha?
From one perspective, the Buddha was right in saying that one’s deeds determined
a true Brahman, whose actions corresponded to his high calling. “By their fruits
(deeds) you shall know them,” were the words of another master – Jesus.
Here I was, thinking for myself, just like the Buddha taught. Ignorance had to
be overcome by knowledge and wisdom. It would take a lot of thinking about causes
and conditions. I had to develop mindful meditation about all the thoughts that
surfaced in my conscious mind. The mind of the Buddha had to become my mind,
just like previously I had worked at making the Christ-mind the center of my
consciousness.
I proceed to the sixth station, where the Buddha spent the sixth week in
meditation. A sign saying Mucalinda Lake (the Abode of Snake King) marked the
site. The actual lake (pond) was a short distance south of the temple. I didn’t go
there. I didn’t have to. I understood where the abode of the snake king was. The
seven-headed Mucalinda snake, which arrived during the storm to protect the
Buddha, was the divine kundalini that was at the same time the inner tree of life
(Bodhi tree). As a Yogi, I had learned that the energy within the spine (kundalini)
can be used for procreation or for spiritual illumination. During spiritual awakening,
or uncoiling the sleeping snake (kundalini), the column of fire (energy) rises in the
spine and ascends to the crystal lake of the skull (ventricular system), where all
seven chakra energies combine to raise the crown (seven-headed snake) over the
head of the enlightened one.

I had one last station to visit before I would end my visit to the premises of the
Mahabodhi Mahavihara. That name “Vihara” made me think of the northern state of
Bihar, which derived its name from the word “Vihara” (monastery, dwelling, refuge).
This was the state and place in space and time that had become the dwelling and
the refuge (Bihar/Vihara) of the great teacher, the Buddha. And pilgrims from all
around the world came to this state and place to witness the birthplace of Buddhism
and experience the life and teachings of the Buddha. Also, the sacred Ganges
flowed through the middle of the state, just like the river of life in the spine flowed
through the middle of the human body.
The Rajayatana tree was where the Buddha spent the seventh week in
meditation. It was located in the area south of the temple. It is said that two
merchants met the Buddha here and offered him rice cakes and honey. They
listened to the Buddha and took refuge in his teachings, and so they became the first
lay disciples.

After forty-nine days, the Buddha had overcome all the temptations and
cravings of worldly pleasure that the deceiver Mara had confronted him with; he had
penetrated through every cause and condition of existence; he had freed himself
from the self (the “I” or ego) that went through the continuous cycle of birth, death,
and rebirth; he had recollected all of his previous existences and eliminated the root
cause of karma, which was a personal self; and he had freed himself from the wheel
of existence. He had become the fully awakened one, the enlightened one, the
Tathagata (the teacher of Truth).
I now knew what I needed to do if I was to follow in the footsteps of the
Buddha. The seven stations of spiritual and mental development were symbolically
established at the Mahabodhi Mahavihara. This was where the Buddha, through his
exemplary life, showed what needed to be done – step by step. Every great teacher
taught by example: the life of Christ was a lesson in love for God, self, and one’s
fellow-man (i.e. “a new commandment I give to you, that you love one another”); the
life of Krishna was a lesson in the yoga of the indestructible and imperishable
universal Self that resides as the divine self in all beings; the life of Buddha was a
lesson in compassion for all sentient beings to the extent of showing the path to
enlightenment and escape from the wheel of existence.
I went back inside the temple for one last darshan of the Buddha, one last
exchange of the holy sight (i.e. “I behold the same divine in you that is in me”). I sat
with the Buddhist monks again and chanted, “Om Mani Padme Hum.” I meditated
with mindfulness and absorbed concentration on the causes and conditions of my
existence. I saw myself awakening from ignorance and self-identity. I perceived the
Buddha-mind expanding my mind to behold millions of lifetimes on the wheel of
existence. I delved into the Buddha-nature that was at the center of my being. I
knew with a lightning flash of illumination that the Buddha of Infinite Light and
Boundless Life was in me.
As I walked out of the Mahabodhi Temple, it dawned on me that this holy
ground, this place of enlightenment, was the place where Vishnu’s incarnation as the
world teacher (avatar), the Buddha, produced its supreme moment of enlightenment.
I looked back at the temple as I reached the top of the eastern steps and saw the
sunrise illuminating the temple and a ray of light penetrating inside.

