Chapter 7

My pilgrimage in the holyland of India was coming to its final days. | had
entered the cleansing stream of the sacred river. | had entered the flow of the sap in
the holy tree of life. Now | had one more stream to enter: the ever-changing stream
of impermanence.

Our journey to Rajgir (“House of the King”) went through a large white gateway
whose pillars stood on each side of the road, and the sculptured top spanned the
road like a bridge. The gateway reminded me of the torana that | passed through on
my way to the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya. In the distance | could see a peak with a
white stupa on top. We were on our way to Gridhrakuta, also known as Vulture’s
Peak. This was the place where the Buddha spent the last eight years of his life (up
to three weeks before his passing at the age of 80) revealing his pinnacle teachings,
which later became known as the Threefold Lotus Sutra.

When we came to the end of the road, there was still almost half a mile left to
the top. We walked from the parking lot, which was crowded with buses and
Buddhist pilgrims, to the staging area. The usual fanfare of a holy site — with
hawkers peddling their wares or selling relics as souvenirs, and beggars asking for
money — confronted us. | saw an orange-robed Sadhu whose appearance intrigued
me. He had the three white horizontal markings on his forehead that indicated he
was a devotee of Shiva. Our eyes met. An intuitive thought told me that this was
me in a previous existence. The strange encounter — like in a mirror — was uncanny.
| had a picture of us taken together, standing side by side.



At the crowded assembly area, we had the option of either walking up the
pilgrim’s path or taking a one-seat chair-lift to the top. Ben’s injured knee made it
easy for him to decide what to do. The brace on his knee made it difficult for him to
walk long distances. | decided to stay with my traveling companion the last mile of
the way. We stayed in line with our guide Brajesh and our driver Raju and waited for
our turn to take the painted chair-lift ride to the top of Mount Vulture Peak.

At the end of the chair-lift ride, we walked a short distance to the white marble
Vishwa Shanti Stupa (Peace Pagoda), which | had seen from the gateway. There
were steps leading past the stone lion-shaped guardian Fu-dogs (symbolic of the
“Lion of Buddha” as the protector of the Dharma). At each of the four cardinal points
of the commemorative circular edifice was a niche on the wall. Inside each niche
was a gilded statue of a contemplative Buddha. The four Buddha statues
immortalized the four major events in his life: the birth in Lumbini, the enlightenment
at Bodh Gaya, the first sermon (turning the wheel of Dharma) at Sarnath, and the
Parinirvana (final release from the wheel of existence) at Kusinagara. The entire



span of the Buddha'’s life — from the rising in the east to the setting in the west — was
symbolized by the stupa, whose body was the body of the Buddha, the perfected
man. The indwelling presence of the Buddha, seen through the images, revealed a
timeless drama enacted to give insight into the nature of reality through the highest
teachings of the Dharma. The white stupa — with the four-square, altar-like harmika
(or structural summit on the dome) — ascended to a higher level of a supernal realm.
And the finial (at the apex) — with the five circular rings representing the five basic
elements of earth, water, air, fire, and ether (space or akasha) — sent the eye of the
beholder heavenward to the apex of the cosmic mountain.

Next door to the white stupa was a small Japanese temple where two big
drums thundered out what sounded like the deep-sounding rhythms of the heart of
the universe. A chant of “Namu myoho renge kyo” (devotion to the teachings of
Buddha and the universal law of cause and effect) rolled through the air, inviting the
curious pilgrim to step inside.

Our guide showed us the lower hilltop, the actual Gridhrakuta (also known as
Eagle’'s Peak or Mount of the Numinous Eagle), where we would have to descend
several hundred meters in order to see the platform where the Buddha preached the
Lotus Sutra.

“The Lotus Sutra was the sermon that revealed the ultimate teachings of the
Buddha,” said our guide Brajesh. “I'll tell you more about the Lotus Sutra when we
get to the site.”



Ben's mind was set on taking the easier route down from the hilltop
(Ratnagiri). He would take the chair-lift and wait for us down below. | didn’t want to
miss out on the spiritually elevated place where the ultimate vision of the Buddha
was revealed. | walked down the pilgrim’s path with Brajesh and Raju.

Along the way there was a cave where Buddhist monks and devotees
meditated and chanted. Outside the cave there was a sign stating that this was the
“Stone House on Gridhrakuta”:

“Gridhrakuta Hill was the favorite resort of Lord Buddha and the scene of his
important sermons. The whole area is studded with Buddhist monuments. The cave
in all probability represents the stone house as mentioned by the Chinese Pilgrim
Hiuen Tsang during the 7" century A.D. A large number of terracotta plaques,
depicting the figures of Buddha and Maitreya in two rows with Buddhist creed in
minute characters below each image, were found from one of these caves. Most of
the antiquities have been preserved in the archaeological museum at Nalanda.”

There was another cave where | was able to sit in solitude and meditate on the
awe-inspiring thought that the Buddha meditated in these same caves. There was
the sense of a supernatural presence in the cave where dozens of candles had been
burned and hundreds of gold-leaf offerings had been placed on the stone walls.



When we arrived at the ruins atop Gridhrakuta Hill, | noticed an interesting sign
near the platform. It said: “These ruins probably represent the Buddhist monastery
on the Gridhrakuta Hill noticed by the Chinese pilgrim Hiuen Tsang in the 7" century
A.D.” | recalled the years | had taught ancient civilizations to the sixth-graders in my
school. Hiuen Tsang (also called Xuanzang) was my favorite historical figure that
was part of the unit on Ancient China that | taught. | was able to combine the epic
Journey to the West as part of the multidisciplinary curriculum. The epic was a
fictionalized account of Xuanzang's pilgrimage to India during the Tang dynasty in
order to obtain Buddhist scriptures to bring back to China along the Silk Road. The
pilgrim is called Tripitaka (“Three Baskets,” i.e. of scriptures) in the story, and the
main character turns out to be Monkey King (an adaptation of India’'s epic hero
Hanuman). The heroics of Monkey King (also called Sun Wukong, or “awakened to
emptiness”) were related on many levels: an adventure story, a study of Chinese
culture and history, and an allegory of a pilgrim’s progress toward enlightenment (or
awakening). | loved reading the story with my students. And here | was, standing at
the same place where the Chinese scholar-monk had stood and marveled at the
teachings of the Buddha.

“I was going to tell you about the Lotus Sutra,” said Brajesh as we stood on the
sublime site — overlooking the hills and valley — where the essence of Buddha's



teachings was proclaimed. “Here, for many years, the Buddha taught concepts that
were meant to help his disciples discover the Truth (or Dharma) and Ultimate Reality
of all existence. First of all, he taught that everything in the universe is impermanent,
that every beginning has an end, and every birth has a death. His four noble truths
showed everybody that desire causes suffering, and he showed how to end that
suffering by following the noble path to enlightenment. His devoted disciples had
worked out their karma and were ready to learn the highest teachings, which would
liberate them from the wheel of existence. The highest teaching was that the
disciples were all Bodhisattvas (awakened beings), whose function was to spread
the compassion of the Buddha to all living creatures. That was the Buddha Way.
And here, on this sacred site, the Buddha gave the disciples the vision of the
Buddha Land (the Kingdom of Heaven), the inner Buddha-nature that needed to be
uncovered through practice and skillful means. The ceremony in the air at the end of
the Lotus Sutra reveals the eternal Buddha who serves through all his devoted
disciples to bring compassion and enlightenment throughout all ages to all living
beings. Thus the Buddha never dies, for the Buddha is the Dharma and the Truth,
which lives as the inner Buddha-nature that unfolds eventually in every living being.”

The words of a true Buddhist devotee resounded in my mind as we walked
down the pilgrim’s path, back to the parking lot. Brajesh had taken me to the
transcendent mountain of Buddha-hood, where the mind of wisdom revealed the
ever-existent inner Buddha-nature that worked for the salvation (liberation from the
wheel of existence) of all of us. It was the divine awareness and awakening to a
realm of transcendent peace. It was entering the stream of impermanence (of the
outer world, the wheel of samsara) in order to flow into the ocean of the One Reality.
It was the arrival at the immortal center, where all paths and streams converged.

Coming down from the blissful heights of the mountain-top is never easy.
The euphoria of being at a place that transcended space and time slowly dissipated
as we reached the parking lot, where Ben patiently waited for our arrival. | relished
the tranquility of the moment. | sat silently in the car, savoring the awareness of the
emptiness and impermanence of existence and realizing that there was nothing to
be said, nothing to be desired. There was a stillness in the soul. There was no
vision, no sign from above, just a mindful consciousness that | was part of an infinite
reality that expanded in all directions, through all spheres of existence, through all
space and time.

The rest of the day was spent at the monastery-university of Nalanda, a
renowned center of learning founded in the 5™ century AD on a hallowed site where
the Buddha often stayed at a mango grove. He held philosophical discussions here.
It was the place of the birth and nirvana (passing away) of Sariputra, one of the chief
disciples of Buddha. It was here that Sariputra affirmed his faith in the teachings of
the Buddha. And it was here that a grand stupa and temple (known as Temple 3)
was erected over the existing shrine of Sariputra’s relics by the Emperor Ashoka.
Later, Nalanda (“the giver of knowledge”) became a Buddhist university to promote



the teachings of Buddha. Various subjects like theology, grammar, logic, astronomy,
metaphysics, medicine and philosophy were taught here.

As | walked along with the local guide Anil Kumar, | thought of my life as a
perennial student for nine years of my life. | often felt that | had lived like a monk
during my college years. There was also a soul intuition that made me think that |
was a monk many times in my past lives. The guide showed us the monasteries
where the monks lived, and | thought of the dormitories where | had lived and
studied. My final thought as | left the ancient halls of learning was that | could have
been at Nalanda. Perhaps it was at the same time when the Chinese pilgrim Hiuen
Tsang studied here and listened to the exposition of the “Treatise on the Stages of
Yoga Practice.”

There were a few more places to visit before we reached our final destination
at Kusinagar. On Monday morning we checked out of the Sujata Hotel and headed
north through Patna — across the eight kilometer long bridge over the Ganges River
and its wetlands — up to Vaishali. Vaishali was the place where Buddha supposedly
preached his last sermon. What was impressive about the place for me was the
Buddha’s relic stupa that | saw. The sign said:




“This is one amongst the eight original relic stupas built over the corporeal remains
of Buddha. According to Buddhist traditions, after attaining Mahaparinirvana his body
was cremated by the Mallas of Kushinagar with a royal ceremony befitting a
universal king and the mortal remains were distributed among eight claimants
including the Lichhavis of Vaishali. Seven others were Ajatshatru the King of
Magadha, Sakyas of Kapilavastu, Bulis of Alakappa, Koliyas of Ramagram, a
Brahmin of Vethoweep and Mallas of Pava and Kushinagara.”

| listened to the monk explain the significance of the Buddha's relics in his
limited English. The actual site was not much to look at.
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However, the idea of the relics brought to mind a day in my life a couple of
years back when | had gone to see the Maitreya Buddha relics tour near my house
in the East Bay in California. It was an overwhelming experience, seeing all those
relics from the Buddha, his disciples, and other Buddhist masters. The energy | felt
from the relics was, simply stated, "enlightening." You've got to experience it for
yourself. I've seen relics in Russia and Ukraine at sacred sites, and the energy felt
there was miniscule compared to the "brilliant" (I feel compelled to say cosmic) light
emanating from the relics of the Buddhas. It's a great way to connect with the
Buddha-nature within each one of us!

http://. maitryapriet.r/n/ relic/index.html




A flyer that was passed out at the tour, titled "Blessings of the Buddhas," gave
a good explanation abut the relics: "When we think of relics we tend to think of
something dead, inanimate and maybe not very appealing, such as clothing, bones
or tooth fragments. That is not what these relics are. When a spiritual master is
cremated, beautiful, pearl-like crystals are found among their ashes. Tibetans call
these Ringsel. These Ringsel are special because they hold the essence of the
gualities of the spiritual master. His inner purity appears in the form of relics. True
spiritual teachers do not generally discuss their own attainments. The relics are
physical evidence that the teacher attained qualities of compassion and wisdom
before death."

Our next stop was at the nearby archaeological site, the excavated remains of
Kolhua — Ancient Vaishali (6" century BC). We saw a well-preserved Mauryan stone
pillar, dating from the 3™ century BC with a life-size lion sitting atop it. Legend says
that some monkeys offered the hungry Buddha a bowl! of honey here. Thus, it was
declared a sacred site. The ruins of a 5™ century BC brick stupa is believed to have
been built by Lichhavi rulers soon after Buddha'’s death to enshrine his ashes. | saw
Buddhist pilgrims placing gold-leaf offerings on the pillar and on the stupa. There
were workers, men and women, doing continuous excavation work at the site. There
was also a sign to read:

“Kolhua, a part and parcel of ancient city of Vaishali marks the spot where a
local chief of monkeys had offered a bowl of honey to Lord Buddha. The event is
regarded as one of the eight most significant events of his life according to the
Buddhist literature. This was the place where Buddha spent many a rainy seasons,
allowed nuns to the Sangha for the first time, announced his approaching Nirvana
and converted Amrapali from a proud court dancer to a nun.”

| had read that the last days of the Buddha were recorded in the Maha-
parinibbana Sutra, so | looked for the sutra. There was something inside me that
wanted to learn more and more about the life of this extraordinary person who had
walked in these parts of India and had risen to the highest attainable level for a



human being — he had become a Buddha. | found the sutra, and | also found the
wisdom of all that the Buddha did and said during his last days on earth:

And also at Vaishali, in Amrapali's (mango) grove, the Blessed One
often gave counsel to the bhikkhus (monks) thus: "Such and such is virtue;
such and such is concentration; and such and such is wisdom. Great
becomes the fruit, great is the gain of concentration when it is fully
developed by virtuous conduct; great becomes the fruit, great is the gain
of wisdom when it is fully developed by concentration; utterly freed from
the taints of lust, becoming, and ignorance is the mind that is fully
developed in wisdom."

Thereupon the Blessed One entered the hall of audience, and taking
the seat prepared for him, he exhorted the bhikkhus, saying: "Now, O
bhikkhus, | say to you that these teachings of which | have direct
knowledge and which | have made known to you — these you should
thoroughly learn, cultivate, develop, and frequently practice, that the life of
purity may be established and may long endure, for the welfare and
happiness of the multitude, out of compassion for the world, for the
benefit, well being, and happiness of gods and men.”

"And what, bhikkhus, are these teachings? They are the four
foundations of mindfulness, the four right efforts, the four constituents of
psychic power, the five faculties, the five powers, the seven factors of
enlightenment, and the Noble Eightfold Path. These, bhikkhus, are the
teachings of which | have direct knowledge, which | have made known to
you, and which you should thoroughly learn, cultivate, develop, and
frequently practice, that the life of purity may be established and may long
endure, for the welfare and happiness of the multitude, out of compassion
for the world, for the benefit, well being, and happiness of gods and men.”

Then the Blessed One said to the bhikkhus: "So, bhikkhus, | exhort
you: All compounded things are subject to vanish. Strive with earnestness.
The time of the Tathagata's Parinibbana is near. Three months hence the
Tathagata will utterly pass away."

That night we slept in the Lotus Nikko Hotel in Kushinagar. | woke up twice in
the night, at two and at five. Each time, | awoke from intriguing dreams. | sat in
meditation during those times, meditating on the Buddha-nature.

Ben must have seen me meditating when he woke up before dawn to go to the
bathroom. Previously, | had tried to be discreet about meditating in the middle of the
night without being seen. | knew Ben would have questions about that kind of
behavior. Sure enough, when | started getting ready for breakfast, Ben came at me
with full force:

“What were you doing there sitting like a Buddha?” asked Ben. He had seen



enough Buddha statues to know what the meditation position looked like. “Are you
trying to become a Buddha?”

“That’'s my way of communicating with the divine,” | answered. *“I follow what
the Bible says: Be still and know that | am God.”

“So now you're trying to say you’re God,” said Ben, his voice displaying
disapproval.

“I'm saying that | unite with the divine nature, the image of God, which exists in
all living creatures,” | replied, trying to explain my understanding of the relationship
between the human and the divine.

“All have sinned and come short of the glory of God,” quoted Ben from the
Bible. “Our nature is sinful, and we need to confess our sins and let Jesus come into
our hearts to make us clean.”

“I don't see it that way, Ben,” | said. “I see our soul as the image of God, and it
Is divine and strives to know the nature of its divinity. It's the illusion of the world and
its temptations, desires, and ignorance that keep us from seeing that divine nature.
Ignorance is the blindness of our physical eyes that keeps us from seeing with the
divine eye of our soul.”

“So now you're calling me ignorant?” steamed Ben, his face turning red with
anger. His ego definitely was becoming defensive, and | braced myself for the self-
righteous indignation that | had seen him display before. “Don’t you try to fool me
with your fake Christianity. Don’t even try to say that you're a Christian. | don’t know
what you are, but | do know that what you believe is not what a Christian believes.”

“Ben, I've tried to tell you before that you shouldn’t judge a person according to
their religious belief,” | remarked. “You should evaluate a person by their deeds. By
their fruits you shall know them, said Jesus.”

“Our deeds are like filthy rags in the sight of God,” preached Ben. “You must
accept the living Jesus into your heart, not some dead Buddha that you pray to.”

“Ben, I've told you before that | follow the teachings of love that Jesus taught,” |
replied. “And | follow the teachings of compassion that Buddha taught.”

“And I've told you before that you can’'t have two masters,” admonished Ben
sternly.

“The Christ-mind and the Buddha-nature are one and the same to me,” |
answered.

“No, it can’t be,” said Ben. “Christ lives in the heart, not in the mind.”

“The heart is only an instrument for pumping blood, not for thinking,” | replied.
“When the Bible says to love the Lord thy God with all your heart, mind, and soul, it
means with your feelings, thinking, and intuition. But it's always the mind that does
the thinking and realizing of a soul’s union with the divine.”

“If you continue on your present path, you will be condemned to hell and
damnation,” yelled Ben, pointing his finger judgmentally at me. His face was
contorted with anger. An image of Buddha’s battle with Mara flashed in my mind.

“Ben, | know in my mind and soul who and what | am, and I've told you before



that I'm a Christian, a Buddhist, a believer in Krishna-consciousness — all of those
things,” | said, trying to keep my cool.

“You are not a Christian!” Ben exclaimed, taking a step in my direction. “And
don’t go trying to tell people that you are.”

| was completely taken aback by Ben’s self-righteous behavior. | tried to
reason with him, and | realized that wasn’t working. | knew | had to break the chain
of events that was escalating from an argument into a fight.

“Get thee behind me, Satan!” | affirmed as | turned to leave. | walked out the
door. Ben was too shocked by my statement to make any further remarks. | knew
he would take the biblical verse as an affront.

When Ben tried to sit at the same table where | was sitting, | asked him to sit
somewhere else. | did not want to deal with him for the meantime. | needed to think
of my next course of action. | also wanted to refocus my mind on the purpose of my
pilgrimage. | had picked up a pamphlet about Kusinagara, written by the
Archaeological Survey of India. It had a word of advice from the Buddha before he
left his mortal body:

“There are four places a believing man should visit with feelings

of reverence and awe:

(1) The place at which can be said, here the Tathagata (“knower of

truth”) was born. [Lumbini]

(2) Here the Tathagata attained to the supreme and perfect insight.

[Bodh Gaya]

(3) Here was the kingdom of righteousness set on foot by the

Tathagata. [Sarnath]

(4) Here the Tathagata (“revealer of truth”) passed finally away in that

utter passing away which leaves nothing whatever to remain behind.

[Kushinagar]”

The last place was where | was at — Kushinagar. It began to dawn on me that
it was also a state of mind, where everything passes away and there was noting left
behind. It was the state of impermanence. | was suddenly faced with the
impermanence of friendship. That too was temporal and subject to change.

When we both returned to our room after breakfast to prepare for our tour of
Kushinagar, | knew what | had to say and do.

“Ben, we need to talk about our situation,” | said calmly, sitting down in a chair.
Ben looked at me with a sense of hurt and concern.

“OK,” he said, sitting down on the bed.

“First of all, I did not want to be as harsh as | was, and the statement | said to
you was meant to say that what you had said to me was a lie and an illusion. That is
what Satan, the father of all lies, is to me. | couldn’t have you denounce me as a
non-Christian, because that is not true.”

Ben didn’t say anything. He looked at me and just listened.

“Furthermore, you know that | have befriended you and tried to help you with



the musical ensemble that you formed,” | continued. “You even told me that you
thought | was a God-sent. And | was happy to help you. But what you did and said
today has killed the spirit in me to help you any further. | believe it's best that we go
our separate ways.”

| paused to see if there was any reaction from Ben. He did not say anything. |
took that silence to mean that he also thought it best that | leave the ensemble. After
all, if he thought | wasn’'t a Christian, how could he approve of me singing in a
Christian group?

“And | really feel that it would be wise for both of us to refrain from discussing
religion or theology any more,” | proceeded, bringing the one-sided talk to a
conclusion. “It's obvious that our views are diametrically opposed to each other, and
we will only aggravate each other by discussing religion. Does that sound OK with
you?”

“If that's what you want,” said Ben. He had accepted the inevitable. He must
have seen it coming. It was as if he too realized the nature of impermanence in our
friendship.

Impermanence. Finality. Nothing lasts forever. This too shall pass.

These concepts bombarded my mind when we toured the Mahaparinirvana
Temple and the adjacent Nirvana Stupa, the place where the Buddha chose to free
himself from the wheel of existence (i.e. the cycles of birth, death, and rebirth).
When | walked up the steps to the barrel-vaulted temple and entered through the
western door, | was awe-struck by the 20-feet-long reclining Buddha facing me. The
1500-year-old gilded image, carved from one block of red sandstone, was reclining
on its right side, with the head pointed to the north and the face looking in the
direction of the setting sun. That was the final position of the Buddha as his mortal
body lay dying between two sal trees.

“If you stand at the feet of the reclining Buddha,” said the local guide Misra,
guiding me to the soles of the feet, which showed imprints of the wheel of Dharma,
“you will see a dying face. If you stand here at the mid-section, you will see a
thinking face. And if you come here and look directly into the Buddha’s face, you will



see a smiling face.”

| followed the guide to the three views of the reclining Buddha. Ben stayed
outside the temple. When he saw the image of the dead Buddha through the
entrance door, he decided to roam around the monastery ruins instead. |, on the
other hand, wanted to be in the presence of the thinking Buddha, who had taught his
disciples to think for themselves.

When | stepped outside the temple, the guide led me to the stupa, where he
told me the story of the Buddha's last words as we performed the clockwise
circumambulation around the stupa:

“It was a full moon night when the Buddha passed away. His disciple Ananda
was at his side and he listened as his master spoke of his final moment. ‘My
moment has arrived, and | will leave this mortal body,” said the Buddha. ‘Who will
guide us now?’ asked Ananda. ‘Be a lamp unto yourself,’ said the Buddha. ‘Consult
the Dharma, the principles of righteous living. Listen to your own inner voice.
Remember that all conditioned things are impermanent, and they pass away. Work
out your own salvation with diligence.” Those were the Buddha'’s final words.”

| reflected on the words, “Work out your own salvation with diligence.” | had
read similar words in the Bible: “Work out your own salvation with fear (awe) and
trembling (diligence).” How similar the statements. How much in practical wisdom
the advice of two great sages.

The guide also showed us the sal tree standing near the temple, and | read an
interesting fact about the temple on the nearby sign: “The present form of the
temple has been given in 1956 A.D. on the occasion of Buddha’'s 2500th Jayanti
celebrations.” The temple was built to commemorate the year 2500 BE (Buddhist
Era) since Buddha's Mahaparinirvana (the great completion of nirvana).  Buddha
Jayanti (also known as Buddha Purnima) is celebrated in remembrance of three
important events in Buddha's life: (1) His birth in 623 BC. (2) His enlightment in
588 BC. (3) His attainment of Nirvana at the age of 80. All three events occurred
on the full moon of the fourth lunar month, Vaisakh, i.e. April or May.



On our way out of the sacred site, we stopped at a large Dharma bell donated
by the Tibetans to ring out the three-fold blessings of the Buddha, the Dharma, and
the Sangha. The keepers of the bell allowed me to ring the bell, which to me was
the sound of the universal sound OM reverberating the vibrations of Truth
(Tathagata) throughout the cosmos. The sign explained the significance of the bell:

“OM SWA-STAM

Blessings of the Precious Triraina (“three  jewels”).

May this Dharma Bell foster the restoration of the holy places of

Aryadesha (India) blessed by the Buddha. May the Sangha offer

service wherever the Dharma has been manifested. May we

remember the Mahamuni (The Great Sage), following the Three

Trainings so that the Buddhadharma continues to flourish until

Maitreya turns the Dharmacakra.”

There was a shrine that was part of a large monastic complex across the street
from the Mahaparinirvana Temple. The shrine was called the Matha-Kuar
(“forehead prostration,” a form of devotion performed by devout Buddhists). The



watchman of the shrine opened up the locked gate so | could go inside and pay
homage to the 1000-year-old gilded statue that was carved out of blue stone. It
represented Buddha under the Bodhi tree in the Bhumisparsha Mudra (earth-
touching pose).

There was one more site to visit in Kushinagar: Ramabhar Stupa, the site
where the mortal body of Gautama Siddhartha was cremated. Buddhist traditions
refer to the stupa as Makutabandhana Chaitya (“banding the crown” stupa). The
Ramabhar (“place of Rama”) stupa was near the Hiranyavati River. Our guide told
us the story of how the mortal body of the body could not be cremated for six days
because the Buddha had promised his disciples he would wait for their arrival. As
soon as they arrived, two legs came out of the coffin and the body went through the
process of self-immolation. | was impressed with the synchronicity of an event that
occurred during our visit to the cremation site; we saw a cremation taking place near
the river, probably at the same place where the Buddha was cremated.
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[Note: | was told that the grounds across the river were the future site of the
Maitreya Project, where 48 Buddhist countries are to contribute for the ground-
breaking ceremony in 2010.]

Preview Maitreya Project: http://www.maitreyaproject.org/
http://www.skyscrapercity.com/showthread.php?t=389451

After our tour of Kushinagar, we were supposed to get ready to travel to
Lumbini, the birthplace of Gautama Siddhartha. However, our driver Raju heard
disturbing news of civil unrest at the border of Nepal. A large tour group at our hotel
also had heard news of a strike and violent demonstrations against the government
in Nepal. Raju didn’t want to risk his life since he was a family man, and he didn’t
want to risk our lives. We were told we could ride up to the border and find out if we
would be turned back, like other groups. After conferring with our travel agency, we
decided it would be best for all of us to skip our trip to Lumbini, Nepal.

| felt sort of disappointed that | wouldn’'t make it to the fourth major pilgrimage
site that was on the pilgrim’s list of sacred places to visit. We were supposed to be
staying at Hotel Nirvana, and that was symbolically significant for me. The first
thought that occurred to me was: “Well, | guess | don't get to go to Nirvana this time
around.” | soon recovered from that silly thought, and | realized that | had already
seen the birth of the inner Buddha as the awakening of my own inner Spirit in my
consciousness. | didn't need to travel to a physical place to see where the physical
Buddha was born.

Also, | had already performed the ritual of bathing the "Baby Buddha" at the
Maitreya Buddha Relics Tour. The pouring of water on “Baby Buddha” was an act of
cleansing the self of negative karma with purificatory water. | remembered reciting
the purification prayer as | poured the holy water on the image and symbolically on
the crown chakra of my inner Buddha:

“Although the Buddha's holy body has no faults,
In order to purify the body, speech, and mind obstacles of all
sentient beings,
| offer this bath of the Buddha's holy body.
May the body, speech, and mind obstacles of all sentient
beings be purified.”



Since our afternoon and evening time was now our own, to do with as we
pleased, | decided to walk around the sacred sites again. Ben decided to take a long
afternoon nap. | walked back to a theme park of the four holy places that was in the
vicinity of the Chinese-Viethamese Linh Son Buddhist Temple of Kushinagar.
Replicas of the major Buddhist sites adorned the complex.

| was especially impressed by the statue of Mahamaya, the mother of Gautama
Siddhartha, with the baby Buddha. It was rare to see a statue of the mother who
immaculately conceived — just like the Virgin Mary — a holy child. Later, | was to
learn that the divine feminine (or goddess) of our pure consciousness (or divine
mother kundalini) is also capable of giving birth to the inner “Son” or inner “Buddha.”
That “immaculate conception” within the inner spirit was a story that was told
allegorically in many religious scriptures. It was a story of the union of the sun
(masculine) and the moon (feminine) forces within the human being to produce a
“Christed-One” or an “awakened Buddha.” The story of the Mahamaya (“great
goddess”) is the dream of the mother (of life) being impregnated by the spirit
(symbolized by a white elephant). Her walk in the garden and grabbing hold of a tree
(the spinal tree of life) and then giving birth to a baby Buddha through her right side
(etheric body) is the process whereby the creative energy in the spine ascends to the
mental body of the initiate. When the baby Buddha steps out of the womb (birth into



spiritual body), he takes seven steps (seven centers or chakras of the spine) and
becomes the master.

In the evening, | went once again to the Mahaparinirvana Temple. | wanted to
meditate with the monks and chant with the pilgrims. | watched a Sri Lanka Buddhist
ceremonial covering of the Buddha's body with orange, brown, and saffron colored
cloth. 1 listened to a Korean Buddhist group chant, and | wept inside as one woman
was overcome with uncontrollable sobs and tears as she dissolved into her inner
Buddha nature. | meditated beside the smiling face of the Buddha, and | meditated
at the feet of the Buddha.

When the temple doors closed at six in the evening, | walked around the
complex and waited for the full moon to rise. The full moon reminded me of the
Wesak festival, when the Buddha made his annual appearance during the Buddha
Purnima (day of birth, enlightenment, and nirvana) to devotees who traveled (in body
and in spirit) to the mystical Mount Kailash.



The full moon also reminded me of the beginning of the Hindu Holi festival.
Raju told us that the full moon signaled the beginning of the colorful holiday that
heralded the beginning of the blossoming of the multi-hued flowers of spring. That's
why people threw colored powders and colored water at each other. Raju wanted to
drive out of Kushinagar by four in the morning in order to avoid having his car
smeared with colors that might not wash off easily. He even prepared for that
eventuality by putting diesel oil on his car, which would make it easier to wash the
colors off.

So we woke up early and left at four. We drove through Gorakhpur,
Paramahansa Yogananda’s birthplace, on our way towards Shravasti, the place
where Buddha spent 25 monsoon seasons. Along the way we saw boys shooting
spray guns with colored water at each other and at passers-by. We saw people
smeared with purple, orange, yellow, red, blue, and golden colors on their face, hair,
and clothes. Several people, especially boys, had their faces covered with golden or
silver colors. My favorite sighting was a cow that had been colored with purple polka
dots — a real “Holi Cow.”

We arrived at the Mahamaya Hotel, a former palace of the local maharaja, in
Balrampur just as the Holi festivities went into full swing.



“This is the first time | have not been hit by the colors,” said Raju as he drove
his car through the gated grounds of seven acres of sprawling green landscape. He
had driven his car as fast as he could to get to our destination.

We were given the royal treatment at the former palace. | was impressed by
the size of the rooms and the large dining area, which had royal lion and mandala
tapestries hanging on the wall. The entrance to the hotel lobby featured a beautiful
shrine with a painting of the Mahamaya, the great mother (of the Buddha).

After breakfast and Masala tea, | walked with Ben around the green grounds.
We walked in the direction of the gate, where | heard the sounds of Holi celebrations.
| saw a group of revelers and musicians coming down the road. A man was beating
a drum in rhythm to the chanting of “Happy Holi.” | came up to the chained entrance
gate to take a picture of the exuberant merrymaking. The youthful group noticed me
and came towards the gate. Raju had warned me to stay inside the compound
because of the possibility of mischief and pranks by frolicking groups. Ben wisely
retreated back to the security of the hotel room.

However, | got caught up in the spirit of the joyous occasion and extended my
hand to the extended hands of the multi-colored faces at the gate. Each one of them
wanted to shake my hand and put some colors on my clothes and head. “Happy
Holi,” | shouted in glee as | shook each one of their hands. We danced to the sound
of the music, and we laughed heartily as we said “Happy Holi” to each other. The
affectionate panorama of color and happiness made me feel like | was one of the
people of India. | was no longer a separate entity, a tourist, or even a pilgrim. | was
a joyous note in the melodic, festive symphony of Spring. | was at-one with Mother
Nature’s cosmic dance.



Some of the hotel workers noticed me interacting with the local street group,
and they brought some yellow and red Holi powder to put on my forehead, hair, and
face. They wanted to celebrate with me. They had never seen a foreigner (i.e. white
man) get so enthusiastic about the festival of colors. About seven of the workers at
the hotel came out to do the ceremonial Holi embrace and placing of colors on each
other. The brotherly embrace bonded all of us into one brotherhood. The right hug,
left hug, right hug, left hug, right hug, left hug seemed to follow some rhythm of
friendship that | repeated with each of my fellow-men (as | now regarded my Hindu
acquaintances). | felt a strong bond of fellowship and friendship with them as |
laughed and said “Happy Holi” to them and placed red and yellow powder on their
forehead. My clothes were completely covered in colors, and | felt as if all the colors
of my aura were shining brilliantly in the bright light of day.

| was glad my Hindu friend Girjesh had advised me to bring some old clothes
that | wouldn’t mind getting completely covered with colors. It was such a joyous
occasion that | was thrilled beyond all belief.

The event was commemorated with a group picture. | still remember Uday
Singh the guard, Uday Bhan the cook, Rajendra, Ram Sewak, Sunil, Vimal and
Kallu. Their faces are etched in my memory as the one and only Holi festival that |
have ever experienced. | still can see myself raising my hands in praise to the
colorful Holi spectacle. It was a day to remember — Wednesday, the eleventh of
March, 2009.



The following day was the last day of the pilgrimage. We were headed for the
ancient city of Shravasti, about 17 kilometers from the Mahamaya Hotel in
Balrampur. Shravasti (or Sravasti) was known during Buddha’s time as Savatthi.
The earliest references to Savatthi were in my two favorite epics of India — the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata — where it is mentioned as a prosperous city in the
Kingdom of Kosala.

The Jetavana monastery at Shravasti was considered to be one of the eight
holy places for a Buddhist pilgrimage. The Buddha spent twenty-four rainy seasons
at the monastery that was built for him by one of his disciples, Anathapindika. The
main attraction for me was the ancient Bodhi tree that was supported by steel
trusses. This was a sapling of the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya, and it was planted as a
sacred symbol of the Mahamuni (“great sage”). The tree took the place of the
Teacher during his absence. It was a reminder to look within one’s own nature (the
esoteric tree of life in the spine) to find the Buddha.

According to Buddhist tradition, it was planted at the direction of Ananda,
Buddha'’s disciple. Thus, it became known as the Ananda (“bliss”) Bodhi tree.

Our guide, Anant Ram Rana, showed us the ruins of the various temples and
stupas surrounding the Jetavana monastery. The Chinese pilgrim Hiuen Tsang had
found the brick structures of the temples in utter ruins. Presently, they revealed just
enough to attract the modern-day pilgrim in search of Buddhist shrines and sacred
sites.

“Temple 2 and Temple 3 were hallowed by the personal use of the Buddha,”
said Anant Ram Rana. “It was at one of these temples that the Buddha delivered
the Maha-Mangala Sutra, the great discourse on supreme blessings. It is
considered by Buddhists and Hindus alike as a supreme guide for life’s journey.”



There were other archaeological sites that we stopped at, such as the ancient
city of Orazar, the stupa remains at Pakki Kuti, and another mound of ruins called
Kachchi Kuti. However, to me they were just remains from the past that were
reminders that everything in life is impermanent. It was a reminder of the words of
the Buddha: “All things which exist in time must perish. Because, then, death
pervades all time, get rid of death, and time will disappear.” To me the Buddha had
passed in a boat of wisdom from this mortal world — across the sea of birth and
death — to the other shore of the immortal world (Nirvana).

At the end of a journey, or a pilgrimage, there is a sense of completion and
fulfillment. | felt a sense of realization and awakening to a world of wisdom, the
wisdom of the Bodhi tree, the Dharma, and the Buddha. | reflected on the discourse
that the Buddha delivered at the Jetavana Monastery in Shravasti. The teachings of
the Buddha (Tathagata, the teacher of truth) were the supreme blessings that
accompanied the path of the wise man.

In conclusion, my wish for myself and for the rest of humanity is that the
stream of supreme blessings would accompany us on our ever upward path to
enlightenment and Buddhahood.



MAHAMANGALA SUTTA
(DISCOURSE OF THE SUPREME BLESSINGS)

| have heard that at one time the Blessed One was staying in Savatthi at Jeta's
Grove, Anathapindika's park. Then a certain deva, in the far extreme of the night, her
extreme radiance lighting up the entirety of Jeta's Grove, approached the Blessed
One. On approaching, having bowed down to the Blessed One, she stood to one
side. As she stood to one side, she addressed him with a verse.

Many deities and humans, yearning after good,

have reflected on Blessings.

Pray, tell me the Supreme Blessings.

Not to follow or associate with the foolish,

to associate with the wise,

and honour those who are worthy of honour.
This is the Supreme Blessing.

To reside in a civilized place,

to have done meritorious actions in the past,
and to have set oneself on the right course.
This is the Supreme Blessing.

A good education, accomplished in many skills,
well disciplined

and pleasant speech.

This is the Supreme Blessing.

The support of mother and father,
the cherishing of spouse and children
and peaceful occupations.

This is the Supreme Blessing.

Liberality, righteous conduct,
the helping of relatives

and blameless action.

This is the Supreme Blessing.

To cease and abstain from evil,
to avoid intoxicants

and steadfastness in virtue.
This is the Supreme Blessing.



Patience, humility,

contentment and gratitude,

hearing the Dhamma at the right time.
This is the Supreme Blessing.

Self-control, the holy life,

perception of the Noble Truths
and the realization of Nibbana.
This is the Supreme Blessing.

A mind that, when touched

by the ways of the world,

remains steady, unstained, sorrowless, and at peace.
This is the Supreme Blessing.

Everywhere undefeated
when acting in this way,
people go in well-being.
These are the Supreme Blessings.

http://www.buddhacommunity.org/mahamangala.htm




