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Gautama Buddha and Saint Augustine: two of history’s foremost spiritual thinkers, whose lives have served as a beacon for countless individuals throughout time. Born some 800 years and more than four times as many miles apart, the lives of Siddhartha Gautama, the Shakyan prince who would become Gautama Buddha, and Aurelius Augustinus, the North African schoolboy who would be Saint Augustine, bear a striking resemblance to one another. The Buddha’s life and doctrine would become the bedrock foundation for the Buddhist faith, while Augustine’s would prove instrumental to the development and understanding of early Christianity. And though Buddhism and Christianity offer two very different paths and perspectives, the parallel lives of these two men demonstrate that despite their differences, both Buddhism and Christianity emphasize the act of introspection, and stress the necessity of looking inward at one’s own motives and desires in order to decipher one’s path to true happiness and complete understanding. Gautama Buddha and Saint Augustine found themselves driven from an early age by an insatiable desire to attain this happiness and understanding, and both relied heavily on their powers of self-examination and –reflection to do so. Furthermore, both Gautama Buddha and Saint Augustine traveled long roads to their respective destinations, and ultimately there can be found a great many similarities between the lives of the two. 
The story of Gautama Buddha’s life tells of a time when, “in a past age of the world, as a forest-dwelling ascetic named Sumedha, he threw himself at the feet of an earlier buddha, Dipankara, and resolved to become a buddha himself” (Kohn 1). Dipankara “prophesied to the multitude that accaompanied him everywhere that after many eons this young ascetic would indeed also become a buddha” (ibid.). “Through many subsequent lives,” then, “the bodhisattva practiced the ten transcendental virtues that prepare the way to buddhahood, complete enlightenment” (ibid.). In each of his lives the bodhisattva perfected the virtues of Right Diligence, or Right Effort, Right View, and Right Understanding, and eventually the time was ripe for the bodhisattva to take his final rebirth (Hanh 99). The story tells that, “it was in the middle of the first millennium BCE that the bodhisattva took his final birth, on Jambudvipa, the southern continent of this world system, in the country of the Shakyas, which lay in the foothills of the Himalayas in present-day southern Nepal” (Kohn 3). Because the bodhisattva was both a prince of the Shakyas and a member of the Gautama clan, after his enlightenment he would be known variously as the sage of the Shakyas, Shakyamuni, or as Gautama Buddha (ibid.).
The bodhisattva was born of noble birth; “he was of the kshatriya, or warrior, caste, and his clan lineage, that of the Gautamas, was ancient and pure” (ibid.). Upon his birth, as was the tradition for new members of noble families, a naming celebration was held for the boy. “Nobles, courtiers, and brahmins were invited in large numbers,” and as befitted the naming ceremony of a prince, “food and drink was plentiful, and generous gifts were made to all” (Kohn 6). The boy was given the name Siddhartha, meaning ‘accomplishment of the goal,’ and it was proclaimed that he was destined for one of two possibilities (ibid.). “Such a great being,” it was prophesied, “would become a universal monarch should he pursue a worldly life, or a completely enlightened buddha should he renounce worldly life and enter a life of homelessness devoted to spiritual truth” (Kohn 5). 
Saint Augustine did not come from such noble beginnings. Also known as Augustine of Hippo, or simply Augustine, he was born Aurelius Augustinus in Thagaste, Roman North Africa, in the year 354 AD, nearly a millennium after the prince Siddhartha. Augustine was born to a pagan father, Patrick or Patricius, who died when Augustine was still young, and a Christian mother, Monica, who would devote much of her life to seeing Augustine through to his conversion to Christianity. It was Monica who made Augustine a catechumen in infancy, though he would not be baptized until much later (Chadwick 11). Unlike Prince Siddhartha, young Augustine was “a provincial country boy,” who spent his adolescence as a schoolboy in his hometown, learning Greek and studying the great thinkers and writers of the age. It was at this time that Augustine first encountered the works of Aristotle, Virgil, Cicero, Seneca, and Plato, the last of whom would prove to be “the Greek thinker whose work most deeply entered his bloodstream” (Chadwick 9). 
Following his father’s death sometime in his early to mid teens, Augustine was sent from Thagaste to continue his studies at Carthage, financed by a wealthy neighbor (ibid.). There he became increasingly interested in the liberal studies, particularly of logic and ethics. “A highly sensitive and bookish boy,” according to the expert scholar Henry Chadwick, “he felt he had largely educated himself by his reading in great authors” (Chadwick 8). “The most potent initial influence guiding the young Augustine in philosophical matters came from Cicero’s dialogues,” writes Chadwick (Chadwick 10). One dialogue in particular, Cicero’s Hortensius, “which Augustine knew intimately,” would lay the foundation for his spiritual journey and ultimate conversion (ibid.). At the age of nineteen, while still a student at Carthage, Augustine stumbled upon Hortensius and “found that the seriousness of the questions raised by Cicero, especially about the quest for happiness, moved him to pick up a Latin Bible “ (Chadwick 11). 
But at the same time that Augustine found himself pulled towards questions of the divine, he also felt himself dragged down by the weight of sinful temptation and his tremendous desire to win the praise of his peers. Very early on in life, Augustine noticed within himself a tendency towards vice and moral corruption – a desire for worldly goods and pleasures, the likes of which might have been familiar to a young nobleman like Siddhartha. Augustine would later refer to himself in this period as “a region of destitution,” vainly seeking the approval of his peers through misguided deeds (Saint Augustine 34). In his Confessions, Augustine’s autobiography and collected treatises written in his early forties, he would attribute his “hellish pleasures” to an overwhelming desire “to win human approval” (Saint Augustine 24). This desire, coupled with an apparent lack of intervention or consequence, drove young Augustine “deeper into vice to avoid being despised,” to such an extent that, he admits, “when there was no act by admitting to which I could rival my depraved companions, I used to pretend I had done things I had not done at all, so that my innocence should not lead my companions to scorn my lack of courage, and lest my chastity be taken as a mark of inferiority” (Saint Augustine 27-28).
The most notable of Augustine’s early crimes was the much-documented ‘pear-stealing incident.’ On this occasion, Augustine stole pears from a neighbor’s tree, despite having pear trees of his own bearing much better fruit. Augustine recollects later in his Confessions, “I wanted to commit a theft and did so, driven by no need other than my inner lack of any sense of, or feeling for, justice” (Saint Augustine 28-29). “Wickedness filled me,” he writes, and “my desire was to enjoy not what I sought by stealing but merely the excitement of thieving and the doing of what was wrong” (ibid.). But it was not long before the petty crimes of Augustine’s youth in Thagaste gave way to his teenage crimes at Carthage. Though never a glutton or a drinker, Augustine soon learned he had what would prove to be an insatiable sexual appetite. By the age of seventeen or eighteen he had taken up with a steady girlfriend, finding that “it was sweet to love and be loved, the more so if I could also enjoy the body of the beloved” (Saint Augustine 35). Indeed, Augustine recalls later, much of this period of his life was taken up with the pursuit of “being seduced and seducing,” and in turn “being deceived and deceiving” (Saint Augustine 52). Augustine would later come to loathe these seductions and deceptions, but for the time being found himself embroiled in them. 
In the same way that Augustine would eventually shrink from his own discretions, the young prince Siddhartha would also come to despise his life of luxury and pleasure. Fearing early on for the future of his family line, Siddhartha’s father, King Shuddhodana, had hoped to sway his son into accepting the householder life. The king "set about doing everything in his power to make matters take the desired turn” (Kohn 8). To this end, “he carefully sheltered the prince from the world and surrounded him with luxury and pleasure,” and as the prince grew older, the king “surrounded Siddhartha with scores of unblemished beauties who were skilled in singing, dancing, and playing musical instruments” (ibid.). Truly, “beautiful women, in constantly changing variety, accompanied the prince always, seeking in every way to divert and entertain him and provide him with pleasure” (ibid.). Gautama Buddha would later admit after his enlightenment that at this time in his life, “I was delicate, most delicate, supremely delicate;” so delicate, in fact, that “a white sunshade was held over me day and night so that no cold or heat or dust or grit or dew might inconvenience me” (Kohn 9). So Prince Siddhartha grew up constantly surrounded by pleasures, and always carefully shielded from pain. 
But though there were no limits to the pleasures and goods at his disposal, still the prince began to grow restless. “When Siddhartha reached the age of sixteen,” writes the scholar Cherab Chödzin Kohn in his account of the life of the Buddha, “Shuddhodana decided that to forestall restlessness and draw him further into the householder’s life, it would be good for the youth to marry” (Kohn 9). “Until this time,” he notes, “Siddhartha had done little beyond living a life of diversion and pleasure, shut away in one or another of his palaces” (Kohn 9-10). But although a suitable wife was selected for Siddhartha, married life proved to offer little change in the prince’s habits. The combination of his familial obligations and empty diversions was quickly wearing thin on Siddhartha. And “when the sorrows and limitations of ordinary life finally began to beat in upon the prince, they struck him almost as an insult, an insolent intrusion” (Kohn 10). 
It was during this same period of time in Augustine’s life that the errant student found himself wrestling with questions of identity and divinity, and sought potential sources of deeper understanding. Augustine’s time at Carthage had convinced him that his “soul was in rotten health” (Saint Augustine 35). In its “ulcerous condition,” he recalled in his Confessions, “it thrust itself to outward things, miserably avid to be scratched by contact with the world of the senses” (ibid.). Augustine found that he was “an unhappy young man, wretched as at the beginning of my adolescence when I prayed you [God] for chastity and said: ‘Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet’” (Saint Augustine 145). For, as he explains later, “I was afraid you might hear my prayer quickly, and that you might too rapidly heal me of the disease of lust which I preferred to satisfy rather than suppress” (ibid.). But although Augustine’s education led him increasingly to pursue pathways towards happiness and understanding, still he was not yet ready to consider Christian conversion. 
Though his mother had exposed him to Christianity from infancy, it was not until the age of nineteen that Augustine first looked to the Christian bible for inspiration and understanding. “As a sceptical teenager he used occasionally to attend church services” with his mother, but more often than not, he found himself “engaged in catching the eye of the girls on the other side of the basilica” (Chadwick 11). But at the age of nineteen, Augustine stumbled upon Cicero’s dialogue, Hortensius; “the immediate effect of reading Hortensius,” writes Henry Chadwick, “was to make Augustine think seriously about ethical and religious issues” (ibid.). Augustine “found that the seriousness of the questions raised by Cicero, especially about the quest for happiness, moved him to pick up a Latin Bible” (ibid.). And yet even upon doing so, he was immediately “repelled by the obscurity of its content,” and “what seemed a naïve myth about Adam and Eve” (Chadwick 11-12). 
Instead, Augustine turned to Manicheism, an intensely dualistic, pantheistic worldview whose founder, Mani, “explained evil as resulting from a primeval and still continuing cosmic conflict between Light and Dark, these terms being both symbol and physical reality” (Chadwick 13). Throughout his twenties, then, “in teaching posts first at Carthage and then at Rome, Augustine remained associated with the Manichees” (Chadwick 14). Yet the more he studied, the more Augustine began to doubt the legitimacy of his new faith. The more he learned about astrology, for example, the more he “was disturbed to find that the Manichee account was at variance with that of the best astronomers” (Chadwick 15). Furthermore, Manicheism failed increasingly to live up to the esteem of the Christian faith to which Augustine had been exposed as a child. Augustine felt sure that “one might demythologize orthodox Christianity and still have something of great importance left,” but the same could not be said of Manicheism, “where the myth was of the essence” (ibid.). “Publicly I was a teacher of the arts which they call liberal,” he later recalls, but “privately I professed a false religion – in the former role arrogant, in the latter superstitious, in everything vain” (Saint Augustine 53). 
Augustine began in earnest to seek alternatives to Manicheism. He would eventually abandon the bulk of Mani’s teaching, though the Pauline letters, significant in the Manichee cannon, would remain important to Augustine (---. 13-14). During this period, he “devoured books by sceptical philosophers,” particularly Plotinus and Porphyry (Chadwick 16). Plotinus, especially, imparted upon Augustine the notion that “there is intimate correspondence between reality and the process of human thought,” and left Augustine more convinced than ever of the necessity of introspection and contemplation in his pursuit of understanding (Chadwick 18). Indeed, “his readings in Plotinus and Porphyry, translated by Victorinus, set his mind on fire” (Chadwick 17). And when Augustine arrived at Milan in 384, aged thirty, as the city’s new professor of rhetoric, he would meet two Christian intellectuals, Ambrose and Simplicianus, whose instruction would nudge him still closer towards his complete conversion to Christianity (Chadwick 16-17). 
Just as much of Augustine’s twenties had been spent in the pursuit of pathways to understanding, Siddhartha’s twenties brought about the seeds of personal change whereby the prince began ardently to seek alternatives to palace life. It was during this period that the prince increasingly took to making outings away from the palace. On previous outings, “care was always taken to clear and decorate the way, and especially to remove anything ugly or unpleasant that might disturb the prince’s mood” (Kohn 11). But the story of the Buddha’s life tells of four auspicious encounters during this period, on which the prince was exposed to the vanities of real life, and also to the possibility of a path away from them to enlightenment. It was these four encounters “that finally shattered the bodhisattva’s contentment with his life of pleasure (ibid.). On the first encounter, Siddhartha sees an old man, withered by the effects of many years. Having never seen a man so affected by age, Siddhartha is deeply puzzled, and inquires after the old man to his attendant, Chandaka. Chandaka explains, “he is that way because of the effect time has on everyone who is born” (ibid.). Through this encounter the prince learns the vanity of youth. 
On the second encounter, Siddhartha’s party comes upon a diseased man, “emaciated and pale,” clearly nearing the end of his life (Kohn 12). Siddhartha is again stunned by the sight, and inquires after the man to Chandaka. Chandaka explains to the prince the nature of disease, and Siddhartha, so troubled by the experience, demands to be taken back to the palace forthwith. Through this encounter he learns the vanity of health. On the third encounter, Siddhartha’s company meets a funeral procession. Having never witnessed anything of the sort, Siddhartha again asks Chandaka for an explanation. Chandaka tells the prince that the man being borne on a litter is dead, and that, “without exception, everything that is born must die” (Kohn 12). Deeply moved by this revelation, Siddhartha learns the vanity of life.   
Siddhartha’s fourth and final encounter is with a holy man. On a day when the prince was out driving in his chariot, he passed “a mendicant with upright bearing and a serene and radiant countenance” (Kohn 13). Having never seen such a man, Siddhartha implores Chandaka a fourth time for an explanation. Chandaka replies that the man before them is a holy man, who has renounced his worldly life and devoted himself to spiritual pursuits. “Such homeless mendicants,” he explains, “devote themselves to spiritual pursuits such as meditation or practicing austerities” (ibid.). Furthermore, “they have no possessions but wander from place to place, begging their daily food” (ibid.). Overwhelmingly moved by this spectacle, Siddhartha again orders his chariot to return to the palace, so that he may contemplate what he has seen. The holy man seen by Siddhartha on this day would provide the first model for his examined life, illuminating for the prince the path to happiness and understanding, and inspiring him to escape his sheltered life in pursuit of enlightenment.  
But in the wake of these four encounters and in a desperate attempt “to divert his son from his preoccupations,” King Shuddhodana decided to send Siddhartha to visit a nearby farming village, where “he hoped that Siddhartha would take an interest in the methods of the farmers” (Kohn 13). The king’s plan backfired, however, when his son instead took an interest in the welfare of the farmers, “dirty and half-clad, streaming with sweat as they struggled in the heat of the sun” (ibid.). In his tale of the Buddha’s life, Kohn writes that Siddhartha found “overcome with revulsion” at the scene, and upon learning that the farmers are actually his own father’s slaves, “he freed them on the spot, telling them, ‘from today you will no longer be slaves. You are free to go wherever you like and live in happiness’” (ibid.). Siddhartha’s proclamation to the farmers that they might go free and live in happiness foretold the event of his own striking forth from the palace in search of enlightenment. 
Like Augustine, Siddhartha was nearing his thirtieth year when he found himself on the eve of this profound transition. “Old age, sickness, and death, and the suffering that seemed to be everywhere,” writes Kohn, “cast restrictions on existence that he could not accepts as final” (Kohn 14). “Somehow,” he felt sure, “he had to triumph over these enemies of happiness” (ibid.). Then one night, not long before the birth of his son, Siddhartha spent a night of pleasure in the women’s quarters of his palace, as he was wont to do. At some point during the night, Siddhartha awoke to find himself surrounded by his many beautiful courtesans, all of them sleeping soundly around him. “Women lay propped against the walls or against pieces of furniture,” all in various states of abandon, some with their costumes torn open, still more with wine stains on theirs” (ibid.). Looking around him, Siddhartha though to himself that, “in the stupor of sleep, they looked like randomly heaped corpses” (ibid.). And as he had this thought, “the seductive vision of their beauty, which had so long captivated the prince, was shattered” (ibid.).
And so Augustine and Siddhartha found themselves on the eve of their thirties, both having spent the past decade arriving on the proper path to their respective goals, and both now firmly resolved to see their journeys through to completion. By now, Augustine had come too far to turn back to his old life of sexual satisfaction and cutthroat academia. He longed for nothing more than to be free from his contractual obligations as a teacher so that he might devote himself fully to finding mental and spiritual clarity. It was at this point in his life that God truly began to show Himself to Augustine. And it was through God’s will that Augustine was able to continue on his path to conversion. “In the place where I had been angry with myself,” Augustine recalls, “where I had made a sacrifice offering up my old life and placing my hope in you [God] as I first began to meditate on my renewal: there you began to be my delight, and you gave ‘gladness in my heart’ (Ps. 4: 7)” (Saint Augustine 162). Through the combined effect of his study of the Platonic books, his growing respect for the Christian intellectual tradition, and now God’s will in his favor, Augustine “was admonished to return into [himself]” (Saint Augustine 123). 
At this point, writes Augustine in his Confessions, “I made an effort to lift my mind’s eye out of the abyss,” and to finally achieve a more complete understanding of himself and his relation to the divine (Saint Augustine 114). For a time, Augustine sought this understanding in the company of peers, together investigating a number of “very difficult questions,” and sharing with one another the fruits of their intellectual labors (Saint Augustine 104). Yet always their efforts “brought some bitterness in their train,” and time and again they “turned away in disappointment” (ibid.). And just as Augustine found himself struggling to achieve his goal, Siddhartha, too, found it difficult to arrive upon the right path to his enlightenment. On the eve of his thirtieth year, Siddhartha had arrived upon the resolution to devote himself fully his eventual enlightenment, and in the quiet hours of a moonlit night had stolen away from his palace, “and struck out south through the forest” (Kohn 15). But though he had set out resolutely enough from home, still it would take time for the young bodhisattva to arrive on the right path to enlightenment.
In his first acts upon leaving his home, Siddhartha cut his long hair and gave away his princely robe. “There was nothing to distinguish him now from an ordinary mendicant;” Siddhartha had freed himself in an instant from all worldly bonds, and “had won the life he had contemplated with longing” (Kohn 18-19). But now, “supported only by the knowledge that this was the course he had to follow if he meant to be victorious over birth, old age, sickness, and death,” the bodhisattva had to learn to survive as a beggar (Kohn 19). Having lived countless lives prior to his current one, the bodhisattva was aware of the power of instruction in meditation and concentration, and he decided next to seek a teacher. So he went to the great sage Arada of the Kalama clan, and explained how he had been shocked by the vanities of youth, health, and life, “and deeply troubled by the realization that whatever is born must always suffer from impermanence and sooner or later die” (Kohn 22). And try as he might, the bodhisattva confessed, all his best interests and ambitions seemed only to draw him further into the cycle of existence and suffering (ibid.). Arada listened, and took the bodhisattva into his tutelage. 
The great sage first instructed the bodhisattva to free himself from distraction by practicing physical seclusion. “Then,” he taught, “it was necessary to withdraw the mind’s attention from the tyranny of desire and aversion, lethargy and restlessness, attachment and doubt – all those factors that keep one caught up in the drama of the phenomenal world” (Kohn 23). By following Arada’s teaching, the mendicant Gautama, as he may also be called, was able to quickly attain the first four levels of meditative absorption, and soon surpassed even his own teacher. He then sought a new teacher, a “well-known forest master by the name of Rudraka Ramaputra,” but before long he had surpassed him, too (Kohn 24). Gautama now felt there was nothing more that could be taught him by guides; “his two teachers had set his feet on the path, but now the time had come for him to direct his own journey” (Kohn 25). In his determination, Gautama took up a number of extreme forms of ascetic practice. He began slowly, subjecting himself first to mild discomfort in the form of fear (ibid.). But soon he was subjecting himself to discomforts far more intense. Gautama had often seen holy men practicing severe forms of asceticism, and he knew that “these practices meant subjecting oneself to tremendous hardship and pain,” in order “to conquer completely the desires and attachments that made one get caught up again and again in the transient world of birth, old age, sickness, and death” (Kohn 26). Gautama thought that he might eventually be able to subdue his own mind by beating back all his thoughts of longing. 
The bodhisattva practiced “the meditation that is without breathing,” withholding his breath until, “violent winds carved up [his] belly, as a clever butcher or his apprentice carves up an ox’s belly with a sharp knife” (Kohn 27). He then resolved to take very little food – so little and for so long that, he recalls, “if I touched my belly skin, I encountered my backbone too; and if I touched my backbone, I encountered my belly skin too; for my belly skin cleaved to my backbone,” and “if I tried to ease my body by rubbing my limbs with my hands, the hair, rotted at its roots, fell away from my body, because of eating so little” (ibid.). Indeed, writes Tenzin Chögyel in his narrative of the life of the Buddha, “his eyes sunk into their sockets, like a star down a well,” and “whatever was good about his appearance had faded away” (Chögyel 49). Gautama continued in this way for a long time, trying, through extreme hardship, to gain control over his own mind. But though he gained wide repute as a dedicated bodhisattva, even attracting his own small following, still Gautama fell short of enlightenment. 
“After nearly six years had passed in this way, Gautama was close to death,” and he now found himself contemplating the possibility of another path to enlightenment (Kohn 29). It was at this time that the bodhisattva fortuitously recalled an event from his childhood when, during an annual plowing festival, he was able to effortlessly achieve a state of perfect meditative absorption while seated comfortably in the shade of a rose-apple tree. To the astonishment of the young prince’s attendants, “though nearly two hours had elapsed and the sun had changed its position, the shadow of the tree had remained stationary and continued to protect the bodhisattva from the intensity of the sun’s direct rays” (Kohn 8). The bodhisattva Gautama found himself struck by the notion that the meditative state he had achieved then had been extremely pleasurable. Equally striking was the realization that such an experience of spontaneous pleasure could not possibly be achieved in his present state of extreme self-deprivation (Kohn 30). And so it dawned on Gautama “that there was no reason to shy away from [the] pleasure and well-being that came from being firmly established in a meditative state” (ibid.). Gautama Buddha would later reflect, after attaining enlightenment, that “ascetic practices [were] as irrelevant for gaining liberation as oars for moving over dry land” (Kohn 39).
One day while still in Milan, after many years spent searching in vain for his path to happiness and understanding, Augustine himself stumbled upon a moment of clarity much like one that led the bodhisattva Gautama to his realization of the proper path to enlightenment. Later on, in his Confessions, Augustine would give credit for this event to God. The event in question happened while in a garden in the company of his friend and former student, Alypius. Augustine was experiencing a great internal debate over his own destiny: on the one hand, he felt himself still held back by “vain trifles and the triviality of the empty-headed;” on the other, he longed to detach himself from these shackles and “make the leap to where [he] was being called” (Saint Augustine 151). Augustine would later reflect that, “from a hidden depth a profound self-examination had dredged up a heap of all my misery and set it ‘in the sight of my heart’ (Ps. 18: 15)” (Saint Augustine 152). This experience proved so overwhelming for Augustine that he found himself overcome by tears – what he refers to as, “a vast storm” within him (ibid.). “To pour it all out,” he recounts, “I got up from Alypius (solitude seemed to me more appropriate for the business of weeping), and I moved further away to ensure that even his presence put no inhibition on me” (ibid.).
Augustine repaired to the shade of a figtree, and there, seated at the base of the tree in concentrated inward thought, he heard a clear voice speak to him as if from thin air. Augustine describes what he heard as “a divine command to me to open the book and read the first chapter I might find” (Saint Augustine 153). Nothing short of astounded at the experience, Augustine rushed back to where he had left Alypius, and took up his book of the apostle. “I seized it,” he says, opened to a page at random, and “in silence read the first passage on which my eyes lit: ‘Not in riots and drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts’ (Rom. 13: 13-14)” (ibid.). Through this experience, Augustine set aside once and for all the depravity of his past, and accepted God’s teaching as eternal truth. “At once, with the last words of this sentence,” he writes, “it was as if a light of relief from all anxiety flooded into my heart. All the shadows of doubt were dispelled” (ibid.).
It would be impossible here to forego the obvious and appropriate comparison between Augustine’s experience of clarity under the figtree, and the bodhisattva Gautama’s experience of enlightenment beneath the Bodhi [Enlightenment] Tree. Just as Augustine received a direct call from God beneath the figtree that ultimately spurred his conversion, it was while seated at the base of a pipal tree that Gautama would ultimately attain his completely enlightened state. It was in his thirty-fifth year that Gautama had arrived upon his notion of the ‘middle way’ between indulgence and deprivation, and not long after, he welcomed the arrival of five auspicious dreams foretelling his enlightenment. Certain now that the time of his enlightenment was near, Gautama prepared for the proper moment, and when it finally arrived he repaired to a seat at the base of a nearby pipal tree to await “the accomplishment of his task” (Kohn 31). There, in the shade of the tree, Gautama peacefully and resolutely ascended through all the levels of meditative absorption, triumphing over the powers self-deception, penetrating “the nature of the process of birth, old age, sickness, and death,” and finally seeing through the last traces of ignorance in himself (Kohn 33-35). Six long years after his decision to leave home in pursuit of enlightenment, the bodhisattva had become the Buddha. In this moment, with perfect contentment, “he thought: “I have attained the unborn. My liberation is unassailable. This is my last birth. There will be no renewal of becoming” (Kohn 36).
	But whereas the bodhisattva Gautama was able to attain perfect enlightenment in one sitting, as it were, becoming Gautama Buddha in a single period of concentrated meditation beneath the Bodhia tree, Augustine’s complete conversion would prove to be a multi-part process. Having once and for all accepted Christianity as the true path to happiness and understanding while in the garden in Milan, the second part of Augustine’s conversion came when he was finally baptized, along with his son. The experience was incredibly moving for Augustine, and did much to solidify his devotion to the Christian church. Augustine reflects at length on the event in his Confessions, recalling that, “during those days I found an insatiable and amazing delight in considering the profundity of [God’s] purpose for the salvation of the human race” (Saint Augustine 164). “I was deeply moved by the music of the sweet chants” of the church, he continues, and “this caused the feelings of devotion to overflow” (ibid.). “Tears ran,” he admits, “and it was good for me to have that experience” (ibid.). 
	Finally, aged thirty-three, Augustine experienced the final stage of his conversion to Christianity. Augustine was with his mother, Monica, in Ostia, spending his final days with her as her life drew to a close. Monica was in her fifty-sixth year, and was well pleased to have seen her son through to the beginnings of his turn to Christ (Saint Augustine 174). Taking a great deal of pleasure in one another’s company, the two talked intimately and at length of a great many things. “’Forgetting the past and reaching forward to what lies ahead’ (Phil. 3: 13),” recalls Augustine warmly, “we were searching together in the presence of the truth which is [God]” (Saint Augustine 171). Augustine describes with wonder how the two, through their earnest contemplation and devotion, were able to ascend a sort of ladder to the divine, climbing ever further “by internal reflection and dialogue and wonder at your works” (ibid.). “Our minds were lifted up by an ardent affection towards eternal being itself,” and once atop the ladder, Augustine and Monica witnessed God’s “region of inexhaustible abundance,” where “life is the wisdom by which all creatures come into being, both things which were and which will be” (ibid.). 
Monica passed away shortly thereafter, but having seen his conversion to Christianity through to its completion, Augustine found he was now ready to devote himself not to the mourning of his mother’s passing, but to the pursuit of happiness through God. He would later take time in his Confessions to reflect on this time in his life, in particular on his conversion and the steps he took to reach it. “I slipped down into the dark and was plunged into obscurity,” he recalls, but “with mounting frequency by voices of many kinds you put pressure on me,” and “from far off I heard and was converted and called upon you as you were calling to me” (Saint Augustine 273). “Moreover, Lord,” Augustine continues, “you wiped out all the evils which merited punishment, so as not to bring the due reward upon my hands (Ps. 17: 21), by which I fell away from you” (ibid.). Fully conscious of both the natural tendency of man to err, and the difficulty of righting oneself on the path to God after having done so, Augustine resolved now not only to live his life fully for God, but also to devote his intellect to the challenge of unraveling God’s mysteries, so that others in his path might travel an easier road to the understanding he had found. “Speak to me, instruct me,” he implored God; “I have put faith in your books,” he assured Him, “and their words are mysterious indeed” (Saint Augustine 251). 
	Like Augustine, Guatama Buddha, having achieved his goal, reflected on his path to enlightenment, and considered the possibility of his providing guidance to others pursuing the same goal. But unlike Augustine, the Buddha’s initial reaction was not to provide it. Following the moment of his enlightenment, the Buddha remained fixed in his position under the Bodhi Tree for seven days in a state of utterly thoughtless wellbeing (Kohn 37). Upon emerging from this state on the seventh day, the Buddha “began to consider again the insights that had led him to enlightenment” (ibid.). And when he was content with his reflection, the Buddha again “saw the panorama of existence with the divine eye,” and “saw the whole world burning, since all the beings in it were burning with the fevers of passion, aggression, and delusion arising from ignorance and the sense of a self” (Kohn 38). Having finally achieved his goal only through a tremendous amount of mental and physical effort and personal hardship, the Buddha wondered whether any others might be able to follow his teaching if he chose to offer it. 	
“Alas,” he thought to himself, “if this Dharma that I have attained is deep, if it is more than an object of thought, it will be difficult for the people of the world to understand” (Chögyel 67). He resolved not to teach, for “a world so totally caught up in attachment, so used to living in lust and aggression, has too much dust on its eyes to be able to perceive the truth that it hides from” (Kohn 39). But it was at precisely this moment that the god Sahampati fortuitously heard the Buddha’s thoughts, and left his heavenly realm to entreat the Buddha to do otherwise. Sahampati pleaded with the Buddha to “turn the wheel of the Dharma” – that is, to offer his teaching to the world that was so full of “genuine seekers of the truth with but little dust on their eyes” (Kohn 40). Deeply moved by the god’s appeal, the Buddha consented, and accepted his role as “the world’s teacher” (Kohn 41). “In a world of the blind,” he proclaimed, “I shall beat the great drum of the Dharma” (ibid.).  	And so it was that nearly one thousand apart, two of the world’s greatest spiritual teachers came to be. Gautama Buddha and Saint Augustine traveled long roads to their respective destinations, and ultimately their lives reflect a great deal of similarity to one another. On his journey from royalty to enlightenment, Gautama Buddha strove tirelessly to gain control over his own mind, and concentrate his efforts solely on the goal of escaping the endless cycle of death and rebirth. Along his path to conversion, Saint Augustine was insatiable in his quest for realization and understanding of both himself and his relationship with God. The lives of both individuals attest to the possibility of achieving complete enlightenment or comprehension of the divine through concentrated inward thought and outward effort. Both represent two real and highly imitable paths, one to Buddhist enlightenment and the other to Christian conversion and communion with God. And though not everyone who follows in the Buddha’s footsteps becomes a buddha, and not everyone who walks in the shadow of Augustine becomes a saint, still both men provide examples of a more examined and more fulfilled life. For as long as people have recounted the stories of their lives, the Buddha and Augustine have inspired others to take up their own journeys of self-discovery, and have guided others to turn their thoughts inward and seek a deeper understanding of themselves and the world around them. Ultimately, the parallel lives of Gautama Buddha and Saint Augustine provide those who turn to them for guidance with comprehensive instruction in the modes of proper thought, action, and intention, whereby they themselves might ultimately achieve pure happiness and complete understanding. 




















[bookmark: _GoBack]
Works Cited
Brown, Peter. Augustine of Hippo: A Biography. Berkely: University of California Press, Ltd.,	2000. Print. 
Chadwick, Henry. Augustine: A Very Short Introduction. New York: Oxford University Press	Inc., 2001. Print. 
---. Augustine of Hippo: A Life. New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 2010. Print. 
Chögyel, Tenzin. The Life of the Buddha. Trans. Kurtis R. Schaeffer. New York: Penguin	Books, 2015. Print. 
Fox, Robin Lane. Augustine: Conversions to Confessions. New York: Basic Books, 2015. Print. 
Hanh, Thich Nhat. The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching: Transforming Suffering into Peace,	Joy, and Liberation. Trans. Sister Annabel Laity. New York: Broadway Books, 1999.	Print. 
Kohn, Sherab Chödzin. The Awakened One: A Life of the Buddha. Boston: Shambhala	Publications, Inc., 1994. Print. 
Saint Augustine. Confessions. Trans. Henry Chadwick. New York: Oxford University Press	Inc., 2008. Print. 
Walker, Susan. Speaking of Silence: Christians and Buddhists on the Contemplative Way. 






s of

Introspection and Realization n the Parallel
Gautama Buddha and Saint Augustine

Charotte Westwater

University of Montana Conference On Undergraduate Research
“April 15,2016



