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A great movement often forms from a great leader.  They act as the core of the group, leading the thoughts, actions, and representation of the group to the outside world.  They set the ideals and make the precedents.  In religion, the leaders are often the people’s liaison between the divine and the earthly.  With contemplation, inspiration, or a divine birthright, the religious leader sees what must become of the world.


One cannot, however, discount the influence of the leader’s lifestyle on the religion they have founded.  Although there may have been divine inspiration or a heavenly birthright, the teachings of religious visionaries, and the religions they spawned, were certainly influenced by the upbringing and “pre-prophetic” human social environments in which they matured.

In looking at the primary figures of Buddhism, and Christianity, namely Siddhartha Gautama, and Jesus, we find a cross-section of social class and upbringing.  Siddhartha Gautama led a sheltered, artificial, and wildly wealthy upbringing, whereas Jesus Christ was born into a lower-class carpenter’s family (comparable today to the socioeconomic class of a factory worker or manual laborer).

Siddhartha Gautama’s sheltered upbringing set the stage for his shocking introduction to the greater world and its problems, which engendered his extreme views of human life. Jesus’ lower-class upbringing made him a man of the people, making him accessible and his preaching relevant to the common people. These three different upbringings set the stage for these great men and their paths to living.

The Buddha: Siddhartha Gautama

The story of The Buddha begins around 560 B.C.E. in the foothills of the Himalayas, in the small kingdom of Sakya.  King Suddhodana and his wife, Queen Mahamaya of Koliya (a nearby kingdom), were traveling from Sakya’s capitol of Kapilavastu, to Koliya, as Mahamara was about to give birth, and custom dictated that she have the child in her homeland.


The extensive royal caravan trudged on, until at the gardens of Lumbini, Mahamara stopped the procession, indicating that she needed to stop and rest momentarily.  While resting against a blossoming Sala tree, she gave birth to a son, Siddhartha. (Shaddhatisa, 13)


The child was taken back to Kapilivastu, where he was examined by various diviners. It was discovered that the child had the thirty-two physical signs of a great man.  The child’s destiny was to perhaps become a great king, a cakravartin, or a supremely awakened one, a Buddha. (Strong, 40)  One seer found no ambiguity in Siddhartha’s markings, however, and foretold of the boy coming upon four signs, which would lead him away from the kingdom and on the path to Buddhahood.  King Suddhodana, seeking to keep his reign and his lineage strong, knew he would have to keep Siddhartha under his constant attention, lest he waver from the path of becoming a great cakravartin. (Shaddhatisa, 16)


In order to keep Siddhartha from leaving and fulfilling the Brahmin mystic’s prophecy, King Suddhodana kept the child occupied with every luxury.  He was dressed in finery and ate the best of foods.  He had a palace for every season, and countless 

nurses and caretakers after Mahamara’s death shortly after Siddhartha’s birth. (Strong, 45)

The fanfare and finery, however, was not enough to keep Siddhartha from his destiny as Buddha.  Even in his early years, during his virtual isolation on the palace grounds, the child was questioning his lifestyle and moving toward his calling.  One story, in particular, found Siddhartha gone into a state of meditation during one of his fathers’ yearly plowing fairs.  He saw the plow ripping through the soil, turning up worms which were eaten by birds, which were attacked by even larger predators, and so on.  Siddhartha saw this process of suffering-bringing-suffering as a result of his father’s festival and his kingly hubris.  This is the setting of his “First Meditation,” where the bodhishattva was said to keep the shade of the tree he meditated under, even though the sun had moved on. (Strong, 46)

As the prince grew up, he became more and more bored and discontented with his lifestyle.  He sometimes asked his charioteer, Channa, to drive him about the countryside.  On one ride about, Siddhartha was to make the discovery that changed his ways of thinking and incited what was to become his core teachings and ideas.


As the chariot rode about, they came upon an old man, hunched over a walking stick.  Siddhartha inquired as to who or what this creature was.  In his palace isolation, he had never seen anyone beside the well and beautiful.  His driver told him of old age, and of how the body degraded over time.  Further along, there came a sick man, writhing in the dirt.  Siddhartha again asked Channa who this man was.  Channa explained sickness and the failure of health, adding that the prince had little to worry about, as he was fed well and in good physical shape.  Further along, still, they came upon a funeral procession.  Answering the prince, Channa told him this was the fate of all men, from old age or sickness, as they are born, they die.  Siddhartha was mortified.  With all his reverence of life, this could not be what life was meant for.


The last person they met on the road was an ascetic monk, who was begging in an orange robe at the roadside.  Siddhartha saw in him a better way of living, a purity which rejected the hedonistic lifestyle which lead to the sickness and death he had seen.  He then decided to commit an about-face to his current life, and take up a life like that of the ascetic.


After hearing of his son’s revelation, King Suddhodana made a last, desperate attempt to keep his son enthralled in the castle.  He threw a grand and extravagant banquet, with the most talented musicians, the most beautiful dancers, and the most appetizing food.  Siddhartha, however, was unimpressed, spent much of the banquet inattentive to the fanfare surrounding him, and eventually falling asleep.  When he awoke, he found that the musicians had tired, the dancers had stopped, and all the revelers lie asleep.  Their figures disgusted Siddhartha, they lie in inelegant, ungainly heaps.  With this, he realized that the time had come to leave.  Slipping out of the sleeping hall, he summoned his charioteer and drove to the city’s edge.  Exchanging his lavish clothing for simple garments, he went out into the world to walk the way of the ascetic.


He studied under many teachers, gathering a following.  He studied and surpassed the Brahmin priest, Kondanna.  He studied under and bested Uddaka Ramaputa in the methods of mental concentration.  (Saddhatista, 28) Having still not found the answer to sickness and death, he decided to try extreme asceticism, eating barely anything, stopping his breath, and punishing his body.  He became small and frail and the signs which dictated his destiny faded with him.

After many years, he left this group, telling them of his life, that he had been in both the richest palace with the most luxurious lifestyle, and had starved and punished his body.  None of these paths were the way to a solution to death and sickness.  He came upon the realization that it was a center path, one of balanced moderation, that would best suit the journey beyond the troubles of the world.

With this realization, and his exit from his former group, the stage was set for Gautama’s enlightenment.  As the story has it, after receiving certain signs and hints, he simply sat under a fig tree with the resolve that he would not move until he had achieved some sort of answer.  After many days and many trials and temptations, he became enlightened, The Buddha, and went off to teach his ways of the Four Noble Truths.

The Christ: Jesus of Nazareth


Another very different religion was influenced by someone in a very different upbringing than Siddhartha Gautama.  Jesus, the proclaimed savior of the Christians, lived a quite different life in a very different environment than Gautama.


Jesus was born, as is reasonably inferred from records, somewhere around 4 to 7 B.C.E. (Crossan, 22 and Bushell, 27) during his family’s travel to Bethlehem, a city already surrounded in Jewish importance.  Bethlehem was the source of David, Judaism’s great king, and prophets of the past foretold another ruler to come from Bethlehem (Crossan, 18).


His beginnings were low.  His parents, Mary and Joseph of Nazareth, were traveling, going from their homestead to Bethlehem to register the family for taxation purposes.  (It is assumed that Joseph owned property there, facilitating his need to register.  Joseph was also of the clan of David, which originated in Bethlehem.)  Jesus was born in a small cave stable off the side of an inn, probably, it is said, because the room that was the inn (generally, these places consisted of a one-room enclosure surrounded by a brick wall) was too squalid and crowded, with the increased census traffic, to safely serve as a birthplace.  With the census registration done, Joseph, Mary, and their new child went home to Nazareth to live their life.


Jesus’ lifestyle was at an opposite to the life of the Buddha.  He came into Nazareth, a very minor town (numbering only in the hundreds to low thousands of population), the son of a carpenter, a profession in the near the social class of today’s low-paid factory worker.  In fact, many Romans came to discount incredible aspects of Jesus’ life, such as his birth to a virgin, not because their implausibility, but because they were incredible events to happen to such a commoner.  At the time, the Romans held their emperors as having godhood status.  Jesus, however, was from a simple family in a nowhere town in the hills.


Although not much is known about Jesus’ maturation, it is generally held that he lived a normal, Jewish-Roman life.  Indications are that he lived in an extended-family environment, with his siblings and parents, as well as cousins and more distant relatives. The Talmud decrees that a father, beside supporting his son, has to teach and induct him into a trade.  Being in the generally freelance and contracted field of carpentry, Joseph would have been required to travel the town looking for work, as would have Jesus.  With this, Jesus would have gotten to know many of his townsfolk, as well as travel the countryside.  Jesus was known to be among the people, talking with the common folk, the dispossessed, and outsiders such as the Samaritans.  As such, he let the aspects and rhythms of everyday life influence his teachings and parables.


Jesus’ religious life was, as was common: very active and permeating into daily life.  Prayers were said to open and close meals, there was worship in the synagogue once a week, and Jesus went through the usual rites and ceremonies of a normal Jewish boy.  Every year at Passover, while Jews within Jerusalem would gather at the Temple and make sacrifices, those farther away from the site celebrated a shorter and less intricate ceremony, where children could ask questions involving rites and ceremonies.  Jesus had studied and heard the Torah, and, much like Gautama, impressed his teachers with his extraordinary knowledge.  Also, the family yearly joined their clan and others for the pilgrimage to Jerusalem and the Temple.  In Jesus’ thirteenth year, he, as was the custom, went along to become bar mitzvah, a child of the commandments, which signaled his adulthood and full induction into the faith, and allowed Jesus to partake fully in Jewish ceremonies.  Here, we find one of the few more well-rehearsed stories of Jesus’ early life, in which he went to the temple to converse with the priests and scribes, and his family lost track of him.  Eventually finding him, Jesus told his parents, “Did you not know that I would be in my father’s house?” (Luke 2:49)  This was the first time it was scripturally recorded that Jesus considered himself the son of God. (Bushell, 60-64)

It is to be noted that Jesus was not the only Jewish-derived religious “savior” of his era.  At the time, the area was under Roman control, and often being divided up and redistributed as rulers died and were replaced.  In this environment, the Jewish people had an arrangement with the Pagan Romans which gave them a degree of self-rule in their own provinces, but there was always the looming threat that Judaism might become a bit too extreme, or that the Jewish nation might fall out of favor with a new Roman government.  With this threat, and the simple fact that their “Promised Land” was in fact occupied by an outside force, the promise of a Jewish messiah to thwart the Romans resonated with the people.  Many claimed to have the answers, and factions and religious offshoots were common.


John the Baptist was one of these religious offshoots.  He went with groups to the Jordan River, historically the boundary of the Promised Land, and performed the baptism process.  Once renouncing their sins and shortcomings, the people were symbolically cleansed in the river as they crossed back into the Promised Land.


Jesus came to John to be baptized, and upon seeing him, John exclaimed, “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the thong of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie.  I have baptized in water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” (Mark 1:7-8)  John was said to have seen the first divine intervention to Jesus.  When he was baptized, God called down his favor and the Holy Spirit hovered over Jesus.


With this, Jesus went off into the desert, received and overcame temptation, and upon returning, he began on his journeys of prophecy which became his legacy.

Differences: How Lifestyle Influenced the Message


These religions in the East and West are dramatically different.  Varying even in their basic methods of thought, Buddhism and Christianity often perplex people of the 

opposite school of thought.  The people where these religions originated often shaped them with context, and many religious leaders and their factions later interpreted and reapplied the ideals of the two systems, but much of the influence to the religions can be found in the early lives and socioeconomic backgrounds of the founders.


Siddhartha Gautama went through many ways of living in his early life.

He was born into the lap of luxury, living an artificial life of everything beautiful.  Although he had everything material, he was unfulfilled spiritually, and became bored with his soft, pre-planned lifestyle.  Only through this beginning and this artifice, though, could he have the contrast between his life and the outside world that shocked him into contemplation and brought to stark reality the fallacies which the people living their normal lives seemed not to notice.

Gautama’s experiences of practicing and later rejecting extremes was integral to his message and his credibility in presenting his way of living.  From the lap of luxury he practiced extreme personal deprivation, and found that this, too, was not the answer to anything.  Unlike a person who had only lived one or both of these extremes, Siddhartha Gautama was able to firmly support a middle-ground of restrained moderation.  He had been both of the best and of the worst, and could tell how none was the answer.

Siddhartha Gautama’s early placement in the idle rich class also helped him develop his theories.  Unlike the peasants working every day of their lives to eke out a living, Gautama had the time and the resources to be able to simply reflect on his life.  As we see in many places, the thinkers and “idea people” are often of the more well-to-do classes.  They simply have the time and resources, and their thoughts are not burdened by thoughts of day-to-day survival.


This may lead to the question, “What about Gautama’s years as an ascetic monk?”  The answer to this somewhat reflects the Buddhist ideal.  The ascetics still have ample time to reflect and think, as they are living at the top of their desired means.  Making the decision to want less means that they need less time to get it, and can dedicate their time to study and enlightenment.


With this background, it is understandable that Buddhism became an internal religion, one dedicated to looking inside oneself for “the path home”.  Buddhism pays little homage to external “gods”, and makes the path a way that is taken by ordinary beings.


On the other side of the coin, we have Jesus and Christianity.


First, it is impossible to discount the influences of Jesus’ Jewish upbringing.  Christianity is a direct offshoot from Judaism, as Jesus was the divine savior, who was promised in the Jewish scripture.  Growing up in a heavily Jewish area with such a background gave Jesus a body of knowledge and popular thought which preceded him.


His socioeconomic standing was considered lower-middle-class, and this, as well, shaped his teachings and travels.  Unlike the Buddha, Jesus was occupied with learning a trade, working within the household, and traveling about from the beginning of his life.  In comparison to Buddhism, Jesus’ Christianity involves much less time with contemplation and thought-training, and the teachings are more accessible to a working class with daily obligations of living.


In place of the self-contemplation and internal action as a “path”, Christianity shows the way as dependent on an external forces: God.  Drawing from the Jewish religion, Christianity’s scriptures tend to simply tell, as the decrees of an external force, what is necessary to achieve salvation.  Although Buddhism does have writings and does spell out, with precision, what is necessary for Buddhahood, it is presented more as “the facts, take it or leave it,” than a god’s specific will.


This “externalization” is further brought about in the supernatural nature of Jesus versus that of Siddhartha Gautama.  Although both were known to perform miracles, Gautama’s were more miracles to himself.  Supernatural events seemed to follow Gautama as a result of his enlightenment, but the Buddha was a teacher, not a worker of miracles.  Jesus, however, performed supernatural activities to a constructed purpose.  Raising the dead Lazarus, healing the sick with a touch, and other such miracles showed Jesus’ place as the conduit of an external force.


By examining and comparing these two religious leaders, The Buddha Siddhartha Gautama and Jesus Christ, in their early lives, we can see how different worlds and different social classes can affect the relationship of the people to their world, and, ultimately, the religions these two great men founded.
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