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Was there a Buddha?

— Discussion of the Nagasena Bhikshu Sutra
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A Dharma Talk Given by Bhikshuni Heng Yuan in the Online Lecture Series at Gold Buddha Monastery,
Vancouver, BC, Canada on July 8, 2022

The Indo-Greek King, Milinda, was interested in Buddhism.

He had some dilemmas for which he sought to reconcile what
appeared to him as contradictory statements by the Buddha
in the Pali canon. He asked,“Can anyone discuss with me the
meaning of the scriptures?”

Then one of the king’s attendant told him that there was
a learned bhikshu named Nagasena, who was a well-known
teacher of Sramanas at the time. He could have a dialogue
with the King on the principles of Buddhism.

Nagasena’s name means Dragon Army. “Naga” for Dragon
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and “sena” for army. Nagasena was one of the eighteen arhats.

He is depicted with an instrument in his ear because he
was also known as the “ear picking” Arhat, which is an analogy
for purity of the ear organ. He was very good in debating and
discourses, especially in the area of discourses on the ear organ.
And because he perfected his awakening through the ear organ,
he is usually shown picking his ear to represent that his ears
were clean.

King Milinda went to ask his questions to Bhikshu
Nagasena. This dialogue between them took place around 400-
500 years after the Buddha’s Nirvana.

After getting all of his answers answered, King Milinda
bowed to Venerable Nagasena as his teacher and became a
supporter of Buddhism. He even had the Dharma wheel
printed on the coins he used as currency at the time. This was
proof that Buddhism had made a positive impression on him.

These dialogs were recorded in the Milinda Panha, which
means “Questions of Milinda” or there is another name of
this sutra, the Bhikshu Nagasena Sutra. It's a unique text that
represents the conjunction of two great philosophical currents
of the time, the Greeks and the Buddhists.

We are going to look into some of the questions King
Milinda asked regarding the Buddha.

Because King Milinda had read some of the Buddhist
scriptures, he wondered whether such a person as the Buddha
really existed. He asked Venerable Nagasena, “Is there really a
Buddha? Have you ever seen the Buddha?”

This is a reasonable question, since why would we believe in
the Buddha when we don’t know whether or not the Buddha
existed.

Venerable Nagasena replied, “I have never seen the Buddha.”

Milinda then asked: “Have other masters seen the Buddha?”
Venerable Nagasena was accompanied by many other sramenas
at the time of this dialogue.

“None of the masters have seen the Buddha.”

The king said, “If none of the masters in the past have seen
the Buddha, then there must be no Buddha!”

Venerable Nagasena said, “Has the king ever seen where
five hundred streams meet?”

The king said, “I have not.”

Venerable Nagasena said, “Have the king’s father and the

king’s grandfather ever seen such waters?”
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The king said, “None of them have seen it.”

Venerable Nagasena said, “Neither the king’s father nor
grandfather have ever seen such waters. Surely then, there is no
such place in the world where five hundred streams meet?”

The king said, “Even though neither I nor my father nor my
grandfather have ever seen such vast waters, there is actually such a
place where the waters meet.”

Venerable Nagasena said, “Just as you know that there is a place
where the waters meet even though you have not seen it, I and all the
masters have never seen the Buddha, but there is actually a Buddha.”

King Milinda was satisfied with this answer and cried, “Good
indeed! Well said!”

Just because we do not see something, it does not mean that it
doesnt exist. Just like in the past, Europeans did not know the
Americas existed. It did not mean that the Americas werent there;
they just did not know they were there.

Moreover, we can trace back historically to find that the Buddha
did indeed exist in world. Although Indian history may not have put
too much emphasis on exact dates and times, the Chinese did record
it. Emperor Zhao of the Zhou Dynasty saw auspicious signs all the
way from China on the Buddha’s birth even though he was very far
away and was informed that an enlightened being was born in the
West by his diviner.

We can also see evidence in art and statues, stupas and footprints
of the Buddha, although the ones that survived are not as old as the
historical Buddha.

Buddha has three meanings: self-enlightened one, one who
enlightens others, and one of complete enlightenment. When
self-enlightened, one is different from ordinary people. Although
ordinary people are said to enlighten, they are still as yet
unenlightened. They are still confused to the point that they think
right is wrong and wrong is right. They fritter their time away
chasing fame and fortune. Thus, self-enlightenment sets one apart
from ordinary people.

Enlightenment of others makes one different from those of
the Two Vehicles. Those of the Two Vehicles primarily enlighten
themselves and enlighten the few others with which they have
affinities with.. Bodhisattvas, however, enlighten themselves as well
as others. However, their enlightenment is not complete.

The Buddha alone is complete in enlightenment and practice.

5 To be continued
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