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How long does it take 
and what does one have to do 
to become a Buddha?

"Rare is birth as a human being 
Hard is the life of mortals

Hard is the hearing of the sublime Truth 
Rare is the appearance of the Buddha."

Dhammapada 182

THE ERA

Most people are unaware of what a difficult and formidable task it is V, to become a Buddha. Sometimes Buddhists compare the Supreme Buddha to other mortals who have developed psychic powers, to those who have attained healing powers and the power to mate​rialize holy ash and other phenomena. However, such persons are still worldlings (puthujjana). Their powers pale into insignificance when com​pared to the powers of a Supreme Buddha because the effort and degree of perfection required is incomparable. Such persons have not even entered the first stage of sainthood, Sotapanna. A Supreme Buddha cannot be com​pared with any man or God. He is an incomparable teacher of Gods and men (deva manussanam). The purpose of this lesson is to make you realize just how difficult it is and how long a time it takes for one to become a Supreme Buddha. It is also for us to realize how fortunate we are, to be born when the teachings of the Buddha are still with us.

Many of us who have read the life story of the Buddha may think that it took the Ascetic Gotama six years to become the Buddha. In actual fact it took our Buddha Gotama a period of three hundred thousand world cycles inter​spersed with twenty incalculable periods to reach enlightenment and become a Buddha. It is almost impossible to fathom the time period this includes. "The Era" attempts to give the reader a notion of the enormous time span required for one to reach perfection and become a Buddha.

To understand this section it will be necessary to be familiar with the mean​ing of some pali (language spoken by the Buddha) words I will use. They are:
Maha kappa (kappa) or world cycle 
Asankheyya or incalculable (infinite) period

The Buddha attempted to explain a world cycle as follows. Many, many years from the present time a destructive rainfall will take place, as a result of which the world system will come to an end. Then, after a long time, the world will re-evolve. And again, after a long period, another destructive rain​fall will take place, destroying the world system. The period between the two destructive rainfalls is one world cycle. The Buddha has divided a world cycle into four sections.

Samvatta-kappa 
Samvattatthayi-kappa 
Vivatta-kappa 
Vivattatthayi-kappa

These in turn are each subdivided into twenty anto-kappa (Sixty-four according to some texts).

Samvatta-kappa - The first period of a world cycle known as Samvatta​kappa is the very long period between the destructive rainfall and the appearance of seven suns, at which time the world system is entirely burnt up. This period is known as the period of chaos or the dissolved state.

Samvattatthayi - The second period, which is known as Samvattatthayi, is when the sky and heavens (firmament) both over and under the world are covered with thick dust and darkness. This long period is known as the peri​od of continuation of chaos or continuation of the dissolved state.

Vivatta-kappa -  The third period, known as Vivatta-kappa, starts with a productive rainfall and goes on evolving until the sun and moon begin to appear. This period is known as the long evolving period.

Vivattatthayi - The fourth period, which starts when the sun and moon appear through the dust, is known as the Vivattatthayi, the continuation of evolution, and goes on until the next destructive rainfall.

We are now in one of the twenty anto-kappa in the period known as Vivattatthayi, the continuation of evolution. In each anto-kappa the lifespan of man rises to a very long period and again decreases to about ten years. We are now in a very fortunate period. Five Buddhas will be born in this world cycle (hence known as Maha Bhadda Kappa). Four have already reigned. The era of the Mettiyya Buddha is yet to come.

Now, how does one fathom the time span or visualize the time span of one world cycle? The Buddha said, "Suppose, O monks, that there was a huge rock of one solid mass with no cracks or crevices that was one yojana (7-14 miles) long, one yojana wide and one yojana high, and suppose that every hundred years a man were to come and rub this rock with a silk shawl, then that huge rock would wear off before one world cycle. Of such world cycles many have passed away. Many hundreds, many thousands, many hundred thousands. " Of course the silk scarf would wear off before the rock. The Buddha was using this beautiful simile so as to give us an idea of just how long a world cycle, or Maha kappa, really is.

It is also interesting to read of the Buddha's description of life on earth. Starting after the evolving period He says that a time comes when the earth is fully covered with water. Then, due to the heat of the sun, a cusp or thin film forms on the surface of the water, rather like the scum that is formed when rice is boiled. An asexual, fluid animal is evolved when the elements needed for life are present, that is, heat, moisture, air, etc. The next form of life He talks about are fungi. Incidently, this description is similar to the description of evolution given by scientists. I have condensed the Buddha's teachings drastically but I think this will give you some idea of the length of a world cycle or Maha kappa.

An Asankheyya, or incalculable (infinite) period, is a period of so many world cycles that it could not be counted. In other words, it was longer than the known largest quantifiable number at the time of the Buddha. The term 20 incalculable is used because these periods were interspersed between the quantifiable Maha kappa. Had these 20 incalculable periods been consecu​tive they would have been recorded as one incalculable period.

Some Buddhists think that it took our Buddha a period of four incalculable periods and 100,000 world cycles to attain Buddhahood. Here they are con​sidering only the period after the Definite Proclamation by the Dipankara Buddha, the period in which the Bodhisatta completed the ten perfections known as the Kaya-panidana kala. In fact, it took the Bodhisatta a period of 300,000 world cycles interspersed with 20 incalculable periods to attain Buddhahood. This period includes the Mano-panidhana kala, Vaci-panid​hana kala and the Kaya-panidhana kala. When you can visualize this time span you will marvel not only at the magnitude of the task but also at the for​titude and courage a Bodhisatta has to have to attain Supreme Buddhahood.

THE ERA PRIOR TO THE MANO-PANIDHANA KALA

(Era prior to Mental Aspiration)

We will now go back a very, very long time to when our Buddha first aspired to Buddhahood. Over 300,000 world cycles and 20 incal​culable periods ago our Buddha Gotama was born into a poor family. After his father died, he supported his mother with difficulty by sell​ing firewood and vegetables. As it was difficult to survive on their income he decided to join a merchant ship on its way to Suwanna Bhumi. His mother, however, was reluctant to let him go alone. To please her, he got passage for both of them on the ship. One day, about a week after they set sail, a storm arose and the ship capsized. Most of the people drowned. The poor man valiantly swam in search of his mother. Then, risking his life, he took his mother on his back and, with difficulty, swam to a distant land.

The grateful mother blessed her son by saying, "As you saved me from owning in the sea, so may you be able some day to save other beings from their suffering (be a Buddha)." The poor man too, inspired by his mother’s words made the first mental aspiration to Buddhahood. He thought, “May I some day save living beings by showing them the path for the destruction of suffering." From this point onward He was known as the Bodhisatta - the one on His way to perfection, or the aspirant to Buddhahood.

The Bodhisatta then began the formidable task of perfecting Himself in the following ways known as the ten perfections or virtues (paramita):

Generosity - Dana 

Morality - Sila 

Renunciation - Nekkhamma 

Wisdom - Panna

Effort - Viriya 

Patience - Khanti 

Truth- Sacca 

Determination -Adhitthana 

Loving Kindness - Metta 

Equanimity - Upekkha

I have selected two jataka (previous lives of the Buddha) stories to relate from the time between this first mental aspiration and the first mental aspi​ration made by the Bodhisatta 'Gotama' in the presence of a Buddha. It is at this point, when the Bodhisatta first made the mental aspiration to Buddhahood in the presence of a Supreme Buddha, that the Mano-panid​hana kala period begins.

The first story tells of the time when the Bodhisatta was born as the son of the king of Benares. He was then known as Sattutapa. After His father's death He was crowned as king. The king had a beautiful, trained elephant. On hearing that one of His parks had been destroyed by wild elephants, the king set out on His trained elephant to examine the damage. While He was examining the extent of the damage and talking to His ministers, His trained elephant caught the scent of a female elephant that had been there on the previous night. The trained elephant then broke loose and, leaving the manhout, ran into the jungle after the female elephant. A few days later, the elephant returned and the mahout explained to the king that his normally obedient elephant had charged and left because of the lust it felt for the ale elephant.

The king reflected on this information and, feeling disgust at the effect of lust His calm, mild, trained elephant, decided to give up sensual pleasures t become an ascetic. He gave up His worldly possessions and kingdom and took the life of a holy man. Even though it was only during the Kayapanidhana kala that the Bodhisatta completed the perfection of renunciation. He started the practise of it at this point.

The second story relates how the Bodhisatta was born as a brahmin by the name of Brahma Kumara. At the age of sixteen He finished His education and took the life of an ascetic. He meditated at the foot of a mountain named Munda with His disciples, the chief of whom was the future Buddha Metteyya. One day when they were going out in search of fruit for their meal, the Bodhisatta saw a starving tigress that had just given birth at the bottom of a cliff. Seeing that the hungry tigress was about to eat her cubs, He called His chief disciple and asked him to seek the carcass of a dead animal to feed the tigress. However, before His disciples could come back, the Bodhisatta saw the tigress ready to spring at her cubs. Making the mental aspiration of Buddhahood, He jumped from the cliff and let the hungry tigress devour Him, thereby saving the life of the cubs. Some think that it is this deed that resulted in the Buddha Gotama attaining Buddhahood prior to the Buddha Metteyya(1). Over 300,000 kappa and twenty incalculable periods ago the Bodhisatta started the practise of generosity. It was many, many years later, during the Kaya-panidhana kala, that He reached perfection in generosity (dana).

Note:

(1) The period of the Kaya-panidhana kala varies depending on the method of training selected by the Buddha. It could be 4, 8 or 16 infinite periods along with the 100,000 world cycles. 
The Gotama Buddha selected wisdom (Panna), which resulted in a period of 4 infinite periods   and 100,000 world cycles. Had He selected faith (Saddha-8) or effort (Viriya-16) as the method of attaining perfection, He would have taken a longer period to attain Buddhahood. 
The Metteyya Buddha selected effort.

