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LIFE OF LORD MAHAVIRA

— Dr. Jyoti Prasad Jain

Birth- He was born in B.C. 599, on the 13th day of the bright
fortnight of the month of Chaitra, 178 years after the nirvana of the
penultimate Tirthankara, Parshva, and belonged to the martial race of
the Kshatriyas. His father Siddhartha, son of Sarvartha, was the head
of the Jnatrika clan, an important confederate of the powerful Vajjian
confederacy of republican states. The great city of Vaishali (modern
Basarh in the Muzaffarpur district of Bihar) was the headquarters of the
confederacy, all the heads or elders of which were given the title of
‘raja’. Chetaka, the leader of the Lichchhavi clan, was the supreme
head of the confederacy and his son, Simha-bhadra, was the
commander-in-chief of its armed forces, Chetaka’s daughter, Trishala,
also called Priyakarini, Vishala and Videhadatta, was married to
Siddhartha, the Jnatrika raja of Kundagrama (Kollaga, Vasukunda or
Kshatriya-Kunda, near Basarh) where she gave birth to Mahavira.
Through her, he was related to emperors Bimbisara-Shrenika and
Ajatashatru-Kunika of Magadha and kings Dadhivahana, Shatanika,
Pradyota, Dasharatha and Udayana, respectively of Anga, Vatsa, Avanti,
Dasharna and Sindhu-Sauvira, who were married to her several
sisters. King Jitashatru of Kalinga was related to Mahavira through his
father. Thus he was well-connected and, although the son of a petty
republican chief, belonged, according to the standards of even that
age, to a highly respected family. He had all the worldly goods at his
disposal and suffered from no want or disability. He was born in a free
and freedom-loving environment, and his parents were well-educated,
cultured, brave, gentle and pious. They followed the creed of the
preceding Tirthankara, Parshva, and worshipped in shrines dedicated
to the holy Arhatas.

Even before Mahavira’s birth, certain auspicious dreams seen by
the mother and other signs had signified that a great immortal was
going to be born. No wonder, when the moment arrived, it was
celebrated with eclat and universal rejoicing. The needy were liberally
provided and prisoners granted general amnesty. The fortunes of the
family and the prosperity of the land and the people were on the
increase in an unprecedented manner, hence the child was given the
name Vardhamana. He was extremely good-looking, perfectly healthy,
and the beloved of all. He possessed the one thousand and eight marks
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and signs ot a truly great personage. kEvery body was happy. Indeed, it
was a great birth that takes place once in a while, also because greater
still was the life that the child was to lead in future, and the greatest the
truth that He was to reveal for the good of the entire humanity.

Childhood and Youth- From His early childhood Mahavira
evinced signs of profound intelligence, wonderful mental and physical
power, undaunted bravery and fearlessnes, superb strength of
character, a highly contemplative and religious bent of mind and
extremely gentle and compassionate nature. He had inherited from His
parents all that was good and praiseworthy in them, in addition to the
spiritual heritage He had acquired as a result of self-discipline and
piety practised by His self in a number of previous births. He was thus
endowed with a soul well advanced on the path of spiritual evolution.
He was no ordinary child; the sapling destined to bloom into a big and
beautiful tree has smooth leaves. The worthy parents, no less
solicitous than loving, brought up this apple of their eye with the utmost
care.

The boy Mahavira took active part in games and sports and was
the acknowledged leader of all the young boys of the neighbourhood.
On several occasions His physical strength, daring, fearlessness and
presence of mind were put to severe tests, and every time he came out
with flying colours. Whether it was a wild eiephant run amok, a terrible
serpent in the garden, some celestials in disguise, or any other ordeal,
it had little effect on the Great Hero.

In matters of education, too, there was nothing which He did not
already know. No teacher, however learned, could teach Him anything
new. Yet, the formalities of educating Him were undergone. The
process had started while He was yet in the womb of the mother, by
placing her under the care of the best attendants and companions avail-
able, who provided her healthy amusements,aesthetic pleasures,
invigorating recreations,and intellectual exercises meant to widen her
knowledge and sharpen her intellect. These attentions paid to the mother
had naturally their desired effect on the child she was carrying. And,
after birth, when He attained school-going age, He was sent to the best
teachers that could be found in the land. ‘

The blessed child thus gradually grew up into a very fine, hand-
some and cultured youngman who commanded the love and esteem
of everybody He came in contact with. Offers of marriage also began to
pour in. He, however, politely but firmly declined to enter into
matrimony because it did not fit in with the life He had chosen for
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Himselt. He was destined tor much higher things, and could not attord
to indulge in the pleasures of the flesh, in worldly comforts, ease and
luxury, nor to confine His interests within the narrow limits of the home
and the family.

In fact, Mahavira was very much alive to the patent misery, pain
and suffering noticed whitherever He cared to look. The bloody
sacritices and the cruel and reckless slaughter of animails, not only tor
food and pleasure but also in the holy name of religion and for the
purpose of propitiating diverse gods and goddesses, the pretensions,
caste exclusiveness and arrogant high-handedness of the Brahmanas,
the bad plight and exclusion from the benefits of active religion of the
bulk of the masses comprising the so-called lower castes and outcastes,
the inferior status and disabilities imposed on women, the institution of
slavery, the feudal system, economic disparities and exploitation of the
weak by the strong, inequity and injustice prevailing all round, various
other social, economic and political ills, superstitions, scepticism and a
general degeneration of moral values were very much in evidence. The
numerous religious teachers and sectarians, who often preached
conflicting tenets, made confusion worse confounded. The conditions
were sorely in need of a true saviour.

Renunciation and Penance- Mahavira, therefore, when not
even of thirty years in age, renounced the world in B.C.570. He liberally
distributed all he possessed among the needy; nobody went dissatis-
fied from his doors. Then he repaired to the nearby Jnatra-khand
forest, took off all the clothes and ornaments from his body, becoming
perfectly nude, plucked the hair of the head with own hands and took
the vow of asceticism. This Great Renunciation marked the beginning
of a career of penance and severe austerities, self-discipline and
self-purification. He kept long fasts lasting for days, weeks and
sometimes months together, spoke little and roamed about from place
to place, staying to rest for a while in some deserted place. With
superb fortitude and equanimity, without ill-will towards anybody, he
bore the inclemency of the weather, the onslaught of insects and beasts,
and insults, slights, tortures and diverse afflictions at the hands of per-
. verse men and even gods and demons. Most of the time of this great
Yogin was spent in self-introspection, deep contemplation and
concentrated spiritual meditation. At last,through this twelve-year long
spiritual discipline of the highest order, the Great Hero succeeded in
His quest for the Truth, attained Kaivalya, and became the greatest
spiritual Victor, the Jina, and the all knowing, all-seeing Arhata.
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Enlightenment and Promulgation of Wheel of Law- Thus,
in B.C. 557, Mahavira obtained Enlightenment while one afternoon he
was sitting under a sal tree in a park on the bank of the river Rijukula,
outside the village of Jrambhika (in eastern Bihar). From there he went
to Rajagriha, the capital of Magadha, enlisted as his principal disciples
(Ganadharas) a team of highly learned eleven pundits, headed by
Indrabhuti Gautama, delivered his first sermon from the top of Mount
Vipula outside Rajagriha, on the first of the month of Shravana (August
1,B.C. 557), and thus promulgated his Dharma-Chakra (the Wheel of
Law) for the benefit of all the living beings. For the next thirty years, The
Tirthankara went from place to place, giving his message of peace and
goodwill in the language of the masses, the Ardha-Magadhi. His
audience was called Samavasarana, because it was open to all
without distinction of race, colour, caste, class, sex or age, and
everyone of them had equal opportunity of listening to and being
benefited by the teachings of the Master who, indeed, was one of the
most powerful speakers that ever stood before an audience. He spoke
with all the forcefulness of truth which carried ready conviction to the
hearts of his hearers. It is said that He spoke the language everybody
could understand. No wonder, because it was the language of
love-love for all.

Nirvana- At last, this all-time great and noble career came to an
end with the passing of the Lord into Nirvana, in the last watch of the
night of the 14th day of dark half of Kartika (Tuesday, 15th October,
B.C. 527), on the bank of the Lotus-pond, outside the city of Pawa
(near Patna in Bihar). The celebration was attended by profuse
illumination and marked the commencement of the very popular
Indian festival of Deepawali (the Feast of the Lamps). Light is the
symbol of knowledge,and signifies that although the corporeal body of
the Master was no more, ‘the light of knowledge’he disseminated still
continues to enlighten mankind.
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