Buddhism: The Story
of Enhghtenment

Suffering, the origin of suffering, the destruction of suffer-
ing, and the Noble Eightfold Path that leads to release from
suffering—that is the safe refuge, that is the best refuge. A

person is delivered from all pains after going to this refuge.
The Buddha

Rather than portray Buddhism as a philosophy or a way of
life, as it is so often characterized in the West, 1 prefer to view
Buddhism as a religion to which ordinary people have turned
over the centuries for the means to confront, control, or even
escape the exigencies of life.

Donald Lopez Jr.

Buddhism is older than Christianity, older than Islam, deeper
than the Ganges River [referring to Hinduism] and the Mekong
[in Southeast Asia]. Today, more than five hundred million people
worldwide practice Buddhism, and it manifests in many different
forms. But whatever shape it takes, it always strives to free human
beings from the life of suffering, It is a philosophy of emancipation.

Stephen Asma

The designation Buddhist without further qualification con-
veys virtually no insight into what a person believes or practices.
There are as many schools of Buddhism as there are Christian
Protestant denominations, but the teachings of many of these
schools appear to be irreconcilable beyond a very general core.

Winfried Corduan
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the religion of none. According to Bu
ning to the universe. Instead, what we call the universe 18 simply the
combined experiences and actions of the universe’s inhabitants as well
as the physical elements that house these inhabitants. The life spans and
living conditions of these residents are determined by the law of cause
and effect—karma (“action’).
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The arrow t i
that directl;lg}gc? tgle Bﬁddha refersis suffering. Itisa poisoned arrow
stodeath. All thatisimportant in this life i
namelv. u . portantin this life is the pres
. y, . nderstanding that the arrowkills but thatit can be eli p ent,
eorizing about the past is pointless minated.
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od in this context
teaches ; , we carn see how Buddhi
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what is right in front of us: suffering tmportantis

Wmt?;lf;(?%i Z?I?lar Stephen P.rothero summed it up best when he
wrote thac “Budd ism begms with a fairy tale.” Indeed, the lack of
nrerest b a cren jion story in ]?»uddhism is abundantly made up for by a
rich and fanciful jrra(j-;lz of stories a_bout the Buddha’s life. Because these
T e e iéldhotvn by various groups of followers hundreds of
years afte ha's 'death, there is a good degree of diversity i
ings and a fine line between historical fact and poetic Iicei{lsl:_1

_ Whatlt Symbolized

Life is frail.

Age masters everyone.

orpse
We will all die.

Liberation can occur.

T s
" nl‘:; S;(ci)z}; ((1)(1; ;l;retiudéiha s life begins when a prince of the warrior
e 1 ablagtama (563483 BC) was born to the Shakya
L present< aI}; ! -mhu'u, Nepal. Just asJesus’ birth was attended by
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man being, Siddhartha “did not entef .
he appeared like one descended : ‘

" He entered the world in full awareness because he had o
ifetimes) before his present a

ons (in countless previous 1
en steps after being born, and his first words indicated
born, for the good of

“For enlightenment 1 was
ast time that 1 have been born into this world

hearts.”® Although born as a hu

the world in the usual manner, [for]

from the sky.
meditated for e
pirth. He took sev
hhis purpose in this life:
all that lives. This is the 1
of becoming.™

Despite the auspicious cir
ulous birth and the fact that

mirac
cal care available at the time, his mot

shortly after giving birth to her prized a

his son partly from the pains of the world
ecy stated over Siddhartha after his birth by a Brahmin (Hindu) priest

that he would be a great wotld king if he was not exposed to suffering
(otherwise, he would be a holy man), Siddhartha’s father Shuddhodana
made every effort t0 provide all that Siddhartha would ever need or
desire in order to influence the likelihood of his becoming a ruler. But
his plan backfired. Instead of becoming a great king, Siddhartha would.

become a holy man. -
Unfulfilled in life even with the best that money and power could
provide,includinga beautiful wife and loving son, Siddhartha bid farewell
to his life of luxury and comfort at the age of twenty-nine. The impetus
for this deciston occurred over the course of four successive trips during
which he encountered the realities of sickness, aging, death, and liberation
at Siddhartha

respectively. Known as the Great Signs, these excursions th
kened him to the fact that suffering lef

took with his chariot driver awa _
its mark like ahandprint on everythinginthis world, He also realized that
heltered from this reality. His only:

he had lived completely secluded and s
hope was to understand what it all meant so that he could help othet:
f awakening.

and to this end he left everything in pursuit 0
The next six years of Siddhartha’s life were as exhausting as_'t_h'e .
were ineffective. He first studied with two Hindu (raja) guru_s;._b_”
eventually learned all they could teach him. Siddhartha then joine
a group of ascetics—those who believe they can master themsel
spiricually by manipulating their physical bodies like a blackstn
beats down and forms a piece of metal. Instead of attaining spiritit
enlightenment, however, the great prince only managed to. star
himself nearly to death. Siddhartha was so emnaciated by his ascet!

cumstances surrounding Siddbartha’s
his mother received the best medi-
her Maya died from complications
d remarkable son. To protect
and partly from the proph-

1t. Edward Conze, ed. and trans., Buddhist Scriptures (London: Penguin, 1950) 35-

12. Ibid., 30.
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Slamese
Buddha statue
in Thailand.

E . .
verything changed for Siddhartha as he sat down one afternoon

und i (“enli
inder the Bodhi (“enlightenment”) Tree in Bodh Gaya in India. Aft
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S.Ignzledg ; bowl of rice Porndge from a country girl--the eating of which
o 12 renunciation of asceticism—he entered the lotus (sitting)
1 A1l .
vowed not to get up until he had attained enlightenmen%
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-in the case of Jesus when he battled with the devil for forty days in

e de i i
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The lctus flower

symipolizes

purity. For just
as a lotus flower
is borninthe
mud but blos-
soms atap the
water, sowe
are born in suf-
fering but can
attain purity of
mind.
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but each time the prince resp onded with concentration and resolve.
Eventually Mara was defeated.

Alone under the tree, giddhartha wentdee
tation. Like a bucket of water penetrating the deep

Siddhartha reached the limits of what one’s mind can
He first saw all his countless previouslives and deaths
living beings. He then traced

made him mindful of all

endless cycle of death and rebirth (called samsara) to igno
empowered him to recognize that karma ceasesto have comm
being once ignorance is destroyed. And once karma is destroyed, aliving

being ceases to be imprisoned by the perpetual cycle of life.
As the dawn rose from the night, Siddhartha awoke with the uni-
nd became forever known as the Buddha, “the Awakened One.” The
one with everything. Although

versea

Buddha knew all things because he was
joy of his realization kept
gether for forty-nine days.

he attempted to get up, the peace, calm, and
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per and deeper into medi-
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see and apprehend.
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andovera

At the end of this time, two of the principal Hi
Indra, implored the Buddha to share his realizati

O Buddha, Treasure of Compassion, Livingbeingsare like blind people
in constant danger of falling into the lower realms.

Other than you there is no Protector in this world.

Therefore we beseech you, please rise from meditation equipoise and

turn the Wheel of Dharma.”

id. He turned the Wheel 'of

This is exactly what the Buddha d
ed in meditation. Like Jesus

Dharima by teaching others what he realiz
the Christ, Siddharthathe Buddha soon attra
eling guru who always tempered

becoming a trav
1. Also like Christ, the Buddha comforted,

private meditatio

challenged, encoura
eighty in Kushinagar, India {the result of natural caus
from accidental food poisoning),* the Buddha's disciples surrouind

him one last time. Because he had taught them all that was neceés_a

o. As the author explains, “The reason why B dh

Introduction to Buddhism, T
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times there were great kings. .. who used to rule the entire Wo
possessions, including a precious wheel in which they would travel arousn
the precious wheel went, the king would control that region. Buddha’s te
Jike a precious wheel, because wherever they spread, the peopleinth
1o control their minds by putting them into practice” {10-11)-

16. See the original story in E.}. Thomas, irans., Buddhist Scriptures (New

Comparny), 112,
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for th, i
ore ;T to}lfnow, his last earthly statement was just a summary of his
all teaching: “Decay is inherent i i
' . tin all things; be sur i '
clarity of mind (for nirvana).™ g’ ¢ rostriewith

o Year
1st 483 sc
2nd 3878C Indlia
3rd 2508c India
Ath Istc.sc Srilanka
i Istc. ap Kashmir

Bec i iry
o knausc?shefBud};iha achieved nirvana (or “extinction” of existence
ow it} after his death through hi i
- gh his achievement of enli
ment while on earth, he A
, he was no longer bound by the 1
e vy the law of cause and
ol et (karﬁil) and so was not reborn. His legacy, however, continued
Ve . . ? ? N
Forev: JW\; ile a}lllve, the Buddha established the first religious monastic
nity in the world—the San K i
gha (“community”), a
cormn \ | y”), a group of monks
and 11}11'15 ];N}gzi iut dlrzlto practice what the Buddha taught. Like Muham
, the Buddha did notindicate a s ’ _
. uccessor. Instead, as his |
conveyed, it was the res ibili , e
ponsibility of each individual i
truth and test the Buddha’ e .
a’s words against his or h i
and : er own experiences.
. Whlr?e 1:vent on, several Buddhist councils were formed to deter-
at the Buddha actually taught as well as to determine the

UthteaE yl 11Nng 1OwW I c i 1.” \)\: )I] ol

'a' * . . -
t :1 jsiesilt ;)f1 ia d1v(1151on within Buddhism. The dispute arose between
t who followed a strict interpretation of
; the Buddha’ i
those who followed a less strict approach wsteachingand

; .
- toolw;lghcll)li anli)th;:r century later, the third council met to adjudicate
andle the alarmingly high number of B i

0 & uddhists who beca
;;tl(tiloAners of the religion after the emperor of northern India, a mlzfl
i ;m shokg (304-232 BC), converted to Buddhism.® In the sar,ne way

peror Constantine’s conversion to Christiani g’
' ristianity in the earl
t ntin : y e early fourth

ntury made Christianity more widespread among the Romanymasses

Ig. Keown, Buddhism, 28.
K
aren Armstrong, The Buddha (London: Penguin, 2004), vii
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tible to theological divergence, SO Emperor Ashoka’s

sin in the third century BC led to increased con-
versions to Buddhism. This caused certain Buddhists to be suspicious
of the newcomers orthodoxy and sincerity, and the third council met
+o discuss these matters. lt was during this time that Buddhism spread
beyond Greater India and into other parts of Asia. There it would flour-
ish and grow more in influence than in India. Finally, two of the last

initial Buddhist councils metin the first century BC and AD, respectively,
(rather than retain only in oral tradition) the Buddha’s

as codify commentaries written by earlier monks on

and more suscep
conversion to Buddhi

to write down
teachings as well
these sayings.

Hinduism, is extremely diverse.

Buddhism, like its parent religion
and sizes. Some, for instance,

In this way, Buddhists come in all shapes
do not believe in a god, while others worship gods. Some believe that
the Buddha was a great human teacher, while others believe that the

Buddha was divine. Religious scholar Winfried Corduan summarizes
this diversity of Buddhist thought well:

ddhist without further qualification conveys '
ato what a person believes or practices. There
dhism as there are Christian Protestant
f many of these schools appear to -

The designation Bu
virtually no insight 1
are as many schools of Bud:
denominations, but the teachings o
be irreconcilable beyond a very general core.”

Because Buddhism is so v
into denominations or major s

we will adopt.

Two Main Traditions: Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism

The first school of thought in Buddhi
Buddhism (“way of the elders”). Sometimes called Hinayana ('t

small vehicle”), Th

and most conservative
nation most similar to what th

practice. It is the denomi
taught, and is most dominant in Southeast Asian countries

19, Winfried Corduan, Neighboring Faiths: A Christian Introduction to Werld Religions (Dow.

Grove, 1L: IntetVarsity Press, 1998), 220.

aried, it is customary to divide the religion
chools of thought. This is the approach

sm is called Thera\';a_id"

eravada Buddhism is the oldest, most traditio al

of the many strands of Buddhist thought an
e Buddha

sucha

hers
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Myanmar (Burma), Thailand, and Cambodia. Although there are both
ménks and laypeople in Theravada Buddhism, the monks are rimo

It is commonly believed that only they can achieve enlightgnm ot
a.nd the role of the layperson is to support them as they do so Del:llt’
life as a 'monk includes meditating, begging for food in the mo.rn'al )
perforrpmg chores, and following strict rules outlined by the San hmg’
Budd.hmt community. Lay Theravadins, by contrast, provide foogc[I Zr?é
clothing to the monks, maintain temples, and follow’ ethical guideli
that are less strict than those for the monks.* P

Theravada

Achieved alone Aided by divine powers

Atheistic Pantheistic

Thailand, Cambodia Vietnam, Korea, Japan

Wisdom Compassion

Arhat (Monk) Bodhisattva {(Savior)

Meditation and study ‘ Petition and prayer
Maonk ' i Layperson

Inward Outward

Saint Savior*

: uston S |t he W i‘ ,S I i B -
| i s . . f
o} Hl ] )' o] d 38 g ans OUr Great WJSdOm mdmons (ESan Tanciscol

: The sec,:ond {:‘najor school of thought in Buddhism is called Maha-
yrz;lna Bucdldhlsm ( _greater vehicle”). It originated as a reaction against
o :rrj\\;a_“ ;}?:iu.idhlsmgwh.ich its- adherents believed to be too strict and
o —an is (rinost om?nant in East Asian countries such as China,
outh ,and Japan. It is the larger of the two major Buddhist tradi-
. Ir\1jls. hereas the focus of Theravada Buddhism is monks, the focus
2 ab?hayana 'Buddh1§m is the laypeople. Anyone, monk or layperson
= e to achieve enlightenment. Other emphases in the Mahayanz:
Xa; 1t10n. are that the Bu(-idha is understood as more than a saint or
mple; he is also a godlike figure. In addition to seeing the Buddha

20, Thefi . o1
rid (5) noel)lei\;;egrl;tj :]i)re. (I%éliklﬂmg! (2) no stealing, (3) no sexual misconduct, (4) nointoxicants

: . onald Lopez Jr., The Story of B jsm: ; 7 . :
achings (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 367%, f Buddhism: A Concise Gide to s History and
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4 different realm, Mahayanists developed a theology of
alled bodhisattvas (“enlightened beings”). These are
so to speak, who attempt Lo save all beings

as a godin
various saviors c
buddhas in the making,

from ignorance.
Unlike Theravada Buddhism, which is more narrow and

restricted in terms of thought and practice, Mahayana Buddhism is
varied and vast. 1t can be subdivided into many additional schools
of thought. One of these is called Pure Land Buddhism. It focuses
on Amitabha (“1nfinite Light™), a Buddha who created a paradise in
heaven for average people to enter so that they could concentrate
on enlightenment after death without all the distractions of life on
earth. 1 once visited a Buddhist temple that was part of this school of
thought. Most of the service was focused on two things: meditation
and chanting. The chanting consisted of reciting the phrase namu
amida butsu (“1 worship the Buddha Amitabha”) for many minutes at
a time. The chanting of this phrase is beljeved to bring one closer to
this Buddha. And one’s faith in Amitabha enables one to attain the
Pure Land after death.
Another school of thought in Mahayana
Zen Buddhism. This form is perhaps most popularint
spontaneity, spirituality,
ing in America, and it has ma
7en Buddhism, as its name means,

to crack the shell of our own egos. Iti
f our beings. As Japanese Zetl Buddhis

Buddhism is called
he West. 1ts

eye” 0
D. T. Suzuki explains:

Zen [Buddhism] . . . wants us to open up our “third eye” . . . to the:
hitherto undreamed-of region shut away from us through our owit:

ance, When the cloud of ignorance disappears, the infinity of

ignor
d, where we see for the first time the nature

the heavens is manifeste
of our own being.”

A Buddhist monk once explained to me the p

of meditation. In es
seck to purify the dirty
said, meditation allows a per
we are and find the clean, natura
must move beyond our five senses (seei
and feeling), our mind (awareness), and

son to go deep into. the recesses

o1, D. T, Suzuki, Zen Buddhism (New York: Three Leaves Press, 2000), 4.

and simplicity have garnered a keen follow-
de its way firmly into popular culture. .
focuses on meditation. lts aim is:
s about opening up the “third-
¢ scholar and practitiones

urpose and goal
sence, he said, Buddhists meditate because they
water inside them. Like digging a well; h
of who
1,and unpolluted water. To do'_so W
ng, hearing, smelling, tasting
our ego {the illusory part.o
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ourselves that believes we actually exist), so that we can enter the

original mind, which leads us to enlightenment

b tThe last major school of Fhought in Mahayana Buddhism is called
ande;r; I(lotrr\éa];ay'ana})l&isrdhlsm. It has become increasingly accepted
ndy in the West because of th. i i
and widfspread media attention focused onetlgliog;?agi EZEZI?SZ;T
’;’ezﬁler ), who is be‘ligved to be the fourteenth reincarnation of the
(.J isattva Chenrezig (or Avalokitesvara). Because of his role as a bod
h?sattva, the Dalai Lama recites a daily prayer that is more than aihgu:
sand years gld: “As long as space remains, as long as sentient beings
remain, until then, so too may I remain, and dispel the miseries of tlfe

- world.”” Like other branches of Mahayana Buddhism, Tibetan Bud-

. fcihiistls believe in bodhisattvas—including the Dalai Lama—who vow
0 i i .

o elay nirvana and be reincarnated countless times until all livin

: beings attain enlightenment. °

Important Buddhist Teachings

fherelsricﬁ;ion to some of the major Buddhist schools of thought,
e mar y terms and concepts that are important in Buddhism.
o Wﬂlghi lr(1)I : egery school of thought adheres to all these concepts,
Ry ghlight thos.e that are most common. We will begin where

e Buddha began: with the Four Noble Truths, which he taught to

-

2 ¢ Dalai Lama: Essential Wi Y
o : tin
. 22. Th N 1 )l HLIngs, selected with an introduction by Thomas Forsthoefel
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_"Old age and death depend on birth.”

2. "Birth depends on existence.”

Existence depends on atiachment [or clingingl.”

3

4. "Atiachment depends on desire lor cravingl.”

”

5 "Desire depends on <ensation [or feeling]

5. "Sensation depends on contact.”

7 “Contact depends on the Isix senses).”

8. “The [six senses] depend on CONSCioUSNEess.

. -
g. "Consclousness depends on ignorance.

ble of the World: An Anthology of the Sacred Books
1 Macmillan, 1961), 260-61.

* Gee Samyutta Nikaya 12.2,in The Bi
of the Ten Principal Religions (New Yor

The first of the Four Noble Truths is that all of life is marked by
suffering. This does not mean thatlifeis alv_vays gloomy-—onthe ;mtc;arzr;
fife can be full of joy and happiness—but it does mean that suffering
part and parcel of living. For no matt.er how.
experience at the moment, this happmes§ will e
a balloon. That’s because we are trapped in a con

i — 1l samsa
sickness, and death—what we ca . alt wer
less wit][;in this system. Death is not an escape. Rath(ler, it is the t'rlggelli
o another body where we will experience suffering ali

ventually deflate like

that shoots us int
over again.
The second o
in samsara because
This represents an inhe
is forever changing and im
to something will necessari
always changing. Thereisan ¢
of nine to twelve—that leads
to something.
1et’s say you like a specific bra
tered it, you liked the smell of it as w
you enjoyed the taste and the effecjcs it P
you became attached to it and desired it
because everything is always in a state ofc

we desire things and attach ourselves to the

ly cause us to sufter, since everything1
one to desire or make an attachmen

nd of coffee. When you first eng:p}_l’r.'l
ell as its color. When you dragk-l
roduced in your body. Over Ut
weekly, if not daily. Eventi 11

much happiness we may -

tinual cycle of aging, -
ra—and we are almost power- .

f the Four Noble Truths is that we are trappgd-_'_

rent problem for the simple reason that life.
permanent. So any attachment we make

ntire chain of events—often a sequence

hange and because everything

Buddhism: The Story of Enfightenment

is always related, something happens—whether you move to a different

* part of the country that does not import that brand of coffee, your doc-

tor puts you on a diet that excludes caffeine, the coffee company goes
out of business because of fraud, or the coffee beans that produced the
coffee were destroyed during a hurricane. In any case, your desire for
coffee will eventually result in suffering. This is the doctrine of depen-
dent origination, the notion that everything is connected to something
else—and that suffering is inevitable.

The last two of the Four Noble Truths go together. While the third
truth teaches that suffering—the root cause of which is ignorance—can
be eliminated, the last of the truths explains that suffering can be elimi-
nated only by practicing the Noble Eightfold Path. The fact that there
is a solution to the problem of suffering is the good news. However, the
bad news is that this is incredibly difficult to do. The first path of the
eight, for instance, sounds innocuous enough: we must have right beliefs.
But this is much more challenging than we might initially think. That’s
because having right beliefs means seeing the world as it truly is—an
extremely difficult thing to do. For instance, it took the Buddha years to
see things as they truly were when he was Siddhartha Gautama—despite
eons of lifetimes of practice before that lifetime! The remaining seven

‘paths to enlightenment build on the first: right thoughts, right speech,

right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right
meditation.

To condense the Noble Eightfold Path into a paragraph, the attain-
ing of enlightenment entails the following: (1) seeing things as they truly
are and understanding the reality of and cause of suffering, (2) think-
ing accordingly, (3) speaking the truth, (4) acting and doing according

- to this teaching, (s) living in a manner that does not disrupt other life,

{6) spending one’s time doing good things and not becoming attached to
anything, (7) being aware of one’s thoughts at all times, and (8) focusing
one’s mind and concentrating.®

The last important teaching of Buddhism that we will discuss is that
of no-self or anatta. This is sometimes a difficult concept to understand.
Traditional Buddhism contends that living beings (including deities) do
not have souls, for the simple reason that souls are nonexistent. Souls,
in other words, are imaginary. Such a radical notion, which would have
been scandalous within an Indian context of myriad divinities, was a
direct assault on Hindu thinking. In fact, the implications of this belief
re just as provocative today as they were twenty-five centuries ago: Not

7 23. For an explanation of the Noble Eightfold Path, see the Samyutta Nikaya (SN} 45.8, in A
World Religions Reader, ed. lan Markham and Christy Lohr (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 95-96.
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only do deities not exist, but we do not even really exist. 1 do not exist,

and you do not exist.
If that’s the case, we might be wondering, what does exist? Bud-

dhists have an answey. In short, they assert, living beings are composed
of five different skandhas (“aggregates”). These five aggregates are mat-
ter, sensations, perceptions, thoughts, and consciousness.* Matteris an
external thing such as a body part, while sensations are the feelings we
have as we interact with this matter. The sensations we have through
our contact with matter cause perceptions OF the recognition of things.
This leads to thoughts and the decisions we make as a result. Finally,
our consciousness is our overall awareness of everything.
Together these “aggregates” Of bundles of energy constitute our
existence, and they are held together by, you guessed it, karmal When
desire or attachment is broken, karma disbandslikea withered rope and
we cease to exist. Clinging to the notion of our own independent exis-
tence only tightens and strengthens the knot of samsara. As long as we
d that we have a soul, we will be forever trapped

believe that we exist an
in the cycle of suffering, sickness, and death. We will be free only after
elf-existence is an illusion.

we recognize and accept that s

The Buddha taught often but wrote noth
s, and discourses were immediat

parables, lesson
later put into writing. This occ

disciples and only
century BC.5 As is the case W
ent scriptural canons de
with Orthodoxy, Catholicism,
ent canonical scriptures in B
thought or denominations inBu
serve as the core scriptures for eac
Buddha's teachings have been transmi
of these schools of thought. What's mor

believes the Bible to be inspired by God, th
in the words of the Buddha and h

or Protestantism, so there are differ

tted slightly differently in eac

erally conta
people and not
to question even h
scriptures in Buddhi
practical and functional.

24. Prothero, God Is Not One, 184.
15. Lopez, The Story of Buddhism, 166

ing. As with Jesus, his '
ely memorized by his
urred in the first
ith Christianity, which has three differ--
pending on whether a person is associated:

uddhism based on the major schools of
ddhism. The teachings of the Buddha
h of these denominations, but the

e, unlike Christianity, which
¢ Buddhist scriptures gen-
is disciples—who were
gods. Indeed, just as the Buddha taught his discip €s
im and to discover the truth for themselves, SQ'th_e
sm are guidelines to be used inasmuch as they aré
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Scriptures of Theravada Buddhism

 PaliCanon e
A rmonks and nuns; stories ab ’
("Discipline Basket”) Efirst disciples outthe Budche's
Sutta Pitaka Sayings of the Buddhz and his disciples

{"Saying Basket”)

Abhidamma Pitaka
(“Higher Truth Basket”)

¢ Sayings and summaries of the Buddha from his disciples

o We will begin our discussion with the oldest of the Buddhist denom-
inations. Known as Theravada Buddhism, this tradition looks to the Pali
Canon as its standard collection of writings, so called because Paliis the
language used—a language very similar to what Siddhartha spoke. The
Pali (-Zanon is often called the Tripitaka (“Three Baskets”), since ié wa
kept in three separate receptacles or baskets when compos;:d inwritte :
foryfn.Zﬁ The Tripitaka contains many sayings of the Buddha alon witﬁ
sayings and commentaries written by his disciples and later mongks

- The first basket, called the Vinaya Pitaka or “Discipline Basket,” c;)n—
tains three major works.” These texts focus on the conduct of monl,cs and
nuns, provide rules for etiquette for the Sangha (the Buddhist community)
a.nd contain stories of the Buddha’s enlightenment. One of the storie: 1J
fmd most interesting in the Vinaya texts includes a report of the Buddha’s
interaction with his first disciples. After attaining enlightenment under thy
Bodhi Tree and remaining there for forty-nine days, the Buddha encourf
tered five.ascetics in a deer park and shared with th::rn his testimony:

1 have overcome all foes; 1 am all-wise: 1 am free from stains in ever
way; | have left everything and have obtained emancipation b tﬁz
destruction of desire. Having myself gained knowledge, whom s}fould
1call my master? 1 have no teacher; no one is equal to I1’1’E' in the world
of men and of gods no beingis like me. Lam the holy One ’in this world
1 am the highest teacher, 1 alone am the absolute Sambuddha {or full :
enlightened being]; I have gained coolness (by the extinction of al);
passion) and have obtained Nirvana.**

26. Armastrong, The Buddha, xiv.
27.7T i is fi
o Sj; H;:,?;;;f;; z)“f Rthle tj:reeiz works in this first division of canonical books in the Pali Canon
ule Analysis"), Khandhaka (*Collections”), and Pari “
e : ons™}, and Parivara (“Accessory”). See
: w.palit ions i
el Lext Soclety at p/f www.palitext.com for translations of the works in the Pali Canon
: 28. Sacred Books of the East, Vina
2 va Texts, vol. 13, pt. I, ed. Max Mull i
1id Herman Oldenberg (Oxford: Clarendon Press: 1881’), 91. st crsms. T W Rys Dasd
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ha “obtained emancipation” only

Notice in this passage that the Budd
rvana or “extinction.” 1f the

after destroying desire. This resulted in ni
candle represents Siddhartha and the flame represents his desire, what
he did in meditation under the Bodhi Tree was to extinguish the flame.
The next group of writings in the Pali Canon is the Sutta Pitaka
or “Saying Basket.” There are five groups of writings in this division.**
Known as the Suttas (“teachings”) or Nikaya (“collections’) texts, these
writings contain thousands of sayings from the Buddha and his disciples.
The last group of Nikaya texts contains hundreds of direct sayings from
the Buddha and is called the Dhammapada (‘Eternal Path”). It is per-
haps the most beloved of all Buddhist scriptures, and without doubt my
favorite Buddhist text to read. A few verses from the chapter on thirst
reinforce the Buddha’s emphasis on desire in his teaching:

s to passion follow the stream of desires, as a
web it has made. When they have ceased to do
free from cares and leaving all

Those who are slave
spider runs down the
this, at last they make true progress,

pains behind (z4.14).
Give up what is ahead, give up what is behind, give u

between, when you go to the other shore of existence. If your mind is
altogether free, you will not again enter into birth and decay (24.15}-
if you allow yourself to be tossed by doubts and gwayed by strong
passions, and if you yearn only for what is sensually pleasing, your
thirst will grow greater and greater, and you will make your bonds

stronger and stronger (24.16)°

p what is

As was the case with the Vinaya text quoted above, this passage from

the Dhammapada explains that t
from the desire to have or possess. By
ahead” {our future rebirth), “what is behind”
“what is between” (our current lives), we are t
f existence,” namely, nirvana. When

other shore o
o “free”—we will exit the system of death

minds are therefor

called samsara.
The last group of writing

damma Pitaka or “Higher Truth Ba

¢ in the Pali Canon is called the Abhi
sket.” This division contains sevel

29. The names of the five works in this second division of
are Digha Nikaya (“Collection of Long Discourses™} o DIN; Majjhima Nikaya (“Collection o
Length Discourses™) oF MN; Samyutta Nikaya {“Connected Discourses”™) or SK; Anguttard Ni
{“Increased by One Collection”) or AN; and Khuddaka Nikaya ("Short Collection™) or KN

30. Dhammapada, 105-0.
31. The names of the seven w
Dhammasangani {(“Psycholo gical Bthics™, Vibhanga

orks in this last divisien of books in
(“Book of Analysis™), Dhatukatha ("Dis

he goal of existence is to be released-
giving up and releasing “what is”
{our previous lives), and:
hen ready to “go to the
we do so—and our
and rebirth’

canonica! booksin the Pali C.a.l'_l_QTl.
Fviiddles

che Pali Canon are the
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works .tha’F discuss various issues related to the Buddha's teaching. The
following is an excerpt from the Kathavatthu:

Enlli.ghtened ones speak without anger or arrogance, with a mind not
boiling over, without vehemence, without spite. Without envy the
speak from right knowledge. They . . . delight in what’s well said anZl
do n’Ot disparage what's not [said well]. They don’t study to find fault
don’t grasp at little mistakes, don’t put down, don’t crush, [and] don’t’
speak random words. For the purpose of knowledge, for ’Ehe purpose
of [inspiring] clear confidence, counsel that’s true: '1’“ha1:’s how nI:)bIe
ones give counsel. That’s the noble one’s counsel. Knowing this, the
wise should give counsel without arrogance. ,

Becat-lse those who are enlightened have risen above the pettiness and
t%“ansmnce of the world, they do not act angrily or arrogantly. At the same
time, because they have discovered the truth, they are content. to share this
truth with others—but always in a way that is humble, kind, and practical.

Scriptures of Mahayana Buddhism

Although Mahayana Buddhism generally accepts the different scrip-
tures above, its followers have additional writings. What’s more arll)d
sgmewhat confusing to outsiders, some of the scriptures that Ma]f’la a-
nists affirm that are similar to those of Theravadins differ slightly becal);se
they are transmitted in another language or found in another version.” To
add even more confusion, different groups or traditions within Maha. ana
?nuddhism have their own scriptures or at least emphasize certain \}rlvrit—
Mi; Z;fz; ;)il:ir;lljgs_thls reason, we will take a very general survey of

In addition to the scriptures in Theravada Buddhism, the thousands
(?‘f other texts that Mahayana Buddhists affirm are oftejn called sutras
(“threads” or “discourses” in Sanskrit). These sutras are customarily attrib-
uted to the Buddha or his disciples, although they were writteil down
h.undreds of years later and are the product of later Buddhist communi-
ties. One such sutra is called the Shurangama (“indestructible”) Sutra

;

of Elements™), Pu [ (“Desi i
_ , Puggalapannatti (“Designation of Human T §

’ pannal ypes™), Kathavatthu (“Pot
on‘;ro:flzrsi ), Yamaka (“Pairs™), and Patthana (“Conditional Relations”). «Cpomnts of
skk.hu :EC C:vitt?u .S}L;tt]a:lTopics for Discussion” (AN 3.67), trans. (from. the Pali} Thanissaro
B JAccessto Insight (July 3,2 : insi ipi
o e, ght (July 3, 2010), http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/ano3/ano3.0 67

. This i
c_mii . r;; I115; \:;'Ifrnghsome people may refer to what are called the Agamas (“scriptures”), which
: e same writings as the Pali Canon. One diff: i :
riginally thought to have been written i it ratt ety Fost e oo
. : en in Sanskrit rather than i i
.1tted to usin the Chinese or Tibetan language. P in Pl bt they have been rans
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s we learned about Mahayana
¢ making to become bod-
ment and escaping the
m the attainment of

which is popular in Chinese Buddhism. A
Buddhism above, this text lauds buddhasinth
hisattvas who, rather than attaining enlighten
cycle of death and rebirth, voluntarily abstain fro
nirvana out of compassion for others:

a1l Saints and holy men to choose to be reborn in order

to deliver all sentient beings. You should make use of all manner of
¢ransformations, such as disciples, laymen, kings, lords, ministers,
virgins, boy-eunuchs, and ever as harlots, widows, adulterers, thieves,
butchers, peddlers, etc., so as Lo be able to mingle with all kinds of
and to make known the true emancipation of Buddhism

1{Buddhalurge

people

In other words, the Buddha teaches, people are not to pursue attainment

ease from the cycle of death and rebirth {samsara) but
selves for the good of others. They are to make
n teach others how to attain enlightenment,
mpassion that one can show.

nkavatra (“Island Castle”) Sutra, is
ive. It focuses on the concept of
e book represents a discourse
himself as Tathagata ("One
s—just like Jesus referred
and a bodhisattva named

just for their own rel
rather to sacrifice them
this sacrifice so that they ca
which is the highest form of co
Another sutra, called the La

a Mahayana writing 1 find informat

nirvana in relation to the bodhisattva. Th

between the Buddha, who always refers to

who has come and gone”) in Buddhist writing

to himself as “the Son of Man” in the Gospels—

Mahamati. In the fo
about those who are not able to enter nirvana:

es of those who miay not enter the Nirvana of -

There are two class
hose who have abandoned the

the Tathagatas [Buddhas]: there aret
Bodhisattva ideals, saying, they arenots

the codes of morality, nor with emancipation. Then there are the
true Bodhisattvas who, on account of their original vows made for:
the sake of all beings, say, “S0 long as they do not attain Nirvana,. .
1 will not attain it myself;” voluntarily keep

Nirvana. But no beings areleft outside by th
some day each and every one will be influenced by the wisdom and
love of the Tathagatas of Transformation to lay up a stock of merit:
and ascend the stages. Bu, if they only realised it, they are already
in the Tathagata’s Nirvanal;] for, in Noble Wisdom, all things are in

Nirvana from the beginning”
34. Shurangama Sutta, quoted in The World's Great Script

Macmillan, 1961), 193.
35. Lankavatra Sutra, guoted in ibid., 200.

llowing excerpt the Buddha explains to Mahamati. -

in conformity with the sutras, .-

ing themselves out of =
e will of the Tathagatas;.. .

ures, ed. Lewis Browne {New York
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Here we learn something important about nirvana. Not only is it avail-
able to all-—save those bodhisattvas who either broke their vow or delay it
ur'ltil all beings are liberated—it is only a matter of time before ever oyn1
will eventually attain this truth. And more interestingly, we are .5111ry de
in nirvana, if we only realized it. , -
I want to discuss one last Buddhist scripture that continues to
garner a good deal of attention in the West. 1t is popularly called th,
le.eta-n Book of the Dead. Sacred to the Tibetan Buddhist tracflitior:3
which is an offshoot of the Mahayana tradition, this book gives directiori
to -those who are about to die. It focuses on the Bardo (or “intermediat
existence”), a Tibetan term that refers to the gap between death and lif: Y
The following excerpt guides a person who is soon to expire: o

Since you do not have a material body of flesh and blood, whatever ma
con?e-—sounds, lights, or rays—are, all three, unable to ,harm you 01)11
are .mc(?lpable of dying. It is quite sufficient for you to know that t.hyese
aspirations are your own thought-forms. Recognize this to be the Bardo
O nobly-born, if you do not now recognize your own thought—forms.
whether of meditation or of devotion you may have performed while '11';
tlhe human world—if you have not met with this present teaching—the
lights will daunt you, the sounds will awe you, and the rays Wﬂi ferrif
iog. Sh(];liﬂd you nat know this all-important key to the teachings—~noi
eing able to recognize i i
beingablet e risam_ ;he sounds, lights, and rays—you will have to

p Worship’practices within Buddhism vary widely depending on one’s
tra f1t1om, one's station in life, where one lives, and the individual’s own
preferences or habits. Although we in the West almost make Buddhism

_ synonymous with meditation, not all Buddhists meditate. In fact, a
f}l;eat many do n.ot. Instead, some Buddhists may venerate a statue jof
the Buddha, while still others may chant the Buddha's name or light

incense in front of an image. This can be done at home or at a temple
For those Buddhists who do meditate, they usually do so silentl s
seated position for a consecutive set of minutes or even hours o
. '?-/IOSt of t%ze s.ervices 1 }.1ave attended at Buddhist temples include
nting, meditation, teaching or dharma talk, and scripture readin
Unlike churches that have pews and seating during worship, manig;

36. Modified from Y. Evans-W
: W. Y. Ev entz, t ]
. iy ; )s : Z, trans., The Tibetan BDDI{ Ofthe Dead (OXfOId: Oxford
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ctitioners sit on the floor or stand
may circumambulate (or walk
(ifin a stupa or “heap,” which
s of the Buddha) as well as

Buddhist houses of worship have pra
during worship. 1f standing, Buddhists'
around) astatue of the Buddha or hisrelics i
is a mound-like structure that contains relic

te themselves. . .
b irgigflosskiiild attend a Buddhist service, one (')f the first thlrfgs
d to do is, like Moses at the burning bush {.Ex. 3:5),
You will then be greeted by a waft of incense,
designs, and beating drums. You may also

. i e
see Buddhist practitioners standing in front of an image or stat‘
ers and bowing down—perhaps recit-

of the Buddha, reciting pray ‘
ing the three refuges three times: “1 take refuge in th”e Bl_,lljtddh;. i
take refuge in the dharma. 1 take refuge in tlhe Sangha.” This (;;h?rt
to one’s devotion to the Buddha, his teachings, and the Buddhis
community, respectively.

if traveling to South Asian cou

you will be aske
remove yout shoes.
large statues, colorful

ntries like Thailand or Myanmar

where Theravada Buddhism is prevalent, you will no doubt notice the

ressed in saffron robes who surround temples and carry

from Buddhist laypeople. Although it may be tempt-

nversation with monks or at least make eye cc_:ntact
as you walk past them, they typically keel.) to themse.llveﬁ aréil \7«11}}1?L ;(;tj
approach you. Instead, lay Buddhists provide food daily for Me here.
vadin monks in an exchange of merit. In a country Where1 fa ayfew
Buddhism is present, practitioners may stop by the temple ior a

minutes throughout the day or visitt
such as holidays or funerals.

many monks d
bowls for begging
ing to enter intoaco

he temple only on special occasions, °
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With such variety of beliefs and practices, it is sometimes difficult
to know where a Christian would begin a conversation with a Buddhist.
Should we talk about reincarnation? Death? The notion that we do not
have souls? Although these are all good topics for conversation, 1 would
like to focus on two important Buddhist topics in particular. The first
relates to the bodhisattva. As you recall from our discussion above, a
bodhisattva is a person who abstains from attaining nirvana so that he
or she can help all other living beings attain enlightenment. Speaking
metaphorically, a bodhisattva is one who arrives home (nirvana) after
a long journey (life), but instead of entering his home, he intentionally
pauses at the door and instead helps everyone else through the door and
vows to enter the home only after every other being has entered safely.

As Christians, we cannot help but notice some interesting paral-
lels between a bodhisattva and Jesus. Qur Lord and Savior Jesus Christ
is the One who literally gave up his own life so that he could give life
to others. Through his sacrificial death on the cross, we have access to
eternal life. Just as Buddhists believe that the bodhisattva made avow to
emancipate all people, so Jesus, the second person of the Trinity, left his
abode at the right hand of the Father and incarnated himself.

Have this mind among yourselves, which is vours in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with
God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form
of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in
human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point
of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him
and bestowed on him the name that is above every naine, so that at
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and
under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:5-11)

Rather than remain in God’s presence and allow humanity to suffer
“endlessly, Jesus humbled himself on the cross. So whereas a bodhisattva
“delays nirvana by allowing himself to be reincarnated, Jesus allowed
_himself to be violently and shamefully killed so that he could provide

alvation to the world.

~ Thesecond topic I want to highlight is that of desire. Whereas not
all Buddhists believe in a figure called a bodhisattva, most Buddhists
affirm that desire produces suffering. So this is a good place to begin.
Below is an excerpt from an Indian-born Hindu in the nineteenth
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century, Sundar Singh (1899-1927), who renounced Hinduism as a teen _ ‘ 3. Most Westerners, whether professing Christi 49
and converted to Christianity. In one of his books, he discusses how : that people contain a “spirit” or a & 1> éllstlans or not, believe
y , . . : soul. i : .
Christians can converse with Hindus about desire: " , contrast, holds a core belief of anatta or “noassi?l Buddhism, in
' f : . -self”—no one reall
. : e . .
o - ; XI.S’ES. How different is this concept from the basic belief of West ,
Some say that desire is the root cause of all pain and sorrow. Accord- philosophy: “I think, therefore 1 am®? H ‘ estern
ing to this philosophy, salvation consists in eliminating all desire, : someone who thinks so diff 17 ? How can you interact with
. . . . . . i - e
including any desire for eternal bliss or communion with God. But L 4. Assuggested in the final secézﬁt ); h
when someone is thirsty, do we tell him to kill his thirst instead of * nities for conversation betwee P;) ;d;_(:hapter, two.key opportu-
giving him water to drink? To drive out thirst without quenching it ':5-:-. in the concept of a bodhi n’ u ; ism and Christianity exist
with life-sustajning water is to drive outlife itself. The resultis death, = discussion on desi isattva’s relation to Christ as Savior and
ssion of our need for water and a sign o con NN estre. .H_OW could a Christian best engage in these
g versations? In addition to the passages listed ab
L ges listed above, what other

not salvation. Thirst is an expre
of hope that spiritual peace exists. Something can satisty our thirsty

souls., When the soul finds God, the author of that spiritual thirst, it
receives far greater satistaction than any thirsty man who receives
water, When the soul’s desire is satisfied, we have found heaven.”

biblical examples could one use to begin this dialogue?

5. What lesson does Buddhism have for Western Christliians? Wh
do you think Buddhism has become so attractive to man -in thy
West.? What does Buddhism offer in this regard that is distiri:t fr ;
Judaism, Christianity, or other traditional religions in the W’es(ir?n

irst is an expression of our need

| am drawn to Singh'’s assertion that “th
peace exists.” As Christians,

for water and a sign of hope that spiritual

we believe that Jesus is the true living water. We affirm that Jesus, just
the woman at the well, is the only thirst-quencher on this
dhists believe that thirst should be overcome and
at thirst is a natural state of being that signals
desire for water, in other words, does not
sire for water needs to be brought
i at the well (John 4:1-30), have
st and not overlook how
oftentimes alert us

as he spoke to
earth. Whereas Bud
mastered, we believe th
our need to be quenched. Our
need to be overcome. Rather, our de
to completion—we, again like the woma
to come to Jesus to quench our spiritual thir

God made humanity in such a way that our bodies
s that need to be realized rather than overcome.
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to spiritual need

of life on earth being marked
follower of his path? Can
dview? What is the

. How would the Buddha’s vision
ultimately by suffering affect one as a
hope beyond escape really exist in this worl
Christian understanding of suffering?

,. Buddhism is distinct in its disinterest in the beginnin
world. Are stories of origin important? If so, why? In what ways
does what one believes or knows about the past affect the pre

ent and the future?
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