IlnorwrartoN Aeou'r Bupprusvt
Buddhism, one of the major world religions, began in hrdia aror:nd the
sixth century, B.C.E. The teachings of Buddhism spread throughout Cerrtral
and Southeast Asia, through China, Korea, and Japan. Today, there are
Buddhists all over the world.

THE LEGEND OF SHAKYAMUNI
According to Buddhist tradition, Shakyamuni (a name meaning "Sage
of the Shakya CIan") is the founder of Buddhism (he is also sometimes
referred to as "siddhartha Gautama"). Shakyamuni was bom around
490 B.C.E. to a royal family who lived in a palace in the foothills of the
Himalayas. From the moment he was born, Shakyamuni did not lead a
typical life. For example,Iegend states that Shakyamuni was born from
his mother" hip while she remained standing in a grove of trees. In his
youth, Shakyamuni's father provided him with everything he wanted
and encouraged him to excel.inhis studies. However, he would not
permit Shakyamuni to leave the palace grounds. Shakyamuni grew uP
with many luxuries and married a beautiful princess, but he still was
not happy. He longed to see what was beyond the palace gates,
thinking that a due to his search for the meaning of life lay beyond the
saJety and luxury of the palace.
,Shakyamuni left the palace on four separate occasions
to explore. He was deeply affected by what he saw. During his first hip
outside the palace, he saw a very old man who was bent over and had
trouble walking. As Shakyamuni passed by in his carriage, the old man
peered up at him, his eyes squinting from his severely wrinkled face.
L:r his second outing, Shakyamuni observed a sick man, wailing in pain.
Duringhis third excursion, Shakyamuni came upon the still and lifeless
body of a dead man. Shakyamuni was shocked and saddened by the
sights of old age, sickness, and death. During his fourth outing, he saw
a wandering monk, a seeker of religious truth. These four outings and
what Shakyamuni saw (old age, siclrress, death, and a seeker of
religious truth) are called the "Four Sights." Meeting the monk inspired
Shakyamuni to leave the palace, his wife, and his newborn son.
He wanted to understand more about life, why hr-rmanbeings suffered,
and how one could help relieve suffering in the world- Thus, he began
his religious quest.

At the

age of 29

Shakyamuni began his search for enlightenment. According to
Buddhist belief, enlightenment is the experience of tme reality, an
"awakening" through which one could comprehend the true nature of
things.'Shakyamuni thought he could reach enlighterrment by
practicing asceticism, a lifestyle of severe discipline. Sometimes he
would not eat or drink for long periods of time. After six years of
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tr6ddle Way-the waY of
tifu ttre Buddha advocated,

ie., the avoidance of

exEsnes, such as the
lun:ryhe was raised in
and the other erctresre of
setf-morti.fi cation and

denial

meditation-a general
teEn for a varietY of
practices in mental
concsrtratioru often for the
purpose of achieving an

"awakening" or

"enlighterunerf'

enduring many hardships, Shakyamr:ni rcallzfJd that he had not come
to a deeper trnderstanding of life. He realized that neither luxury nor
starvation would lead to enlightenment and instead decided to follow a
modsate path or the Middle way. He went to a village called Bodh
Gaya where he became awakmed to a true r:nderstanding of life. The
moment of his enlightmment took place while he was seated in
meditation under a ree. In his enlightertment, he gained the power to
See his forrner lives, the Power to see death and rebirth of all types, aird
fiouily the realization that he had eliminated all desires and ignorance
within himseu. He had become a Buddha, a dtle meaning "awakened
one." The Buddha gave his first sermon, known as the "First
Discourse," explaining his realization to the grouP of ascetics with
whom he used to practice. These men became his first disciples, or
followers. He continued to spread his knowledge throughout towns in
India for 45 years thereafter, gaining increasing nurnbers of followers
until his death at the age of 80.

TT. THE BASIC TENE"TS OF

A.

BUDDIIISM

The Dharma,Reincarnation, and Karma
Buddhists believe that humdnbeings have the Potential to become
free from sufferingby practicing meditation and cultivatitg u
lifestyle prescribed by the Buddha. The Buddha Save many lectures
before his death. His teachings are referred to as the Dlwrma.
The wheel is a very important symbol in Buddhism because

deity-a

god or goddess

kanaa-the idea that one's
moral &oices in life have
consequmces. How one is
rebom depends on one's
deeds and intentions
behind the deeds in one's

former tife

reincamatiorr--the
doctrine that after death,
beings are rebom

'
B.

it

depicts the cycle of life and death. Buddhists believe that after
beings die, they are reborn or reincafirated into a new form. This
new form colild be a deiry. human, animal, some lower creature
Iike a hungry ghost (a being with a small head and huge stomach, and theref-oie ,lwuys hungry), or an inhabitant of he11.3 It is believed
that all positive thoughts and actions cause goodknrmtt and may
direct one into beingieborn in a higher form. The consequences of
one,s negative deeds, badkarma, may restilt in rebirth in a lower
form. This endless cycle of rebfuth, called reincamation,Ieflects the
impermanent nature of human existence.

The Four Noble Truths
As part of the Dharma,Buddha taught about the Four Noble Truths.
These are:

Life is suffering.
Suffering is caused by craving.
3. Suffering can have an end4. There is a pattuwhich leads to the end of suffering.
1.
2.

The Four Noble Truths form the basis of Buddhist thought. It is
believed that sufferin& in pa*, is due to the impermanence of life.
Evm i:f one is h^PPy at a givm time, this happiness is not

permanent. Since it is believed thatlife is suffering, the ultimate
goal in Buddhism is to end the cycle of suffering, the cycle of
repeated death and rebirth. The achievement of this goal is called
nirz.ana-inBttddhism,

rho anrl nf +ha nrnla nf

niraann.

nimana-inBuddhism,
of

tlre end of the cYcle

deathand rebirth;the
quendring of greed,
hatred, and delusion
within a person

!w!u.
C. Nintana
The goal of Buddhism is to become enlightened and reachniroana.
Niruiruis believed to be attainable only with the elimination of all
sigmfies the
Seed, hatred, and ignorance within a Persor]-. Nintayta
end of the rycle of death and rebirth. According to the Four Noble
T?uths, 'life is su-ffering" so ending the cycle of rebirth is something
to be desired. Some Buddhists think of niroaru as a tyPe of heaven
where there is no Sufferingi other Buddhists view nirvann as a State
of mind free from su-ffering. According to Buddhistbelief, a final
niruarwis attained at the time of an enlightened being's death, and
is no longer part of the cycle of reincamation and death'n

D. How to Achieve Nintana
Buddhists believe that the path toward niroana, called the Middie
way or the Eightfold Path, outlines how people should live in order
to reach niruana.
The Eighffold Path consists of three categories: moral conduct,
concentration, and wisdom.

Moral conduct consists of:
1. right speech (refraining from falsehood, malicious talk, and
abusive langirage)

2. right action (refraining from stealin& killing, and unchastity)
3. right livelihood (earning a living through proper mears, not
killing livingbeings, making astrological forecasts, or
practicing f ortune'telIingf

Concmtration consists

equanimity--quality of

beilg calm and

of

:

4.

right effort (energetic will to prevent or get rid of evil and
promote goodness)

5.

right mindfulness (to be dfigently aware, mindfrrl, and
attentive)

6.

right concentration (to rid oneself of unwholesome thoughts
and achieve pure equanimitv and awareness)t

undisturbed

Wisdomconsists of:
7. right thought (selflessness and detachment, r:niversal
thoughts of love and nonviolence)

8.
172

right understanding (understanding of things
full understanding of the Four Noble Truths)

as

they are, a
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E.

Bodhisatlvas
some schools of Buddhism including those of Chinese Buddhism
believe thatbecoming abodhisattoais amole imPortant goal for
individuals than achievingniraana. Abodhisattaa is a being who has
attained erilightenmeflt, but vows not to enter into final niroann
until all living things are released from suffering.Bodhisattaas
choose to be rebom so that they can continue to work to relieve the
suffering of others and try to make them aware of the Buddha's
teachinjs. Lr China, bodhisattoas ale sometimes worshiPed as much
as the guaaha. For example, the female bodhbattaaGuanyinbecame
widely worshiped in Buddhist temples tlrroughout_China. Lr
Buddirism, Guanyin is the Chinese Bodhisattva of Compassion-

III. INDIA DURTNG BUDDH,A'S LIFETIME

caste-rigid social class
distinction based on birth

Buddha's ideas applied to people regardless of their rank in life, and
stated that individrrrlr u." in charge of their own destiny- These ideas
were in stark conkast to the ideas that were dominant during Buddha's
lifetime. Buddha was born during a time when Bralrmanism was the
main religion in India. Among other practices, Brahmd:*
urr.o*ug"d the sacrifice of animals and the offering of gifts to
Brahma-iic priests for salvation. The society at the time of Buddha's
lifetime was also rigidly'divided into castes. The caste system
determined who pJople could marry, and what kinds of iobs they could
have. Buddhism differed in that it did not believe in social distinctions
between human beings or claims to superiority based on birth.
Buddhismwas irccessible to anyone. Buddhism also did not support
animal sacrifices. In fact, Buddha believed that compassion should be
cultivated among alt living beings-

IV. BUDDHIST TEXTS

sutras-Buddhist
scriPtures

Laozi (bom c.604
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After the death of Buddha, there was no one to take his place or to lead
the new religron. Dlfferent schools of Buddhism formed, each with
their own unique characteristics. over the centuries, Buddhism has
spread and changed. However, there are Buddhistworks such as the
f ali Canon,the "First Discourse" (Buddha's first speech after gaining
enlightenment), as well as rnaty sutras such as the Lofils sutra, popular
in Cljna and Japan, that have provided important continuity to the
religion.s

