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​Introduction:

The Five-Minute Buddhist, or The
not-so-Daily Buddhism

It’s been nearly four years since I stopped
writing for the Daily Buddhism website, and not a week has gone by
since that I don’t get some kind of question or inquiry about
coming back, doing more podcasts, or otherwise revisiting the site.
I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about doing it many times
myself as well, but the time never seems right.

Part of the problem is that even when I was
actively writing for the site every day, it felt to me as if we’d
already covered everything at least once, and the site was getting
repetitive. I have no doubt there are still hundreds of topics that
we never even touched on, but as time passed, I’ve forgotten what
we did and didn’t cover. So at least for my own sense of mental
well-being, I wanted to go through and compile and organize every
topic, combine the duplicates, and see what was here. This book is
the result of that mission, and wow, we covered a lot. Inside,
you’ll find a quick and easy-to-follow summary of all the core
tenets of Buddhist beliefs, followed by a large section of
reader-submitted Q&As about how we can apply those core beliefs
to our busy, modern lives.

Most of the material below appeared on the
blog in one form or another over the years. Some topics will be
freshly rewritten from the ground up, while others may be
word-for-word reprints. It’s been over six years since I started
the site, and my own point of view and opinions on some of these
topics have changed significantly since then. Maybe yours have as
well.

So what was the Daily Buddhism all
about?  The main idea of the Daily Buddhism was to get a
little bit of “Buddhist Brilliance” in your daily e-mail.  I
think most people find that the “right mindfulness” part of
Buddhism is one of the most difficult aspects of being a good
Buddhist.  You have to keep Buddhism in-mind and live the
right lifestyle in order to be a good Buddhist.  Many people
tend to forget these things as the day goes on. We work, we go to
school, we raise children, and the day can get to you very quickly.
It’s easy to forget these things.  By having a short reminder,
a tutorial, or a lesson show up in your mailbox every day, it might
help you keep your mind where it’s supposed to be during the day;
something to focus on during your lunch break or coffee break in
the afternoon. Over time, the idea grew into a massive Q&A
session about Buddhism, lifestyles, and opinions about the right
ways to live. All the topics started out as an email of two or
three short paragraphs, hence this book being named The Five Minute Buddhist; everything could be read
quickly. Some of the topics on the website ballooned into
gargantuan texts with hundreds of comments, but at least they all
started out simply enough.

Almost everything written for the Daily
Buddhism site was designed to take five to ten minutes a day; no
long sermons, no long history lessons.  It’s short, to the
point, and most importantly, I think: in plain English.  One
of the things that always annoyed me (and still does) about many
Buddhist books and Buddhist material are the incredibly long words,
names and ideas in these books.  It’s an off-putting
combination of alien languages and pretentiousness. For example, do
you really have to memorize the name Avalokiteshvara?  Well,
it’s an important name and subject, but these words get in the way
for most Americans and most English speakers.  Almost all of
the original terminology of Buddhism comes from the language Pali,
which tends to have really, really, really long words by English
standards.  My goal with the Daily Buddhism was to take it
easy. I introduce a few names at a time, a few complicated ideas
taken slowly, and explained in plain English whenever
possible.

Let’s get started by looking at a very basic
topic: What is Buddhism? I have included a one-page overview with
all the “big words” included, but then followed it up with a
much-longer explanation.

--Brian Schell











@BrianSchell

http://www.Facebook.com/Brian.Schell

http://www.brianschell.com
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​Section
I

The Basics

​Overview: What
Is Buddhism?

Buddhism is a path of practices and
spiritual development which lead to insight into the true nature of
life. Practices such as meditation are means of changing oneself in
order to develop and perfect the qualities of awareness, kindness,
and wisdom. The methods developed within the Buddhist tradition
over thousands of years have created an incredible resource for all
those who wish to follow the path which ultimately culminates in
Enlightenment or Buddhahood. The foundation of Buddhism is the
Fourfold Noble Truth:


	
The world is full of suffering and
stress.



	
The cause of this suffering and stress is
desire and physical instincts.



	
If desire can be removed, then suffering and
stress will be ended.



	
Desire can be removed by following the Noble
Eightfold Path: Right Views, Right Thoughts, Right Speech, Right
Conduct, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, Right
Concentration.





 


Because Buddhism does not necessarily include
the idea of worshipping a God, some people do not describe it as a
religion. The basic teachings of Buddhism are straightforward and
practical: nothing is permanent; actions have consequences; but
change is possible. Thus Buddhism addresses itself to all people,
irrespective of race, nationality, or gender. It also teaches
practical methods such as meditation which enable people to make
use of its teachings in order to transform their lives, to be fully
responsible for those lives, and to develop the desirable qualities
of Wisdom and Compassion.

Buddhism began about 523 B.C.E., and the
historical Buddha, Shakyamuni Buddha, was a Hindu
from northern India. His birthplace, Lumpini, is now part of Nepal.
The “bible” of Buddhism is the “Tripitaka”, or Three Baskets,
formed of the Sutta (Sutras of the Buddha), Vinaya (precepts for
the Sangha), and the Abhidhamma (higher teachings, or analytical
writings about the higher states). The oldest extant manuscripts
date to the first century B.C.E. Don’t rush right out and buy one,
they’re pretty deep reading for now.

There are approximately 362 million Buddhists
in the world. There are many different forms of Buddhism, which
developed and grew as it spread from India and Nepal throughout
Asia. The three main branches or “denominations” are Theravada
(sometimes known as Hinayana), Mahayana and Tantrayana (also known
as Vajrayana). Theravada is the oldest tradition and is practiced
predominantly in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, Cambodia, and Laos.
Theravada practice has the goal of reaching the state of nirvana,
becoming an arhat, and achieving liberation from the cycle of
rebirth. Mahayana predominates in Northern India, China, Japan, and
Vietnam. Tantrayana predominates in Tibet, Nepal, and Mongolia.
Both Mahayana and Tantrayana practice is primarily to help all
sentient beings reach enlightenment and in doing so achieve both
nirvana and Buddhahood. In Tantrayana additional tantric practices
are used in order to achieve Buddhahood more quickly.

 


 


​Who Was The
Buddha?

 


Note: The following is just one
version of the “legend” of the Buddha. Some parts of the story are
universal, others vary somewhat depending on the source. As you’ll
see when we get to the sections on attachment, the specific details
don’t matter as much as you might think.

 


Around 2500 years ago, King Shuddodana Gautama
of the Shakya clan ruled in northern India. He built a great castle
and ruled his people well. One night, his wife, Queen Maya, had a
strange dream wherein she saw a white elephant enter her womb
through the side of her chest. She soon found that she was indeed
pregnant. The people of the kingdom were thrilled that there would
soon be a royal heir. Planning to have the child at her parent’s
home, Maya traveled there before the birth. On April 8th, on the
way to her ancestral home, she stopped to rest in a garden.
Reaching for a blossoming branch in the garden, she suddenly, and
completely painlessly, had the child. Unfortunately, a few days
later, Queen Maya died.

 


The baby was named Siddhartha, meaning, “Every
wish fulfilled,” and was raised within his father’s grand castle.
His father, of course, expected young Siddhartha to succeed him as
King at some point in the future.

 


Fate, however, had other plans for Siddhartha.
A wandering holy man came to the castle to see King Shuddodana. He
had a vision concerning the young Prince and had to tell the King.
He foretold that the young boy had two possible futures; either as
a great leader who would rule the entire world, or as a great holy
man. His father decided immediately that his son would not leave
the castle and would learn to be his successor.

Young Siddhartha lived in the castle and grew
up inside its protective walls, never seeing anything that would
make him think of spiritual or religious things. His father was
careful to remove all hints of the real suffering that accompany
this world. The Prince lived a perfectly shielded life. His father
arranged a marriage, and then Siddhartha had a son of his own. Not
long after, on a parade through the city, he spotted three sights.
First he saw a sick man. He asked his good friend and charioteer,
“Will I become sick?” The charioteer answered truthfully, “Yes,
eventually we all get sick.” They continued through the city, and
the Prince spotted a very old man. He asked, “Will I grow old like
that man?” to which the charioteer answered similarly. Lastly, he
saw a dead man being carried away. “Will I die?” he asked, and did
not like the answer. Some versions of the tale have Siddhartha see
a fourth sight, a wandering Holy Man, who inspired him to leave the
palace and try the lifestyle of the wandering
beggar/monk/mendicant.

 


Leaving his wife and son behind, Siddhartha
abandoned the castle and went off to live in the wilderness as a
wandering holy man. He met up with other ascetic mendicants,
refusing to eat, spending all day in meditation and denying all
pleasures. For years he studied with the ascetics, and nearly
starved to death in the process. After six years studying in this
manner, he finally came to the conclusion that he would learn no
more following this path. He decided that denying the world as a
starving monk was wrong, but that enjoying life too much, as in his
younger days, was bad as well. He decided to follow a “Middle
Path.” His friends, the other five mendicants, abandoned him, since
he no longer believed as they did.

 


He then sat beneath a Bodhi tree and
meditated. During this meditation, he was tempted in many ways to
abandon his search for truth and live a life of pleasure. He
rejected every temptation and continued his struggle to
know. At last, he succeeded, becoming enlightened under the
Bodhi tree, and the world would never be the same for him. At 35
years old, he became a Buddha, one who is “awake.”

 


He met up with his five mendicant friends, and
he quickly convinced them that his path was real, and they became
his first followers. He traveled the countryside teaching his ways,
and word quickly spread about this man who taught the Path to
Enlightenment. He soon had many thousands of followers. He was
eventually reunited with his father, wife and son, and they too,
became his followers.

 


He traveled around teaching for decades, and
at around age 80, died from eating some spoiled food. He foresaw
his death, but continued teaching as always until the very moment
of death. He closed his eyes and in perfect peace, moved on to
Nirvana. Stories about his life, his teachings, and his Path were
written down and his followers continued to spread the message for
the next 2500 years.

 


Since then, people have known him by many
names; Siddhartha, Buddha, Gotama, Shakyamuni, Enlightened One,
Tathagata, and many others. Not a god, just a man, but the greatest
teacher of all time.

 


And that was the story of the “original”
Buddha. Actually, Buddhism would tell us that there were actually
Buddhas before him, and many after him too, but for our purposes,
he’s “THE Buddha.”

 


We’ve looked at a few of the basic ideas of
Buddhism, but at least here in America, there’s a great
misunderstanding of Buddhists in general. Before we move on to more
of the actual parts of Buddhism, let’s look at a few items that are
misunderstood.

 


​What
Buddhists Don’t Believe

 


First of all let me put out a
disclaimer: There are hundreds of different varieties of Buddhism.
Just like the denominations in Christianity, there are many
different competing ideas and schools about Buddhist beliefs. As
much as possible, I am going to try to stick to the ideas that are
common to all of them, but I will be making some general statements
and in nearly every case, there will be some exceptions. As you
will soon learn, everything I say is true; not only that, but
everything I say is false. Buddhism is sometimes insanely difficult
to nail down.

.

Do Buddhists believe in God?

No. And Yes. Well, maybe. When Buddha was
asked about this, he simply stated that no one can know for sure.
Since no one can know, it is non-productive to debate or
hypothesize about God’s existence. If there is a god, he is so far
above us and removed from us that we cannot comprehend him, so
involved guessing and debate on god is a waste of time; if there is
no god, then there is no point in wasting our time thinking about
him. So maybe there is a god, maybe there isn’t, but Buddhists
don’t concern themselves with him. Buddhists certainly would deny
the existence of a personal god that you can pray to for miracles;
Buddhists live in reality, and accept what they can see and
experience.

Another problem with the concept of a god is
that it puts the responsibility for pretty much everything in the
hands of an uncontrollable, outside force. In Buddhism, salvation,
if you want to use that word, comes from within. You are
responsible for saving yourself. It’s your responsibility.
If you choose to be a drunken thief, that is your choice and your
responsibility, not some outside force such as the devil. On the
flip side, if you devote yourself to helping others and being a
wonderfully compassionate person, that’s you being good, not
some god making it happen.

On the other hand, you will eventually come
across some Buddhist texts and readings that make reference to God
or gods. This is because Buddhism grew out of Hinduism, a religion
with many gods. A little later on, we’ll discuss the background of
Hinduism and its influence more seriously, but for now, let’s just
say that the people in Buddha’s part of the world had gods as part
of their culture, and it just wasn’t possible to get people to give
them up too easily. Today the “gods” referenced in these old works
are considered mythological, symbolic, or simply literary
characters. Don’t get bogged down in the actual writings of
Buddhism.

Which brings up my next main point: The
Writings. There is no single “Bible” in Buddhism. Buddha never
wrote or claimed to have written anything himself. Supposedly, many
of his sayings were collected and written down shortly after his
death, but no one can say for sure how many of these are valid or
truly the words of the Buddha. But you know what? It doesn’t
matter. Read the words and decide for yourself if they are true.
Remember, the whole point of Buddhism is to learn and enlighten
yourself. If the words hold true to you, then they are true to you.
This stuff isn’t magic. If they make no sense, or if they
sound wrong to you, ignore them. Maybe later when you’ve learned
more, they’ll make more sense to you. Or maybe they won’t. There
are some books that are more important and have more accepted ideas
and stories than others, and we’ll talk about them later, but
there’s no single “Buddhist Bible” you need to rush right out to
buy.

What about an idol of Buddha? I need one,
right? This is one idea of Westerners that really makes me crazy.
Buddhists don’t worship idols. Many Buddhists don’t even own a
Buddha statue. I don’t! The point of having a statue in your home
is simply to keep it around as a reminder. Mindfulness is a big
part of Buddhism, as we’ll see later, and having a solid reminder
around can be a big help. Some people may bow to the statue, but
it’s just a sign of respect for what he taught. Any Buddhist will
tell you that little stone man on the floor is just a piece of
stone; Buddha statues are just things.

Speaking of things, we all know that Buddhists
should give away all their possessions, shave their heads, and join
a monastery right? Wrong! If you eventually have some strong desire
that tells you to become a monk, that’s fine, but probably 99% of
all the Buddhists in the world are not monks. That’s like saying
all Catholics are priests. No, most Buddhists are just normal,
everyday working people who choose to live life according the path
of Buddhism, which is open and easily accessible to us
all.

I think you’ll find that Buddhists don’t
really “believe” a whole lot. By that, I mean that Buddhism isn’t a
system of faith or belief, but a way of living and interacting with
the world around us. There are certain general principles that most
forms of Buddhism accept, but for the most part, the “religious”
aspects of Buddhism are not required. Buddhism can be looked at as
a philosophy of life, leaving religion out of it entirely if
you like.

Did you know it’s possible for Christians and
Jews to practice Buddhism? Atheists too? It’s completely valid.
Many Christians advocate learning Buddhist meditation and
philosophy. Some less-informed groups call Buddhists
“Idol-Worshippers” and “heathens” and such. Most people who have
done any research at all on Buddhism can see that’s just
misinformation. The simple fact is that Buddhism in many forms
isn’t actually a religion at all. As I said before, it’s more a
philosophy of life and a way to live, and, with a little effort,
can be completely compatible with your personal belief
system.

The closest that Buddhism really comes to
religion is its way of describing the universe. This is a big idea,
so let’s hit that right now.

Buddhists do believe in karma and
reincarnation. This is not the “I used to be Napoleon or Cleopatra”
style of reincarnation, but something a little less dramatic. As
you live and do things in your life, you accumulate karma. I like
to think of karma as a sort of “point system.” If you do something
good, you get good karma, if you do something bad, you get bad
karma. No, there isn’t a god keeping score, it’s just the way the
universe works; like a force of nature. When you die, the good and
bad points steer your “being” into a better or worse
life.

I’m not going to use the word “spirit” or
“soul” here, and you’ll see why later. Anyway, you are then born
into a new life. This goes on time after time after time. You may
have been around ten thousand times before, you don’t know and you
don’t remember. You are born, you live, you suffer and grasp and
desire and then die. Your karma has been accumulating for all this
time; your karma from past lives, for better or worse, is still
affecting you. Buddhists believe that the goal in life is to escape
from this endless cycle of rebirth. This can be done by reaching
Nirvana or Enlightenment. This is the ultimate goal of
Buddhism.

This whole idea of reincarnation is understood
and simply accepted by most Eastern people, but is a big stretch
for Westerners to accept. You know what? You really don’t have to
accept it all. You don’t have to accept any of it. As I said, faith
and beliefs are not especially important to Buddhism; knowledge and
actions are what counts. Self-understanding and self-control are
the keys to Buddhism. If this karma and reincarnation thing is
true, then you’ll benefit by being a Buddhist; if it’s not true,
you’ll still benefit from Buddhism by having increased
understanding and good philosophy to help you live your
life.

​The Foundation
of all Buddhism: The Four Noble Truths.

 


Now it’s time to get into the big ideas and
explore in some detail the actual foundation of what Buddhists
believe. There are a number of named “lists” that contain all the
main ideas, and the first one is really the biggie: it’s called the
“Four Noble Truths.” Everything, and I mean everything else, stems
from these four items.

 


​The First Noble
Truth

 


Many stories and concepts have been credited
to the Buddha over the millennia since his death; some probably
came from him, while others were probably apocryphal. As I’ve
already pointed out, it doesn’t really matter so much whether or
not the Buddha actually said all these things. That being said, no
one doubts that Buddha himself came up with the Four Noble Truths.
This is really the heart of Buddhism.

 


The First Noble Truth
is the idea that “All of life is suffering.”

 


This just seems obviously wrong on first
consideration. I was happy today, I was happy yesterday. Sure,
there is occasional suffering for most people, and for some
unfortunate people there may actually be constant suffering, but to
say all of life is suffering sounds not only depressing, but just
plain wrong. Many people, hearing this most basic rule of Buddhism,
immediately come to the conclusion that Buddhism is a negative
thing; a depressing thing; a
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