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    Dedication:




This book is dedicated to my two Bodhisattva dogs, Prince Xander Bai II and my little Prince Xavier Fox, both of  whom I rescued while living in Central America. 

You saved my life, dragged me back onto the Path – and made me a decent human being. I love you both with all of my heart, and we will all go to the Pure Land together. 



Support Abrigo Hope
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    INTRODUCTION

  




 
  “A mendicant who sees pleasure as pain, and suffering as a dart, and that peaceful, neutral feeling as impermanent sees rightly.

And when freed in regards to that, that peaceful sage, with perfect insight, has truly escaped their bonds.”



  ~~ Iti:53



While anyone practicing Vajrayana Buddhism (or even another school) can greatly benefit from this work, this humble little tome is aimed primarily at Western converts to the Buddhist faith - with a special eye towards converts like myself who came over from Christianity. Its purpose is to assist in building a foundational understanding of Buddhism and to aid in creating a useful daily practice. In addition, this book is specially written for those practicing alone.

Practicing any religion in solitary is very challenging. Vajrayana Buddhism is especially so. The need for a good teacher for the higher tantric practices is obvious. But here in the West, the vast majority of us find it extremely difficult to locate any teacher geographically near us. And even those who are fortunate enough to have Vajrayana Buddhist institutions near where they live, those teachers may not be a compatible match. Choosing a teacher in Vajrayana Buddhism is beyond the scope of this work, and could easily take up an entire separate book. And so, this part is often the most difficult part for beginners. Most of us must practice in solitary.

This book will not delve into weighty theological debates or philosophical inquiry. It will be quite bare of any speculations at all. My purpose is neither to convert the reader nor to try and teach them a particular Buddhist philosophy. It assumes that you want to practice and that you have or will take Refuge in the Three Jewels - and that you may be interested in the Vajrayana school. Its primary goal is to guide the reader in creating a meaningful daily Buddhist practice while living solitary (without a physical Sangha). It is specifically designed to answer the beginner when they ask in dismay, great, I'm a Buddhist - now what should I do?

My approach to this book is quite simple. I am going to show you how I practice Vajrayana Buddhism as a Solitary. The ideas and concepts within this work originally took shape on my YouTube channel, where I present a series of videos for beginners and adepts alike on the importance of a disciplined core daily practice. In the end, both the videos and this book are probably equally helpful, although I am a better writer than I am a podcaster!  In any case, the videos may well be useful in understanding parts of this book. They are episodes 1 through 10 on my channel (link below).

I don't just hope to give you advice. I have tried to include in this book many additional resources such as internet links, diagrams, and photos. All the links in the eBook versions are clickable. I have included a discussion about all my favorite software and apps for practice, as well as any useful books. I also hope to make the case for what has come to be called the "Internet Sangha", as well as a direction toward some great online communities. In the end, the desire is to create more than just a book, but rather a sort of care package or welcome basket for new Buddhists anxious to get started practicing.

My final thoughts for the reader before you read on is this: be not afraid!  It all may seem pretty intimidating at times. Buddhism doesn't make it any easier by being a mostly horizontal institution. In Buddhism, we learn, that neither god nor man can save us from suffering. Only we have that power. And so with Buddhism, there is no parental institution telling you exactly how you must live your life, pray - or even eat. There is no concept of sin in Buddhism. And no one to sit looking over your shoulder in judgment of your practice. Self-discipline and basic daily practice are all you get, and you are on your own. Even in a Sangha, with a teacher - you are on your own. This is a primal tenant of Buddhism. The path to liberation is a road we all ultimately walk by ourselves.

So make mistakes, change schools or teachers. Go to retreats and have a good time or an awful time. Pick up or set down a tantric practice. Do not beat yourself for that cup of coffee or cheeseburger. No one is keeping score. You don't have to go to confession. You are answerable to the only boss you ultimately have, and that's yourself. If you stumble, just brush it off and keep up that daily practice. I promise you, it will be ok. You are ok. Being a Buddhist is an incredible experience, completely life-altering. You have begun the most amazing spiritual adventure of your life. And to think, it all starts with sitting still every day for at least five minutes!

 

Dharma Bum Productions

 
 

Christopher Doyon - September 12, 2024 - Antioch, California - USA
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        The Basics


        ------------------------


        "There are these two extremes that are not to be indulged in by one who has gone forth. Which two? That which is devoted to sensual pleasure with reference to sensual objects: base, vulgar, common, ignoble, unprofitable; and that which is devoted to self-affliction: painful, ignoble, unprofitable. Avoiding both of these extremes, the middle way realized by the Tathagata — producing vision, producing knowledge — leads to calm, to direct knowledge, to self-awakening, to Unbinding."

~~ SN 56:11
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Buddhism, like almost all religions, requires the participant to practice basic daily activities. And if you are practicing Buddhism as a solitary, without the support of a local sangha - then the discipline to make this happen rests on you. This is what being a "good" Buddhist requires. Many Western converts to Buddhism have the mistaken impression that going to a few pricey retreats every year, eating vegan, and being nice to everyone - is all that is necessary. But as we shall see, our Lord Buddha taught that there is much more to Buddhism than this.
       
        
The simple lay Buddhist daily practice I will lay out in this book, which I do every day - is modeled as closely as I could upon not only what Lord Buddha taught, but what He practiced from His enlightenment until the day he died 45 years later. Lord Buddha practiced exactly what he preached. Every day. I have tried to distill this ancient original practice down to a very basic, simple daily routine that is doable for the average Western layperson. It is designed to be a foundation for more advanced practices and an anchor for when the spiritual seas become rough. Let us begin with a basic review of Buddhism, and its progenitor - Gautama Buddha.



The Beginning



Siddhartha Gautama, who would become known as the Buddha, was born around 563 BCE in Lumbini, in what is now southern Nepal. He was a prince of the Shakya clan, raised in privilege in Kapilavastu. At the age of 29, around 534 BCE, he left his palace life, including his wife and young son, to seek spiritual enlightenment. This event is known as the Great Renunciation. For six years, until about 528 BCE, he practiced extreme asceticism and meditation, nearly starving himself in the process. Realizing this path was not leading to enlightenment, he adopted a "middle way" between indulgence and asceticism.


At the age of 35, around 528 BCE, he attained enlightenment while meditating under a Bodhi tree in Bodhgaya, becoming the Buddha ("Awakened One"). For the next 45 years, until his death around 483 BCE at the age of 80, the Buddha traveled throughout the Gangetic plain in northern India, teaching the dharma (his spiritual doctrine) and establishing a community of monks and nuns. He died in Kushinagar, likely due to food poisoning, entering parinirvana (final release from the cycle of rebirth).
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563 BCE: Siddhartha Gautama is born in Lumbini (modern-day Nepal) to King Suddhodana and Queen Maya of the Shakya clan.



534 BCE: At age 29, Siddhartha leaves his palace life to seek enlightenment.



528 BCE: After 6 years of ascetic practices, at age 35, Siddhartha attains enlightenment under the Bodhi tree in Bodhgaya, becoming the Buddha.



528-483 BCE: Buddha spends 45 years teaching the Dharma throughout northern India.



483 BCE: At age 80, Buddha passes away (attains parinirvana) in Kushinagar.




The First Teaching



After Lord Buddha attained transcendence under the bodhi tree in 528 BCE, his first inclination was to retire completely to a wild place and quietly live out the balance of his earthly life in silent contemplation. He felt that no one would possibly understand what it was he had discovered. For it was nothing less than the answer to life's greatest question, that of suffering. But God intervened (yes, God), and convinced him that there would be many people with but a little dust in their eyes.


With that, Lord Buddha set out for the Deer Park in Sarnath. He intended to find his former disciples and share what he had learned with them first. He knew that they would be a learned and skeptical audience, interested yet dubious. He also knew that to turn the wheel of his dharma, he would need to convince them all - and possibly even have one or two become enlightened on the spot. This would require not just any teaching, but one that was at once encyclopedic and succinct. When he finally found his old friends at Deer Park, this is what he calmly told them. He described four Noble Truths, or truths that are self-evident:



Four Noble Truths:



There is suffering.


 
Suffering is caused by attachment.



Suffering can be eliminated by bringing an end to attachment.



The Way to end attachment is the Eightfold Path.



And the Eightfold Path, the action plan - is as simple as it is full of the wisdom of liberation.



Eightfold Path:



1) Right View



2) Right Resolve



3) Right Speech



4) Right Action



5) Right Livelihood



6) Right Effort



7) Right Mindfulness



8) Right Concentration




Five Precepts:



1) Do not kill.



2) Do not steal.



3) Don't commit sexual misconduct.



4) Do not lie.



5) Do not become intoxicated.




Three Jewels (Taking Refuge):



1) The Buddha



2) The Dharma



3) The Sangha




"And what is the middle way realized by the Tathagata that — producing vision, producing knowledge — leads to calm, to direct knowledge, to self-awakening, to Unbinding? Precisely this Noble Eightfold Path: right view, right resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration. This is the middle way realized by the Tathagata that — producing vision, producing knowledge — leads to calm, to direct knowledge, to self-awakening, to Unbinding." ~~ SN 56.11



It worked. In a talk that took less than an hour, he convinced them all, and a couple of them were enlightened there and then. And Buddhism as we know it was born. From those 5 disciples to a worldwide Sangha of some 535 million people. But while the above may seem simple, the Lord Buddha spent nearly every day for the next 45 years expounding upon the implications of what he had discovered. Like Chess, the basics of Buddhism can be learned in but a few hours, but mastering that knowledge is a lifetime of work and then some. Many lifetimes in all likelihood.



Daily Practice



Later in the book we will talk about the Five Precepts and taking refuge in the Three Jewels. But we are going to begin to construct our daily practice by homing in on the last three items listed in the Eightfold Path, namely Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. Right Effort, to my mind - is exactly what this book proposes to help create. It is the effort to practice daily as Dharma teaches and become a good Buddhist. Taking the effort to read books like these, and begin to live these ideals every day - that is Right Effort.


Right Mindfulness is a bit more subtle and involves letting go of the past and future - and being in the moment. Being fully attentive to this eternal now is all we have, all we are. Being fully present. This is Right Mindfulness in a nutshell. The real master of mindfulness for our times was the inestimable Thich Nhat Hanh, and I will link to a book of his on this topic at the end of this tome.


And Right Concentration would better be translated as Right Meditation, for I believe this is what it means. Buddha taught several types of meditation, and I will describe one that I see as a great core meditation for remaining stable and balanced in your practice. Sitting meditation is truly the heart of core Buddhist practice. I will emphasize throughout this book, that it is vital to meditate daily, even if for only five minutes.



Embrace Your Faith



You are a Buddhist now. Embrace it not only as a religion but as a culture and a lifestyle. Things like wearing dharma-colored clothing, or a simple piece of Buddhist jewelry such as the eight-spoked wheel - can go a long way to helping you feel more "Buddhist" on a day-to-day basis. There is nothing wrong with being devout, and certainly, you should be




A Spiritual Journey Requires A Journal
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