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Introduction

 


[Note: This short introductory
booklet is made of excerpts from “The Five-Minute
Buddhist.”]

 


Welcome to the world of
Buddhism!

 


Americans and others in the West have
certain expectations and images that come to mind when the word
"Buddhist" comes up. Most people have seen the Dalai Lama on the
news or in magazines, and he has almost become synonymous with
Buddhism in general. The truth is that by far, the majority of the
world's Buddhists are not bald Asian men in orange robes. Buddhists
look like you or me, just normal people who try to fit the ideas
developed by Buddha into a normal modern life.

 


What follows is a compilation of the
very foundations of Buddhism. There are many sects or denominations
of Buddhism, and they are all very distinctive, but the material
that follows is common to all of them. Whether you want to practice
Buddhism as a religion or as a philosophy, whether you want to
experience Zen or Tibetan, whether you want to pray or meditate,
you'll need to understand the basics.

 


There are five short
chapters:

 


What is Buddhism?

Who was the Buddha?

The Four Noble Truths

The Eightfold Path

The Five Precepts

 


 


What is not
included?

 


You will not find any religious
doctrine, prayers, or rituals beyond some very basic ideas. The
Buddha set down some very clear philosophical ideas, and those
ideas were later expanded into many varied religious traditions.
You will also find very little jargon or foreign words. I write for
the Daily Buddhism website, whose goal is to present basic
Buddhism, in clear, jargon-free English without any of the
pretentious mumbo-jumbo that seems to be so pervasive with many
English Buddhist texts.
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What is Buddhism?

Buddhism is a path of real-world
practices and internal 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 array of resources 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:

 


1. The world is full of suffering
and stress.

2. The cause of this suffering and
stress is desire and irrational grasping.

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

4. Desire can be removed by
following the Noble Eightfold Path:

 


Right View

Right Intention

Right Action

Right Speech

Right Livelihood

Right Effort

Right Mindfulness

Right Concentration

 


Because Buddhism does not include the
idea of worshiping a God, some people do not consider it as a
religion, but more of a philosophy. 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 by name, was a Hindu from
northern India. His birthplace, Lumpini, is now part of Nepal. The
"bible" of Buddhism is the "Tripitaka," or Three Baskets, is 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. There are various sects of
Buddhism, and they all place more or less emphasis and value on
written scriptures.

 


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 vehicles 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.
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Who was Buddha?

 


The legend of Buddha's life has been
told and re-told for thousands of years. There are versions of the
story that are very fanciful and magical, and others that are more
down-to-Earth and realistic. Nothing was written down during the
Buddha's lifetime, so everything we know today came secondhand.
Don't be too attached to the factuality of the story, as most of it
is probably mythological embellishment. There is a lot of mythology
involved with Buddhism, and it is completely unnecessary to believe
any of it to follow Buddhism. The accuracy of the story is not
really the point, but you should know the details to understand
much of what has been written about Buddhism. Here is probably the
most commonly told version of the tale:

 


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. Legend states
that on April 8th, on the way to Queen Maya's ancestral home, she
stopped to rest in a garden. Reaching for a blossoming branch in
the garden, she suddenly, painlessly, had the child. Unfortunately,
a few days later, Queen Maya died.

 


The baby was named Siddhartha, which
means "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 the
King. He had a vision concerning the young Prince and went to tell
the King. He foretold that the young boy had two possible futures;
either as a great King who would rule the entire world, or as a
great holy man. The King decided immediately that his son would not
leave the castle and learn to be the great future King.

 


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
four sights that forever changed his life. First he saw a sick man.
He had never been sick or even seen sickness before, and it shocked
him. 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. Never having seen an old person before, he asked,
"Will I grow old like that man?" to which the charioteer answered
similarly. Lastly, he saw a dead man being carried away in a
funeral procession. "Will I die?" he asked, and did not like the
answer. He then saw a wandering holy man, begging for food and
telling people who would listen how to be good and live in peace.
This struck Siddhartha as the best way to live, so he decided to
become a wandering monk.

 


That very night, leaving his wife and
young son behind, Siddhartha abandoned the castle and went off to
live in the wilderness as a wandering holy man. He met up with five
other ascetic mendicants, monks who refused to eat, and spent all
day in meditation and denying all worldly 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
decided that he would learn no more following this path. He decided
that denying the world 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. They called him
"weak" for giving up that lifestyle.

 


He then sat alone 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.
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The Four Noble Truths

The First Noble Truth

The very foundation of Buddhism is
the Four Noble Truths. I can't think of a better place to start
than these ideas. This is really the heart of Buddhism.

 


The first Noble Truth is that "In
life there is much suffering."

 


Buddha later explained this to
include suffering during birth, aging, illness, death, association
with unpleasant people and conditions, separation from loved ones
and pleasant conditions, and inability to possess what one desires.
Everyone experiences these things.

 


Many people, hearing this most basic
rule of Buddhism, immediately come to the conclusion that Buddhism
is a negative thing; a depressing thing; a real downer. This is not
the case.

 


Buddha expanded on the idea of
suffering by taking into consideration that all happiness is
temporary. Everything is in fact temporary. This idea is what
Buddhists call "impermanence." No matter what you have, who you
love, or what you do, eventually you will lose it. You will grow
old and suffer; your friends and family will die. The great works
you have done in your life will fade from memory. You will
eventually die. You can build a stone monument that lasts three
thousand years, but it too will eventually turn to dust. Yes, it's
depressing, but you have to admit that it's true.

 


Buddha, coming from a background as a
Hindu, took that second idea of suffering and expended it
infinitely. If so much of life is suffering, then what does rebirth
add to the mix? The answer is eternal suffering









The Second Noble Truth














The Third Noble Truth












The Fourth Noble Truth
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