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Introduction

Buddhism is a religion that many people have heard about without really knowing about it. You may have seen statues of the Buddha for sale in home decor shops – or even have one in your garden – without really knowing what he symbolizes. What is Buddhism? What do Buddhists believe? Who was the Buddha? What are the common practices of Buddhism? And how can I start introducing some basic Buddhist practices into my life? If you have any of these questions, you are in the right place. The answers you seek lie within the pages ahead.

This Little Book of Buddhism is, as the name suggests, a “beginner’s” guide. It is not a textbook for following Buddhist practices, but rather a starter to whet your appetite and to help you to decide if you would like to pursue further study. Alas, you may not find the secret to realizing “nirvāṇa” in these 128 pages. (Sorry!) What you will find is an introduction to the core beliefs and values of Buddhism, which can help you to live a kinder, happier and more mindful life. Let’s dive in!

Do not try to use what you learn from Buddhism to be a Buddhist. Use it to be a better whatever you already are.

The Dalai Lama (XIV)
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CHAPTER ONE:
WHAT IS BUDDHISM?

Buddhism is the fourth-largest religion on Earth, with about half a billion followers. Originating in ancient India around 2,500 years ago, Buddhism soon spread across Asia. Today, most Buddhists still reside in Asia.

The religion encompasses various beliefs and traditions. All strands of Buddhism, however, are rooted in the teachings of the Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama (who we will learn about in Chapter Two).

Buddhists believe that nothing in life is perfect and that discontent, illness, ageing and death are fundamental aspects of existence. However, the Buddha taught that the suffering these experiences cause is produced by our own attachments and cravings. For example, most of us are attached to the idea that health is good and sickness bad. Consequently, when we are unwell we may feel upset, wish away our symptoms and crave being healthy again. Yet these emotions may cause us more suffering – by increasing our frustration and discontent.

Buddhists believe that, by overcoming craving and attachment, one can become liberated from suffering – a process known as attaining “enlightenment”. This state of freedom from all suffering is called “nirvāṇa”.

What do Buddhists believe?

Unlike most other major religions, Buddhists do not believe in any kind of god, per se. Rather, Buddhists try to live a good life by following teachings that originated with the Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama.

Siddhārtha Gautama was an Asian aristocrat who lived in the fifth or sixth century BCE. Horrified by the suffering that he saw in the world, Siddhārtha left his life of luxury to live among holy men and to seek truth. At the age of 35, he became enlightened and he dedicated the rest of his life to spreading the answers he had found. These are contained in what have become known as the “Four Noble Truths” and the “Noble Eightfold Path”. (We will learn more about these in Chapter Three.)

Like Hindus and Sikhs, Buddhists believe that we will each have another life (or lives) after this one, but Buddhists see this cycle of rebirth as a negative experience. As such, the majority of Buddhist practices are focused on trying to realize “nirvāṇa”, which they believe will end the cycle of rebirth. The techniques used to pursue this include meditation, observing Buddhist ethics and becoming a Buddhist monk or nun.

The Buddha taught that by attaining enlightenment and realizing nirvāṇa, individuals will be able to escape the cycle of rebirth forever. Buddhists believe that life is a constant wheel of suffering and rebirth, and that one is reborn into a different body each time. A human may be reborn as another human or into the body of an animal – or they may be reborn into another spiritual realm entirely.

Kindness and karma

Buddhists believe that how they are reborn will be determined by how they conducted themselves in their previous lives. This relates to “karma”: the concept that our past actions affect us, either negatively or positively, and that the actions we take in the present will affect us in the future. 

Buddhists believe that kind, generous and mindful actions will help them to develop wholesome karma, which will increase their chance of a favourable rebirth and may even move them a step closer to realizing nirvāṇa. By contrast, unkind, greedy or deluded actions are believed to generate unwholesome karma, which may lead to being born into an unfavourable situation in the next life.

Some people believe that wholesome or unwholesome karma can also lead to positive or negative effects in this life. This provides Buddhists with motivation to be mindful of their actions and to try to live lives of benevolence and compassion.

To guide them in living what they term a “skilful” life and generating wholesome karma, Buddhists follow a code of conduct known as the “Five Precepts”. These are vows or promises that Buddhists make when they join the religion. The first precept is to “refrain from killing or harming others” and is one of the reasons why many Buddhists (including most Buddhist monks and nuns) do not eat meat or fish and instead maintain a vegetarian diet.

This first precept is often referred to as “ahiṃsā”, its name in Sanskrit (a classical language of South Asia). This translates as “non-violence”. Non-violence is a primary virtue of Buddhism, as the pain that violence brings to other living beings may be seen as breaking one’s Buddhist vows.

Rather, Buddhists aim to regard all people and animals with compassion. (This is why you may see a Buddhist letting bugs or flies caught in a room out of a window, whereas a non-Buddhist might swot them!) In general, Buddhism is a peaceful tradition that wants happiness and freedom from suffering for all living beings.
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How prevalent is Buddhism?

You may know that Buddhism is popular in regions such as Tibet and Thailand. But did you know that, historically, Buddhism was also widely practised in Afghanistan, the Maldives and Uzbekistan? Indeed, in the modern day, the Buddhist faith has over 520 million followers worldwide – over 7 per cent of the global population. This makes Buddhism the fourth-largest religion in the world.

Today’s Buddhist-majority countries are Cambodia (with almost 97 per cent of the nation identifying as Buddhist), Thailand (93 per cent), Myanmar (80 per cent), Bhutan (75 per cent), Sri Lanka (69 per cent), Laos (64 per cent) and Mongolia (55 per cent). Yet due to its enormous population, China has the most followers of Buddhism of any single nation, at nearly 255 million people – making it the home of almost half of all Buddhists on the globe.

Buddhism is also popular in Malaysia, Vietnam, Nepal, Japan and South Korea. Surprisingly, despite being the site of much Buddhist history, modern India has a smaller percentage of Buddhists (0.7 per cent) than the United States (1.2 per cent) – and far fewer than Australia and New Zealand. Almost 3 per cent of the population of Australia identify as Buddhists.

Although Buddhism has an extensive reach across the globe, the countries where the religion is widely practised do not all subscribe to the same traditions and schools of thought. The Theravāda branch of Buddhism is practised most prominently in Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand, whereas the Mahāyāna branch has the most widespread following in Nepal, Malaysia, Bhutan, China, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam and Mongolia. (We will learn more about these different branches of Buddhism in the following pages.)

In many Western nations, Buddhism has been on the rise since the early twentieth century, when Buddhist societies and temples were first established in Europe. More recently, interest in the religion in the West has been amplified by the popularity of Buddhist figures such as the Dalai Lama (XIV) and the Vietnamese monk and peace activist Thích Nh[image: ]t Hạnh. Budding Western Buddhists may find that they have to adapt their thinking more than Asian Buddhists, however, as ideas of karma and rebirth are not commonly integrated into Western culture.

What are the different branches of Buddhism? 

Most religions have various branches or “sects” – each having slightly different belief systems or traditions, or placing more or less emphasis on certain teachings. For example, in Christianity the major denominations are Catholic, Protestant, Anglican and Orthodox, while Islam’s dominant schools are Sunni and Shi[image: ]a. In Buddhism, two major branches have survived to the present: Theravāda and Mahāyāna.

Theravāda Buddhism

Originating in ancient India, Theravāda is Buddhism’s oldest existing branch. “Theravāda” is a Pāli word (a classical Indian language and the sacred tongue of Theravāda Buddhism), and roughly translates as “the School of the Elders”.

The practices of Theravāda are informed by the earliest Buddhist teachings and adhere closely to the life and lessons of the Buddha, Gautama. Indeed, the holy book of this branch of Buddhism is the Pāli Canon – a compilation of sacred texts that is thought to be the oldest surviving collection of recorded sayings of the Buddha.

The Pāli Canon provides a foundational text for Theravāda Buddhists (known as Theravādins) to follow. Also referred to as the Pāli Tipiṭaka, meaning “the three baskets”, this sacred text is divided into three sections:

[image: ]  The Vinaya Piṭaka: The code for monastic life. These 227 rules are followed by Theravādin monks and nuns, who recite them twice a month.

[image: ]  The Sutta Piṭaka: The largest basket. It includes accounts of hundreds of oral teachings by the Buddha and his senior disciples, as well as some religious poetry. This basket contains all the fundamental Buddhist philosophies and ethics.

[image: ]  The Abidhamma Piṭaka: Supplementary philosophies and religious teachings, which are thought to have come later than the first two sections. Theravādin monks place high value on memorizing sections of these texts.

Theravāda teachings and practice

Although the Pāli Canon is regarded as “the word of the Buddha”, this is not meant literally, as it also includes the teachings of his senior disciples. Indeed, none of the Canon was written down until approximately 450 years after the Buddha’s death. Until then, the teachings were preserved orally by the Buddhist “Sangha” (successive generations of monks and nuns). The Canon was finally written down on palm leaves in Sri Lanka in 29 BCE, and it has since been preserved in text for over two millennia.

The Theravāda approach to Buddhism emphasizes individual enlightenment. In religions such as Christianity or Hinduism, devotees may call on their god (or gods) to aid their self-development. By contrast, Theravādins are taught that they must attain enlightenment through personal effort.

An important part of the Canon is the “Noble Eightfold Path” (which we will learn more about in Chapter Three). This collection of practices provides Buddhists with a structure to follow in their journey toward “arhatship”. “Arhat” means “accomplished one” in Pāli.

Arhat is the name given to a person who, like the Buddha, has realized nirvāṇa and freed themselves from the cycle of rebirth. Arhatship relates to the teaching of “anatman” or “no-self”. In the Theravādin tradition, this is translated as meaning that an individual’s personality or ego is a delusion. It is the cause of their suffering and prevents them from attaining enlightenment.

For Theravādins, time spent in meditation is very important, as this is considered the principal means of shedding the ego and achieving enlightenment. The most common meditation techniques used by Theravādins are “Samatha” and “Vipassanā”.

In Samatha, or “mind-calmness” meditation, the meditator tries to focus their mind by concentrating on their breathing. The aim is to deepen focus and to cultivate a temporary feeling of calmness. Vipassanā or “insight” meditation emphasizes disciplined
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