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Chapter 1
Introduction


From one history of conflicts and wars to another story of freshly developing struggles and fights – this is the world we are living in. A world that is getting more and more chaotic as people get more educated, more modern, more informed, and so often, more religious.   
The Middle East, Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia, and Africa are still freshly writing this script of wars and turmoil. Although the so-called “developed” world seems to be becoming more immune to civil strife such as internal and trans-border wars, it is becoming increasingly susceptible to family strife characterized by suicides, homicides, and drug addictions. 
Why is the magnitude of conflicts and wars increasing despite education, advancing knowledge, sophisticated technology, big data stores, and more entrenched religion? It really seems paradoxical that despite all these advancements, we are getting more and more overwhelmed by our animalistic instincts towards destruction of ourselves and others. There must be critical ingredients lacking in our education, knowledge, technology, religions, and information, and the lack of it is the cause of all the rising turmoil. 
On my journey to run away from these evils and torments, I did find a torch of light in the far off rice fields of Thailand. It is this torch of light – Dharma, or simply the teachings of Buddha, that I endeavor to share with you in this book so that you too can liberate yourself from all forms of suffering. 
“The pollution of the planet is only an outward reflection of an inner psychic pollution: millions of unconscious individuals not taking responsibility for their inner space.” – Eckhart Tolle 


Your Bonus is Here!
 Find inner peace, focus, and balance with this free ebook. 
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What lies at the heart of self-improvement success? An unshakable foundation. 
You’re exposed to life’s stresses everyday. Work, traffic jams, bills, pollution, illness - just to name a few. You can build a mental defense system that will help you remain calm, focused, and productive. 
	Learn proven relaxation techniques that you can use anywhere and anytime;
	Change your mental and emotional patterns using Neuro Linguistic Programming;
	Develop an attitude that will drive you towards change and achievement. 

Download This eBook for FREE here:
http://www.tinyurl.com/mindfulnessgift








Chapter 2
Why Buddhism?


On December 2007, I embarked on a mission to escape the boring winter and have a break from the shadows of my past. I chose to travel to Thailand… just to appreciate and learn more about the kind of rice that I always loved to cook that came from Southeast Asia. Exactly the kind of spontaneous and crazy backpacking trips I love.                    
One sunny day while I was walking down towards one of the rice fields, I saw a group of five people gathered down by a tree in what was plainly clear to me as monks with the simplest form of being – no hair, no shoes, loose robes, no chair or stool. They manifested a gentle mien and serene appearance and seemed unperturbed by the chaotic world around them. 
They were very simple, taking on a clean diet of boiled rice and some vegetables, using Thai sticks, which appeared as just a pair of thicker and more elongated toothpicks. No spoons, and still no plates as they were being served food on some kind of roundish basket on which a fitting piece of green banana leaf was spread under the food. 
It was such a simplicity and calm that baffled me. It created in me an inner desire to understand how they lived their lives in a way that manifested such a compelling authenticity of peace, harmony and serenity. I started seeking knowledge about their ways of life and started practicing the little things that I learned from them. Well, it did take me some time before I discovered that I was already in the middle of practicing Buddhism. What makes Buddhism so simple to start, yet so liberating? This is what I endeavor to uncover in this chapter and the rest that follow. 
[image: image-placeholder]Buddhism basics
Buddhism refers to the practice of teachings of Buddha. These teachings are many and diverse, as I will briefly highlight in Chapter 2. However, for purposes of a fast grasp of Buddhism, let’s look at what Buddhism is and what Buddhism is not, in order to set ourselves on the right knowledge pedestal.
What Buddhism is not:
Is not a religion – Buddhism shares with major religions one common thing: doctrine. However, unlike others, it’s not a religion per se. Though still, there are those who have opted to refer to it or practice it as religion. What used to make me fear practicing Buddhism was my wrongly held belief that Buddhism was a weird and bizarre religion that was incompatible with Western ways of living. While in Thailand, under the tutelage of a Buddhist monk, I came to learn how Buddha encouraged his followers not to blindly follow, but arrive at their own truths about his teachings. This made me gain courage to explore more of his wisdom. No religion grants you this freedom to arrive at your own truths about it except Buddhism, which is simply ‘a religion that is non-religious’. My increased awareness of Buddhism granted me the first step to pursuing my liberty by not rigidly holding onto any religion in particular, but exploring all religions as much as I could in search of truth without being ensnared by traps of dogmatism. Indeed, I was truly liberated.
Is not ritualistic – Buddhism is not ritualistic. There could be certain rituals performed by adherents of Buddha, but they are merely cultural or traditional rather than doctrinal. Buddha teaches that you don’t have to hold certain teachings, customs, practices, traditions, or beliefs as truths until you come to your own self-realization of them as truths and find them practically useful to your life. Thus, I am a Buddhist who practices Buddhism in a non-ritualistic way. You are not stopped from following ritualistic practices, as long as you don’t become a slave of them. This granted me the second step of pursuing liberty. I stopped practicing all forms of religious rituals. I started sweeping away all forms of ritualistic routines that I engaged in without knowing why I engage in them. Thus, I made a second step into attainment of my liberty. I felt myself becoming lighter, like a donkey whose heavy load had been relieved. 
Is not about a deity – Buddhism, as a doctrine, and unlike religions, doesn’t hold itself to any supreme or supernatural being. Rather, it is simply a teaching about good living. The greatest fear I had about Buddhism was that I had to turn away from my God in order to pursue other gods. This is one of the fears that my practice of Buddhism helped me get rid of. Indeed, I made a third step into attaining liberty. Not only have I gotten a clear understanding of Godliness, but I have also made greater strides in making myself purified. 
Is not about beliefs – Buddhism, unlike religions, is not held hostage to a founder’s beliefs and neither does it hold people hostage to beliefs. Buddhism is about search for truth. If this truth goes against your held beliefs, so be it! And if this truth too goes against some or all of Buddha’s teachings, that’s OK as well! Buddhism liberates your conscience from the guilt of not following beliefs, be it new or ancient. I am now at liberty.
What Buddhism is:
Buddhism is spiritual – Buddhism is spiritual in the sense that it is non-religious and seeks truth in a manner that helps you be the best being that you can be. Spirituality is about the essence of seeking your truest being.
Buddhism is non-religious – the most common tenets of religion are beliefs, rituals, deity, and worship. However, Buddhism does not necessarily advocate for any of these, except in search of truth. Thus, Buddhism, unlike religions, does not bar you from attending to your religion, but lets you seek truth in whatever religion you opt for. Every religion seeks truth as the highest aspiration and hence, in this regard, Buddhism is non-conflicting with religion. 
Buddhism is transcendental – because it’s about truth, it goes beyond all boundaries of knowledge, religion, beliefs, superstitions, compartmentalization of life and all spheres and domains of life as we presume them. Hence, just as truth is, Buddhism is not limited by existing knowledge, it is not limited by culture, it is not limited by beliefs, it is not limited by traditions, and it is not limited by one’s religious persuasions. 
Buddhism is a way of life – Buddhism is not about an isolated element of your lifestyle. Buddhism is about the quality of every element of your lifestyle, be it relationship, career, academic pursuit, profession, religion, hopes, dreams, aspirations, etc.
What are the similarities between Buddhism and major religions?
The greatest similarity between Buddhism and all religions is that it has a doctrine. This doctrine is espoused by the teachings of Buddha. You can read more about these teachings in Chapter 2.
Why is Buddhism good for you?
It allows you to overcome all obstacles that prevent you from seeking truth – Buddhism encourages you not to hold any position as truth unless and until you’ve discovered it. Thus, it discourages you from blindly holding onto beliefs, traditions, and religions. 
It allows you to become enlightened – Buddhism insists that seeking truth is of supreme importance. And in seeking truth, so do you become enlightened. The main goal in Buddhism is to achieve Nirvana – a state that can be reached either during this earthly life or after death, according to practices like Tibetan Buddhism. It is a state of no suffering, no ignorance, and no wrong perceptions, but of great wisdom and calm, mastery of mind, and amazing happiness. 
It boosts your health – Many researchers have concurred about the importance of Buddhism for your health. Through its practice of meditation and non-attachment to beliefs and traditions, you are able to confront your fears, control your emotions, discover truth, and thus avoid or overcome mental stress that can cause ravage to your mental and physical health. Before I knew anything about Buddhism and meditation, I was called a worrywart. I had hypertension problems, could not concentrate for longer than three minutes, my hands were shaking not only when I had to approach a girl, but also when I had to talk to my boss or to a plumber. I was a perfect example of an underweight neurotic ectomorph. I calmed down a little bit when I started traveling with my backpack, as that was a great form of meditation (and still is) - but the biggest shift in my life occurred when I started meditating every day (which is a part of Buddhist practice) and totally changed my life philosophy according to the teachings of Buddha. Believe it or not, anyone who met me before my Buddhism journey wouldn’t recognize me now at all.
Buddhism enables you to understand your nature, the nature of beings, and the nature of things - This allows you to be at peace and live in harmony with every being and everything. Helps you to be at peace, calm, awakened, and thus be able to live in the present without bitterness and regrets of the past or worries of the future.
Buddhism helps you to discover, know, and understand your suffering. By this, you are able to live in reality without blaming and escapism.
Buddhism advocates for full and genuine social transformation as emanating from one’s being. The very reasons why political systems fail to effectively transform societies is because those who set up and run such systems have bad intent; greed, aggression, and delusion. Thus, for a political system to succeed in bringing about social transformation, it must be driven by loving-kindness, wisdom, and generosity. 
What is the essence of Buddhism?
The answer can be simple – the essence of Buddhism is joy, calm and wisdom. The joy that, according to these teachings, is always present in our minds, but not always accessible for us. The calm gives us access to the unconditional joy that is not connected to any transient or passing events in our lives, which makes our happiness transcendent. It also gives us many other abilities, such as the ability to love a person not because of their attractiveness, niceness, or compliance with our standards, but just because of their very existence, which in turn enables us to fill our social relations with compassion and calmness. 
Buddha once said that “after his time” there will be many new religions emerging, and most of them will be good, but none of them will be more important than human happiness.
“This is my simple religion. There is
Should we perceive Buddhism as a coherent belief system?
	Theravada
	Mahayana (Including Pure Land, Nichiren, Zen Buddhism)
	Vajrayana

	All hold the Buddha as teacher.
	All embrace the Four Noble Truths and The Noble Eightfold Path (although some feature these more important than others) about which you will read further in this book.
	All believe that enlightenment is accessible for everyone. 
	All preach that Buddha-hood (a state of perfect enlightenment) is the highest acquirement.

	Theravada (translated as “Doctrine of the Elders”):

	Formed around 100 BCE, most popular in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia, Theravada claims to be the most equivalent to the original teachings of the Buddha. It has a collection of written sermons, rules and teachings. The most important texts of Theravada are Pali Tipitaka and Jataka, originally written in Pali language. Nowadays, about 124,000,000 people follow Theravadan teachings.
	Theravada holds that the highest virtue is wisdom.
	The ultimate goal is to enter Nirvana (Nibbana), a cessation of suffering. 
	As Theravada was my first form of contact with Buddhism, I will be referring mainly to this branch in this book. I feel that because of Theravada’s simplicity and genuineness, it is the best point to start your journey with Buddhism.  

	Mahayana (Also known as “The Big Vehicle”):

	Prominent in China, Japan, Mongolia, Tibet, Vietnam, and Korea, the Mahayana formed around 100 CE and it is considered to have about 185,000,000 followers these days. Mahayana accepts the Theravada’s canonical texts, but also includes many other philosophical and devotional writings. 
	The highest virtue in Mahayana is compassion (or karuna).
	Mahayana believes in Bodhisattvas – enlightened beings who postpone their Nirvana and come back to this earthly life to help other people achieve their enlightenment. 
	Mahayana also comes up with idea of many godly creatures, including Bodhisattvas, Buddhas, and other powerful beings (such as Avolokiteshvara, Manjushri, Amithabha or goddess Tara) and a big bundle of means of worship towards them – however, they can be slightly different in each country, depending on its cultural background and characteristics. 

	Vajrayana (also known as “Diamond" or "Thunderbolt Vehicle” and “Tantric Buddhism”):

	Dominant in Tibet and newest of the three major branches, Vajrayana appeared around 500 CE and is said to have about 6,000,000 followers.
	Vajrayana puts significance on roles of gurus and lamas – although it shares many notions of Mahayana, it is more ritually based than Theravada and Mahayana. The beliefs involve the rituals of mantra recitation, meditation practices, mandalas and visualizations.
	Vajrayana does not have a single narrative – instead, significant teachers or monks explain the doctrine – Tantras are believed to be too hard to understand without an experienced teacher.
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