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Introduction


It is very common practice for schools to recommend to students that they get a revision guide to support their final revision for GCSE (and in fact any formal exams). The point being that you, the student, can do some reading and studying at home with a set of reliable notes. This is crucial to GCSE success – just working in school is not enough. This book is to help you revise, covering the whole Specification.


Of course, revision guides are just shortened forms of the textbook (which is a shortened form of what you should be covering in class). They don’t give you every detail and do expect you to have some knowledge to start with. This guide is no different, though it should give you enough detail and clues to be able to revise effectively. It is meant to support your revision, not teach you anew.


Doing well in exams is about knowing and understanding the subject content in a course. It is also very much about being able to understand the questions you are faced with and what they want of you. This usually means you have to apply your knowledge, and demonstrate clear understanding and insight. This guide gives you lots of exam advice, practice questions and practice answers to think about.


Hopefully your teachers have taught you a few revision techniques. Make sure you try them out, bearing in mind that some people use the same method effectively for every subject, while others use a variety of methods depending on the subject they are revising. Your revision programme will be unique to you – just make sure you have one! This guide suggests a small number of revision strategies which have been effective for GCSE students in the past – feel free to try them, use them as described or tailor them to your style.


How does it work?





•  Each topic lists the key terms you need to know so that you can answer questions. Knowing key terms is the bedrock of your success.



•  A glossary of terms gives you the words used in the Specification itself – you can be asked questions using any of these terms, so they are the most important.



•  Each topic is written in bitesize chunks – read and learn them all. There are four religions in this book – study only the two you studied in school. All six Themes are here, but in the exam you answer four.



•  Key teachings are found throughout the book. Those prescribed by the Specification are there, but we have added quite a few extras. It always impresses examiners if you use teachings that are specific to a question.



•  As well as activities throughout, there are also extra activities on the Hodder Education My Revision Note website.



•  At the end of each section there is a page of exam-style questions – great practice for you. And as a bonus, you will gain increased familiarity with exam question wording, which reduces anxiety and confusion in the exam.



•  There is a section on revision techniques. Try them all – you never know what might work for you. Try them in other subjects, too.



•  Throughout the book we have scattered quick tips and hints – tips for revision, for the exam, and common mistakes.



•  We also give you a checkpoint page which doubles as the contents page. You can track your revision progress and feel your confidence grow as you tick the boxes.





Good luck!



Features to help you succeed


These revision notes will help you to revise for AQA’s GCSE (1–9) Religious Studies Specification A. It is essential to review your work, learn it and test your understanding. Tick each box when you have:





•  revised and understood a topic



•  checked your understanding and practised the exam questions.





You can also keep track of your revision by ticking off each topic heading in the book. You may find it helpful to add your own notes as you work through each topic.
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Exam question practice


Practice exam questions are provided for each topic. Use them to consolidate your revision and practise your exam skills.
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Religious teachings


It is crucial that you can write about religious teachings in your exam. Almost all the questions demand this. This book includes many teachings to use, but you should look to add your own.
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Key terms


Key terms are highlighted and defined throughout the book. There are lists of specification-specific terms at the back, but you should familiarise yourself with all the highlighted terms.
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Exam tip


Throughout the book there are tips to help you boost your grade.
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Revision tip


Throughout the book there are tips to help you improve your revision.
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Full Course and Short Course outlines


If you have this book and you are revising for the Full Course RS GCSE check the following:





•  You have studied two world religions. This book covers Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Do not use the material from the religions you didn’t study in class.



•  You know both the beliefs and the practices for the two religions you have studied.



•  You have studied four Themes – there are six covered in the book so make sure you are revising the ones your teacher has taught you. The attitudes of all six world faiths are referred to in each Theme.





You will have one exam paper for the religions: Paper 1.





•  Religion 1 – Beliefs = 24 marks



•  Practices = 24 marks Total 48 marks



•  Religion 2 – Beliefs = 24 marks



•  Practices = 24 marks Total 48 marks



•  Total marks for Paper 1 = 96 (+ 5 SPaG) = 101 marks and you will have 1 hour 45 minutes.





You will have one exam paper for the Themes: Paper 2.





•  You will answer four full questions, each worth 24 marks.



•  Total marks for Paper 2 = 96 (+ 5 SPaG) = 101 marks and you will have 1 hour 45 minutes.





The questions within each religion (both beliefs and practices) and Themes have a common structure made up of five part-questions of 1, 2, 4, 5 and 12 marks.


If you have this book and you are revising for the Short Course RS GCSE, check the following:





•  You have studied two world religions (two from Buddhism, Christianity, Islam and Judaism). Do not use the material from the religions you haven’t studied in class.



•  You know the beliefs for the two religions you have studied. Do not revise the Practices sections for religions.



•  You also need to have studied two Themes – there are six covered in the book so make sure you are revising Theme A Relationships and families and Theme B Religion, peace and conflict. Note: Theme B for the Short Course is actually Theme D in this book.



•  You will have one exam paper: Paper 1.







    •  Religion 1 – Beliefs = 24 marks


    •  Religion 2 – Beliefs = 24 marks


    •  Theme A – Relationships and families = 24 marks


    •  Theme B – Religion, peace and conflict = 24 marks


    •  Total = 96 (+ 5 SPaG)





Total marks for Paper 1 = 96 (+ 5 SPaG) = 101 marks and you will have 1 hour 45 minutes.


The questions within each religion (beliefs) and Themes have a common structure made up of five-part questions of 1, 2, 4, 5 and 12 marks.



The exam


All of your work for Religious Studies is summed up in your performance in two exam papers, each lasting 1 hour and 45 minutes. You can look at each paper as being four sets of 24 marks; the mark breakdown in each 24 set is rigid, that is always the same.
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You need to aim to score at least 14 marks per set if you want to reach the higher grades. You will most likely achieve this if you score evenly across all your sets. If you know you have a weaker set – you don’t like your second religion Practices set, or you hate the fourth of your four Themes – then you need to do extra revision work to bring that weak set up to the level of your stronger ones. Eradicate the weakness!



Command phrases in the exam – what they are and what they mean



The wording of the exam questions is fixed and examiners have to write questions which fit into the prescribed wording. The wording is specific for Religion Beliefs (RB), Religion Practices (RP) and the Themes (T). So what are they seeking?
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How examiners mark your work – question by question







	Question mark

	Wording examiners follow

	What that means to you






	1


	Award a mark for a correct answer


	Right answer gets the mark.







	2


	Award a mark for each correct answer up to 2 marks


	Two correct points made get the 2 marks.







	4


	

First belief/way/etc.


Simple explanation of relevant and accurate point – 1 mark


Detailed explanation of relevant and accurate point – 2 marks



	First set of 2 marks comes from first making the point or giving the relevant teaching, second explaining that point/teaching and showing how it is relevant to the question.







	 


	

Second belief/way/etc.


Simple explanation of relevant and accurate point – 1 mark


Detailed explanation of relevant and accurate point – 2 marks



	Second set of 2 marks is given for doing the same thing for a new point.







	5


	

First teaching/belief/way/etc.


Simple explanation of relevant and accurate point – 1 mark


Detailed explanation of relevant and accurate point – 2 marks



	

First set of 2 marks comes from first making the point or giving the relevant teaching, second explaining that point/teaching and showing how it is relevant to the question.








	 


	

Second teaching/belief/way/etc.


Simple explanation of relevant and accurate point – 1 mark


Detailed explanation of relevant and accurate point – 2 marks



	Second set of 2 marks is given for doing the same thing for a new point.







	 


	Relevant and accurate reference to scripture and/or sacred writing


	You get a mark for a relevant teaching – make sure it is clearly relevant.







	12 (in four levels)


	
Level 4: 10–12 marks


A well-argued response, reasoned consideration of different points of view. Logical chains of reasoning leading to judgement(s) supported by knowledge and understanding of relevant evidence and information



	
You give several arguments from at least two points of view. These are mostly/all explained and expanded in a clear and effective way.


Your points are all clearly relevant to the statement.


There is a strong element of religious argument in your answer.


The examiner won’t have to think about what you are trying to say because you have argued logically and coherently.








	 


	
Level 3: 7–9 marks


Reasoned consideration of different points of view. Logical chains of reasoning that draw on knowledge and understanding of relevant evidence and information.



	You give several arguments from at least two points of view. You explain/expand some of these. Most of them will be obviously relevant to the statement, so that your points are clear. You will have put more than just a hint of religious argument in your answer. You will be evaluating the statement, not just writing attitudes about the topic of the statement.







	 


	
Level 2: 4–6 marks


Reasoned consideration of a point of view. A logical chain of reasoning drawing on knowledge and understanding of relevant evidence and information


Or


Recognition of different points of view, each supported by relevant reasons/ evidence.



	
If you write about only one point of view, you cannot achieve a higher level than this one.


It might be one-sided. If it is, it will have several arguments which are explained and expanded well, and which clearly weigh up the statement.


Or


You give a series of arguments for more than one point of view with limited explanation of any argument.








	 


	
Level 1: 1–3 marks


Point of view with reason(s) stated in support.



	You are unlikely to have explained very much at all; rather to have listed a few reasons to support what you think.








NB: while the wording of the 4- and 5-mark questions may vary, essentially the awarding of marks is as above (idea – explanation – idea 2 – explanation = 4 marks; idea – explanation – idea 2 – explanation – teaching = 5 marks), whether it be asking for a teaching or belief, whether similar or contrasting or open. We have used ‘point’ in place of belief/teaching/way, etc.


Your written English (SPaG)


You will be judged on your written English in each of the 12-mark questions you answer. This is worth up to 5 marks and is based around the quality of your spelling, punctuation and grammar. While awarded to each answer, the best of these is what you actually get – you don’t get any extra up to 5 four times, you just get one award of up to 5 marks.


So how are the marks awarded? Here is a simple guide.






	0


	
You haven’t written anything, e.g. not answered any of the 12-mark questions.


You have written answers which have nothing to do with the question, so don’t answer it.


It is almost impossible to work out the points you are trying to make (there are so many errors, what you have written doesn’t make sense).








	1


	
Called ‘threshold performance’.


You will have used only a limited range of specialist words.


While probably making a lot of errors in grammar, what you write is still understandable.


Your punctuation and spelling are reasonably accurate.








	2–3


	
Called ‘intermediate performance’.


You will have used a good range of specialist terms and used them in the right context.


You are generally accurate with grammar.


Your spelling and punctuation are good, with few mistakes.








	4–5


	
Called ‘high performance’.


You use lots of specialist language, in the right context and showing clear understanding of how to use it very appropriately.


Your grammar is almost always correct and you use complex grammar (extended sentences and paragraphs, high-level grammatical constructions, etc.).


Your spelling and punctuation are almost flawless, again beyond simple constructions.









You can improve your SPaG by paying attention to your English over the whole time you are studying – it isn’t something you can fix overnight as it is about your habitual way of writing. Learning and using key language helps. Using connectives to make more complex sentences also helps. Ask your teacher what you need to do to hit a better performance descriptor and so get better marks.



Using specific religious teachings


How well you are able to learn and to use religious teachings in your exams will determine the grade you achieve. The wider the range of teachings you can refer to, the better your answers will be.


The exam Specification refers to the following teachings in the four religions covered in this book.


The exam questions can refer specifically to the content of these quotes, so be aware of their content. They are all explained in the relevant section of this guide.


You can use them in your answers, which will show your direct understanding of the religion.
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Buddhism:


Dhammapada 190–191


Jataka 075
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Christianity:


Genesis 1:1–3


John 1:1–3
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Islam:


Surah 112


Surah 96:1–5
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Judaism:


Genesis 12:1–3


Exodus 20:1–17
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Will it really make a difference to an exam grade to learn teachings?


Look at the following. On the Religions paper the 5- and 12-mark questions specifically instruct you to ‘refer to religious teachings in your answer’. This means that 17/24 marks are reliant on you using teachings to explain your answers. Over the whole paper: 68/101 marks! Probably the 4-mark questions will be easier to answer if you have teachings you can refer to as well. You need the teachings to use as the core of your answers for the 4- and 5-mark questions or to support ideas in your 12-mark evaluations.


On the Themes paper the 5- and 12-mark questions specifically instruct you to ‘refer to religious teachings in your answer’. Again 17/24 marks are reliant on you using teachings to explain your answers. Over the whole paper: 68/101! Also, in the 4-mark questions where you are asked to comment on ‘contrasting, similarities or differences’ in beliefs, quotes will really help you, so add another 16 marks to your 68 – total 84/101 marks!


By knowing the teachings, explaining them in relation to the topic of the 4- and 5-mark questions, and using these to build arguments in your 12-mark evaluations, your answers will be able to access higher marks.


It is well worth the effort in your revision to learn teachings.


There are two ways to do this


On page 113 you will find ‘general teachings’ that can be used again and again across the Religions paper and the Themes paper. They are called general because they can be applied to many topics, but as they aren’t specifically linked it will take more work, exam time and writing for you to make them relevant to the question. For example:


‘Explain two religious beliefs about why fighting a war may be wrong.’


Two teachings – ‘Love your neighbour’; ‘Those who live by the sword, die by the sword.’


Using the first teaching you would need to explain that loving your neighbour means not to harm others and that as most wars include killing others (clearly harming and not loving others) then wars must be wrong to fight. Most wars are also fought against neighbouring countries, so this would not follow the teaching, etc.


The answer would be rather rambling, a little contrived – you would have to make the link more obvious. If you wrote it any more briefly, the examiner might not get the point you are making (they can only mark what you write, after all, not what you were thinking when you wrote it).


Using the second teaching you can simply say that ‘war is wrong because those who take up arms will end up dying by them too so war is futile to fight’. The second is far more concise and direct, making clear sense for the examiner.


Good advice from an examiner would be to learn three teachings from two religions for each theme.


So four themes = 12 quotes each from the two religions studied. The revision guide provides those teachings for you. They are simple to learn and they do not have to be absolutely exact – as long as your examiner can tell which quote/teaching you are referring to, that will be enough. Hopefully you have been using these throughout your course so you should be familiar with many of them. If not, it’s not too late – learn six per week for the month leading up to your exam … job done! It’s never too late.


Remember that teachings/quotes you revise for the Themes might also be useful to you on the Religions paper. For example, teachings about helping the poor could be used as reasons why street pastors in Christianity carry out their work.


Once you begin to see how the teachings can be used across Themes and Religions, then your revision is going well and you are getting nearer to being prepared to take the exam.



From the start of revision to the exam itself


Doing GCSEs is like running a race. You do the preparation and training (your study and revision), then you turn up to the race putting yourself in the right frame of mind (that is, your last-minute revision, and calming yourself to hit the ground running in the exam itself), and finally you run the race (the exam itself). You don’t see the outcome when you finish the exam, as you would with a race – that comes later. However, better than a race where only one person gets to win, in GCSEs everybody who meets the grade (and has given the right answers) gets to be a winner.


On your marks …


Make sure you have good notes covering all the topics – you can’t have anything missing. You can revise only what you have studied already (otherwise it is study, not revision). Use your class and other notes to make a set of revision notes, in a style that suits you (check out the revision strategies in the back of this guide if you don’t know any). This book could be the start of your notes – if it belongs to you, write on it. Then use your notes along with revision techniques to fix the information in your head/memory.


Where there are questions in the book, do them all – it is good practice. Also check out the AQA website for further assessment materials you could use for practice. Always do timed practices – that helps you in the exam where time is precious. Work to a minute a mark, perhaps allowing a couple extra for the 5- and 12-mark questions.


Get set …





•  Prepare yourself for the specific exam.



•  Get a good night’s sleep beforehand.



•  Have breakfast (your brain needs fuel). If it is an afternoon exam, avoid a stodgy lunch (it will put you to sleep when you need to be alert).



•  Any revision now should be light, as it really should only be a case of refreshing your memory.



•  Be in good time for the exam – rushing and arriving at the last minute encourages panic.





Go …





•  Sitting in the exam room, breathe slowly and relax yourself (carefully reading every word of the exam paper cover is a good way to do this). Focus on your space, not the big room. Make sure you can see a clock so you can keep track of time.



•  Read the exam paper and decide which questions are best for you. Answer your strongest first to give yourself confidence – if you started with your weakest, you could undermine your confidence and thus not perform so well.



•  Within the exam, take mini-breaks. After completing a question take a moment to clear your head so you can get your focus clearly for the next. If you feel yourself panicking, just give yourself a breathing break to calm yourself down.



•  If your mind goes blank on a question, just leave it, move on and come back to it later. Mark the question paper to remind yourself that you need to do that.



•  Finished? Check your answers. Do this by reading the question, thinking of an answer, then reading your answer – you stand more chance of spotting any gaps. Also remind yourself of technique. What does the 4-marker require? Check you have done it.





On the podium …


It is a big podium for GCSE. With the right revision, you will be on it and receiving a good grade in the summer.


Let’s get going then.





1.1 Buddhism: Section 1 – Beliefs and teachings



The Buddhist religion originated in India in the 5th century BCE, begun by a man named Siddhartha Gotama (the Buddha). It is called the Middle Way. It is very influential in Asia and the Far East, but is found in most Western countries as well. Buddhism is a way of living, not just a religion.


The Dhamma


This is the teaching of the Buddha. The Dhamma is the way the universe operates, like ‘cosmic law’. It existed before the Buddha. The Buddha put it into words and explained it for others to understand. So what the Buddha taught is, to Buddhists, a form of law. The Buddha’s teachings include the Three Marks of Existence, the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path (aka the Three Fold Way).
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Key quote


Dhammapada 183: to avoid all evil, to cultivate good, and to cleanse one’s mind – this is the teaching of the Buddhas.
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The nature of reality


There are two basic beliefs in Buddhism about the nature of reality: first, the Three Marks of Existence and second, ‘dependent arising’.


The Three Marks of Existence


These are also known as the Three Universal Truths. The Buddha taught that:





•  everything is impermanent and illusory. Everything changes and is constantly in flux – this is anicca




•  since everything is constantly changing, there can be no permanent self or soul, as the elements which might make this are in constant flux – this is anatta




•  everything is constantly changing, which causes unsatisfactoriness, which leads to suffering – this is dukkha.





Dependent arising (paticca samuppada)


‘If this exists, that comes to exist’: Buddhists believe that we have many thousands of rebirths – we are each a changing bundle of elements (skandhas) born into many lifetimes, each time trying to attain enlightenment. Together these elements are enough to keep the illusion going, but the chain of existence comes from paticca samuppada, or dependent arising (that there are interdependent events which cause the existence or occurrence of other events).


This is usually described as 12 links:





•  Links 1–2: relate to past existence and are what makes the present.



•  Links 3–10: relate to this existence and are shaping the future.



•  Links 11–12: relate to the future, based on links 1–10
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Now test yourself





1  What are the Three Marks of Existence? What does each mean?



2  What is ‘dependent arising’?
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Human personality



The skandhas


According to Buddhism, a person is made up of five elements (aggregates), known as skandhas. These are constantly changing even from second to second – hence anatta. All skandhas are impermanent, so lead to dukkha.





•  Physical form (rupa) – made up of the elements of air, earth, fire and water.



•  Sensations/feelings (vedana) – caused when the eye sees, ear hears, mouth tastes, nose smells, body touches, or mind thinks. For example, we taste something (feeling) which we decide is not pleasant (sensation).



•  Perception (samjna) – perceptions of sense.



•  Mental formations (samskara) – the decision-making bit of our brain, which makes us say/think/do something.



•  Awareness/consciousness (vijnana).





Consider this: are you exactly the same person as the person that woke up this morning? Or have you learned something new? Since then, you have certainly shed skin cells. So you are not the same – hence anatta.


Sunyata


Sunyata means ‘emptiness’. It is the skilful (upasala) means by which a person disentangles themselves from the impurity of existence and from unsatisfactoriness. To realise * sunyata is to cease attachment and craving. It leads to enlightenment. Meditation is a means to that understanding, hence meditation is being able to deliver enlightenment (as for the Buddha).
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*With any concept, it isn’t enough to ‘understand’ something; ‘realising’ it means you have both understood and experienced it – it is full understanding based on knowledge, a form of wisdom.
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Buddha described sunyata as ‘void’, ‘no rising and falling’, ‘calmness’ and ‘extinction’. Without having this, he would not have been able to attain enlightenment.


Attaining Buddhahood and the Buddha-nature


There are two schools of Buddhism – Theravada and Mahayana. In Theravada Buddhism, enlightenment is a personal goal, sought by monks who become arhats (perfected beings); in Mahayana, individuals can support others to achieve enlightenment. So, while both forms show everyone can become a Buddha (eventually), the journey may be very different.


The ultimate goal and ambition is to become Buddha. This can be done in many ways, particularly by following the Buddhist Path, namely living according to the teaching of the Buddha, the path of Dhamma. This means having faith in the Buddha, showing determination to achieve enlightenment and not give up, cultivating wisdom in oneself, and perfecting compassion and loving kindness towards others.


Mahayana Buddhism believes that everyone has Buddha-nature – that is, the potential to become Buddha, to become enlightened. It is the practice of Buddhism which helps us to realise our Buddha-nature for ourselves.
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Now test yourself





1  What are the five skandhas?



2  How can it be said that the skandhas explain anatta?



3  Explain sunyata.



4  How does sunyata explain anatta?



5  Why do Buddhists believe it is possible for everyone to become Buddha?
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Human destiny



Buddhahood
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Influences


If I believe that everyone can become Buddha, I know that following the Buddha’s teachings will help me achieve that, so I follow them. Also that wisdom and compassion are important, so I try to show these qualities in my daily life when dealing with others.
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Buddhists believe that every person has within them the potential to become Buddha. This means there are an infinite number of Buddhas now and to come. The different groups within Buddhism see our capacity for this slightly differently.


Arhat


Found in Theravada Buddhism, arhat means ‘perfected being’, one who has gained insight into the true nature of existence and has achieved nibbana. Being an arhat is the goal of Theravadins.


Realistically, one is unlikely to become an arhat unless a monk in a monastery. This means a female cannot become an arhat. Monks follow the sila (Ten Precepts), developing their morality, discipline and insight to become arhats. Most importantly, they develop wisdom (prajna).


Bodhisattva


Found in Mahayana Buddhism, this means ‘one whose essence is bodhi (enlightened)’. Siddhartha Gotama (the Buddha) was a bodhisattva in life prior to his enlightenment.


Mahayanans believe the bodhisattva has made a vow to postpone their full enlightenment in order to help other beings. They see this as a higher being than the Theravadin arhat (who is focused on their own enlightenment). Compassion (karuna) than wisdom (prajna), because this is what drives them to put off full enlightenment.


The bodhisattva can transfer their own merit to their followers, thus helping them.


Stages of being a bodhisattva are:





•  first, declaring the intention to put off Buddhahood to help others



•  second, taking vows to show determination – a vow to become a buddha, and one to help others achieve enlightenment



•  third, living as a bodhisattva, so working hard to develop and perfect the Six Perfections (charity, morality, patience, energy, meditation and wisdom)



•  fourth, becoming enlightened and attaining Buddhahood. This is really the realisation that the person has been buddha all along because everything they have done has been selfless.





Bodhisattvas include Avalokiteshvara, Maitreya and Manjushri.


Pure Land Buddhism


Amitabha Buddha was a monk who vowed that after he achieved his own enlightenment, anyone male or female who called his name could live in his heaven (Sukhavati, or Western paradise) until they attained enlightenment for themselves. Sukhavati heaven is a beautiful place free from pain and need/want.


The Pure Land school of Buddhism, formed in Japan in the 12th–13th century CE, emphasises faith in Amitabha. However, a version existed in China from the 4th century CE. In Japan this form of Buddhism is known as Jodo.



The Buddha – his birth and life of luxury



Siddhartha Gotama was the man born to be the Buddha in 563 BCE. Stories of his life were written after his death, some many centuries later.


Special birth


Queen Maya, his mother, dreamed that an elephant with six tusks and a head coloured like rubies came down from heaven, entering her womb from the right side. The King sought advice from Brahmin priests about this dream – it meant Maya would have a holy child who would achieve perfect wisdom.


Siddhartha was born in the gardens of Lumbini, as his mother walked. A sala tree bent its branch for her to hold and from her side came Siddhartha. He immediately walked seven paces and from each footprint grew a lotus flower. He said this would be his last rebirth and that he would end the sorrow of birth and death.


Shortly after his birth, a holy man, Asita, told the King that Siddhartha would become either a great king or a great holy man. His father wanted him to rule, so he shaped Siddhartha’s life and experiences around that aim. He was given a life of luxury, but he was kept ignorant of death, illness and other suffering in order to prevent him from becoming concerned about the meaning of life.


Points of importance





•  Even before conception, Siddhartha Gotama was special.



•  Prophecies were made saying Gotama would become a holy man and renounce his life of extreme wealth, and these prophecies later came true.



•  His statements at birth show that we are driven by past lives.





The Four Sights – illness, old age, death, holy man


Asita had said that Siddhartha would become a great religious leader if he saw the Four Sights. Siddhartha grew curious about the world outside the palace. Jataka 075 tells the story. Aged 29, during four visits outside the palace Siddhartha encountered an old man (realising that aging happened to all regardless of wealth), then a sick person (realising that illness is an unavoidable part of life) and then a dead body (realising that we all crumble to dust eventually). These sights troubled and saddened him greatly and made him totally dissatisfied with his extreme wealth, but he had no solution – until he saw a holy man. This man had renounced the material life to find the truth, and seemed happy. It inspired Siddhartha to try for himself, vowing to find a solution to suffering.


Points of importance





•  The encounter with death shows the impermanence of the material world – no amount of money can stop this.



•  Seeing the Four Sights with no comprehension of them beforehand was mind-blowing – it resulted in Siddhartha renouncing his life of extreme wealth, rejecting it as not being satisfactory. This was the trigger for his spiritual journey to enlightenment.



•  The last of the Four Sights (the holy man) gave him a potential solution to the dissatisfaction caused by the other three – a religious path.
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Now test yourself





1  What was the human name of the Buddha?



2  What dreams and prophecies suggested Siddhartha was special?



3  What were the Four Sights?



4  Why did Siddhartha’s father not want him to see the Four Sights?





[image: ]





Ascetic life


Having seen the Four Sights, which made him realise that suffering was unavoidable, Siddhartha left the palace and his luxurious life. He rejected them as unsatisfactory. He spent the next few years learning meditation techniques from different Hindu masters. He wanted to gain insight into the problem of suffering. He also lived a very austere life, denying himself the things he craved, especially food. This period of his life lasted six years, during which he almost starved to death – but he did not find the solution to suffering.


One day, while meditating, he heard a man telling his son about stringing an instrument – fasten the strings too tightly they snap, too loosely they will not play. Either way, no music is made. Siddhartha saw this as a metaphor for what he was doing – his life of luxury had not worked, and neither did the extreme austerity he now practised. He washed and ate proper food for the first time. His companions deserted him, seeing him as a failure.



Points of importance





•  This was the opposite extreme to Siddhartha’s life of luxury – he had now experienced both extremes, neither of which worked. To him, this meant the solution had to be between these – hence Buddhism is a Middle Way.



•  Siddhartha reflected on the Four Sights as he saw them, then learned to meditate from masters. He later reflected that as a child he had meditated, though he had not known that was what he was doing. Meditation became a central theme in his life and in his teachings.





Enlightenment


Siddhartha sat beneath a bodhi tree and vowed to meditate without stopping until he achieved enlightenment. At first, the demon Mara tried to stop him – he tried to frighten him with fierce armies, then sent his daughters to tempt Siddhartha and so distract him from his purpose. Finally, Mara challenged his very right to achieve enlightenment. Siddhartha called on the earth goddess Vasundhara to act as witness that he was fit to achieve enlightenment. Mara left. Four periods were then marked out in the actual enlightenment:





1  Siddhartha recalled all his past lives, thus being able to see that he was ready to become enlightened.



2  He understood how all living things come to exist – paticca samuppada. He understood that everything is impermanent.



3  He realised that suffering comes from a desire or craving for things to stay as they are, or for the better. Overcoming those cravings was the key.



4  With these realisations, he attained nibbana – the three poisons (greed, hatred and ignorance) stopped within him, so no longer controlling him, and he was left with a sense of calm and happiness.





Points of importance





•  We are reminded that it takes many lifetimes to attain enlightenment – and we learn in each one.



•  Even with great determination, a person can be distracted and have doubts, which must be ignored or pushed away to be successful.



•  Enlightenment comes from the power of the human mind, not a divine intervention.



•  Siddhartha’s realisations form the basis of Buddhist teaching (paticca samuppada, Three Marks of Existence, Noble Eightfold Path). These teachings have the status of ‘law’ to Buddhists.





After enlightenment


The Buddha was not sure that he could teach others, so he did not turn to teaching immediately. However, the god Brahma spoke to him. He likened people to the lotus flower, a plant that grows in water – while some see only their mundane lives (like the roots of the plant in mud), others are ready to be taught (like the flower bud breaking the surface of the water) and others are ready to attain enlightenment (like the flower bursting open in the sun). The Buddha sought out the ascetics who had left him as a failure. He taught them first and then anyone who came to listen.


Points of importance





•  The lotus is one of the symbols of Buddhism – for example, a statue of a seated Buddha will be sitting on an opened lotus flower, while a standing Buddha may be holding out a closed flower to the worshipper. In many Buddhist countries it is the norm for worshippers to give lotus flowers as offerings at the temple.



•  Having taught the ascetics – who were close to enlightenment – Siddhartha taught anyone. This shows Buddhism is for anyone, regardless of gender, age or creed, which reflects the Buddha’s compassion and concern for all.
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Revision tip


Know the story of the Buddha’s life so that you can refer to it in your answers. It is perhaps more important to know why each aspect was important in itself and any symbolic features, as these are more likely to be the basis of questions.
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Activity


Which bit of the Buddha’s life was the most important? Evaluative questions could easily focus on this, for example ‘Seeing the Four Sights was the most important part of the Buddha’s life’. Complete this chart to prepare yourself for any question like that.
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Revision tip


Watch the film ‘Little Buddha’, starring Keanu Reeves as the Buddha. It has really good depictions of the key elements of the Buddha’s life. Seeing this visually will help you learn the story to use in answers.
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Influences


As a Buddhist, the Buddha is my role model. That he became enlightened by his own efforts tells me that I can as well. From him I learn compassion for others – because he became a teacher of the Middle Way. So I work hard in my religion and try to be kind to others always.
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The Four Noble Truths



This teaching flows from the Three Marks of Existence, as it explores suffering and impermanence. During his enlightenment, the Buddha realised these Truths. The Four Noble Truths are the essence of the Dhamma.


The Buddha was known as the ‘great physician’ and the Four Noble Truths can be seen as following a medical model of diagnosis (First Truth), cause (Second Truth), cure (Third Truth) and prescription (Fourth Truth).


Dhammapada 190–191: He who has gone for refuge to the Buddha, the teaching and his Order, penetrates with transcendental wisdom the Four Noble Truths – suffering, the cessation of suffering, and the Noble Eightfold Path leading to the cessation of suffering.


First Noble Truth


Since all existence is impermanent, all existence must involve suffering (dukkha). Three forms of dukkha are everyday pain and unpleasantness, that caused by the experience and realisation of impermanence (anicca/anatta), and that caused by what has gone before (our karmic programming).


Dukkha is caused by desire/craving, our attitude, and attachment. It is also caused by the Three Poisons (or ‘fires’) – greed, ignorance and hatred.


In Buddhism, there is no value to suffering, though suffering is endless until a person can cease attachment (and hence achieve enlightenment).


Second Noble Truth


Dukkha is caused by craving (tanha). We suffer because we continue to crave – we want bad things to stop, we want good things to never end, we want more of what makes us feel good. This may all sound fine, but it perpetuates the craving, which is itself suffering.


Paticca samuppada (dependent arising) explains how tanha comes about because it explains how all things come to exist. ‘He who perceives paticca samuppada perceives the Dhamma,’ said the Buddha. Essentially, our past lives shape our present and future, but in the present life desire and attachment build to keep us bound to the cycle of rebirth (samsara).


This is considered to be the lynchpin of the Buddha’s teaching and its realisation was the trigger for his enlightenment.
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Useful quote


This being, that comes to be;


from the arising of this, that arises;


this not being, that ceases;


from the ceasing of this, that ceases.
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Third Noble Truth


End tanha by achieving non-attachment (nirodha) – stop wanting = stop suffering. This is also nibbana (cessation of suffering) – when a person stops being attached to the material world and what is in it, they have the calm of enlightenment and are not affected by the Three Poisons because of non-attachment.


Nirodha is described in many ways in Buddhist scripture – the destruction of the skandhas, supreme happiness, the stopping of becoming, the ending of craving, final destruction of the intentions, the end of suffering. It can be seen as a state of being (peace, blessing, purity), or a place (the unborn, the unbecome, the eternal).



Fourth Noble Truth



The way to nirodha is by the path (magga). This is Buddhist practice, known as the Noble Eightfold Path. It is the Middle Way.


Magga has eight elements, all of which are important – a Buddhist cannot focus on just one or two. Think of the Buddhist wheel (Figure 1). The eight spokes (Noble Eightfold Path elements) lead to the hub (enlightenment) and those not following the spokes are on the outer rim (wheel of rebirth, samsara). This is one reason the wheel (Dharmachakra) is such an important symbol for Buddhism.
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Figure 1 The Buddhist wheel





The eight elements are Right View, Right Thought/Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, Right Concentration.


Magga can also be understood as the Threefold Way – this still uses the elements of the Eightfold Path but grouped into three aspects of wisdom (Right Thought/View), morality (Right Action/Speech/Livelihood) and meditation (Right Effort/Meditation/Concentration).




[image: ]


Influences


These teachings affect my life every day. I try to always see things – good and bad – as transient, they will pass. This helps me get through difficulties, but also means I try not to hold on to good happenings. The important thing is not to hold on, because that attitude causes me angst on top of the hurt already felt – if I get ill, for example, the illness makes me suffer, so I accept it; moaning on about it only makes it worse (for everyone!). So I suppose a side effect of believing these Truths is to be determined to be detached.
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Now test yourself





1  Which of these is not one of the Four Noble Truths?








(a)  Nirodha



(b)  Tanha



(c)  Samsara



(d)  Dukkha








2  Which of these is the First Noble Truth?








(a)  Magga



(b)  Nirodha



(c)  Tanha



(d)  Dukkha








3  How many parts are there to the path of Buddhism (Magga)?








(a)  3



(b)  4



(c)  8



(d)  5








4  Explain the Four Noble Truths.



5  Explain how belief in the Four Noble Truths might influence a Buddhist in their daily lives.
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The Noble Eightfold Path



Magga – the Fourth Noble Truth – is the Noble Eightfold Path. It is the eight-part system for living for a Buddhist. The Dharmachakra (‘wheel symbol’ for Buddhism) reflects the idea that we are on the rim of life, but by following the Eightfold Path (spokes) we reach enlightenment (hub).


Each part of the Eightfold Path must be followed as the eight elements are linked. A Buddhist would not try to perfect just one element at a time, they would be working on all of them.


It can also be split three ways: wisdom (panna) – Right Thought, Right View; morality/ethics (sila) – Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood; and meditation (samadhi) – Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration (Figure 2). This is called the Threefold Way and is seen in Dhammapada 183 – to avoid all evil, to cultivate good, and to cleanse one’s mind – this is the teaching of the Buddhas.
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Figure 2 The Noble Eightfold Path
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Exam practice


What questions on this section look like:


Buddhism: Beliefs and teachings


This page contains a range of questions that could be on an exam paper. Practise them all to strengthen your knowledge and technique while revising. Check back to pages 13–14 to see the marking grids that examiners use: this will help you to mark your answers.





1  What is meant by dukkha?








(a)  Suffering



(b)  Charity



(c)  Loving kindness



(d)  Craving


[1]








2  Which of the following is not a place associated with the Buddha’s life?








(a)  Lumbini



(b)  Sarnath



(c)  Bodh Gaya



(d)  Calcutta


[1]








3  Give two of the Four Noble Truths.


[2]



4  Give two of the Four Sights.


[2]



5  Give two of the five skandhas.


[2]



6  Explain two ways in which belief in the Pure Land might influence Buddhists today.


[4]



7  Explain two ways in which belief in the Three Marks of Existence might influence Buddhists today.


[4]



8  Explain two ways in which belief in magga (the Path) might influence Buddhists today.


[4]



9  Explain two ways in which a belief in dependent arising might influence Buddhists today.


[4]








10  Explain two Buddhist teachings about the human personality. Refer to scripture or sacred writings in your answer.


[5]



11  Explain two Buddhist teachings about enlightenment. Refer to scripture or sacred writings in your answer.


[5]



12  Explain two Buddhist teachings about the importance of the Buddha. Refer to scripture or sacred writings in your answer.


[5]



13  ‘The enlightenment of the Buddha was the most important event in his life.’ Evaluate this statement. In your answer you should:








•  refer to Buddhist teaching



•  give developed arguments to support this statement



•  give developed arguments to support a different point of view



•  reach a justified conclusion.


[12]








14  ‘Buddhists cannot expect to become enlightened if they are not a monk.’ Evaluate this statement. In your answer you should:








•  refer to Buddhist teaching



•  give developed arguments to support this statement



•  give developed arguments to support a different point of view



•  reach a justified conclusion.


[12]








15  ‘Dependent arising is the most important part of the Buddha’s teachings.’ Evaluate this statement. In your answer you should:








•  refer to Buddhist teaching



•  give developed arguments to support this statement



•  give developed arguments to support a different point of view



•  reach a justified conclusion.


[12]
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Commentary


Grade 2 students have limited knowledge of the content of the course. They write very short answers, sometimes giving no answer at all. If this is you, get notes that you can revise from and learn methods of revision so that you can tackle the exam more effectively.


Grade 5 students have general knowledge of the topics, but they don’t go into detail often enough. Their answers can be vague or woolly, or they can be great on one question and poor on another, showing patchy knowledge and understanding. If this is you, make sure you have notes that make sense to you, that cover every bit of the Specification, and practise by making yourself explain everything – which comes from understanding the content better.


Grade 8 students have a strong understanding of the content – their answers are detailed and clear, reflecting that good understanding. Their writing demonstrates that they understand the connections between the different elements they have studied.
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1.1 Buddhism: Section 2 – Practices



Buddhist ethics


Buddhists follow the Noble Eightfold Path to attain enlightenment. The Path is also known as the Threefold Way. One of these is sila or morality/ethics, covering Right Speech, Action and Livelihood. Let’s face it – if everyone behaved compassionately in all these three ‘Rights’, the world would be much nicer, since they provoke most problems.


Karma and rebirth


Karma/kamma means ‘action’. Buddhists believe that all intentional actions/thoughts/words have consequences. Actions can be skilful (upaya kusala) or unskilful (akusala) – skilful actions bringing positive future consequences, unskilful actions bringing negative ones. The consequence can come in this lifetime, the next one or many lifetimes away, but Buddhists believe it will happen as an automatic outcome, without someone giving a judgement or sentence. A current lifetime is a result of karma from previous one(s). Since the key is ‘intention’, having generally good morality can outweigh unskilful action to some extent (i.e. one unskilful action does not necessarily define a future lifetime, and may even have no consequence). Many Buddhists believe in merit-making – building good karma by good deeds – which offsets previous bad karma. Essentially, our rebirth (samsara) – positive or negative – is defined by our karma.
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Now test yourself





1  What is karma? How does it bind us?



2  What is rebirth? How does it link to karma?



3  What are karuna and metta?
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Karuna


This is mercy or compassion. It is one of the four sublime states (Brahma-viharas) which Buddhists are constantly urged to develop in themselves. It is a virtue or state of mind which leads to a sense of selflessness. The bodhisattva exemplifies this virtue, as a bodhisattva has vowed to help others. Amitabha welcomes Buddhists into his heaven as an act of karuna. The Buddha is the model of compassion and wisdom – compassion without wisdom can lead to harmful actions. The whole point of the Noble Eightfold Path is to develop wisdom and compassion.
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Activity


Develop the notes


A student ran out of time in their exam and had to write their answer in notes. Use them to write a well-argued, detailed answer. Remember it needs a conclusion.


Metta and karuna are the most important Buddhist virtues.


(12 marks)


Agree – Buddha’s example – did not keep what he learned to himself; helped many to achieve enlightenment; selfless = non-attachment; Dalai Lama – ‘compassion is my religion’.


Disagree – wisdom more important; misguided compassion causes more trouble; being faithful to Dharma more important; metta/karuna not always possible in a situation.
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Metta


Metta is loving kindness. It is selfless – kindness not done for personal gain. It is another of the Brahma-viharas. It is a concern for the well-being of others – actions flow from that concern. The act of kindness can be small or large, done for those near or for those far away.


The Metta Sutta says, ‘Whatever beings there may be … may all beings, without exception, be happy-minded.’ Mettabhavana meditation makes the meditator think loving thoughts to push out to the world in stages from those closest to us to those we dislike to those we do not even know. The Dalai Lama once said, ‘My religion is simple, my religion is kindness.’



The Six Perfections (paramitas)



In Mahayana Buddhism the Six Perfections (prajna-paramita) are the virtues perfected by a bodhisattva in the course of their spiritual development and journey towards enlightenment. For a bodhisattva, they are often seen to replace the Noble Eightfold Path. They are considered to be perfected when even the most difficult actions can be carried out with a mind free of discriminatory ideas, without reference to self, without ulterior motives and with no thought of reward. As with the Noble Eightfold Path, practice is the key to perfecting these. However, any person can try to be better at any of them – they neither have to be Buddhist nor bodhisattva.






	Perfection (paramita)

	How to cultivate this in oneself






	Giving/generosity (dana)

	Someone who practises perfect giving sees no difference between the giver and the receiver. This includes giving guidance on the Dhamma, material items, accumulated merit and his/her own life, if necessary (the Buddha in one lifetime gave his life to a she-tiger who had no food for her cubs).






	Morality (sila)

	Keeping all the Ten Precepts. It is also the understanding of how one can break a Precept yet still be acting in a skilful (kusala) way, e.g. killing someone to prevent them murdering another person.






	Patience (ksanti)

	Non-anger/non-agitation. This is going beyond enduring suffering, but rather accepting any difficulties one has. Accepting sunyata means that the bodhisattva sees no difference between themselves as sufferer and the cause of the suffering.
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