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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.
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