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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS BUDDHISM?


From its humble origins in remote India to its modern expansion across the globe, Buddhism has retained its simple message of peaceful spiritual awakening and has inspired hundreds of millions of followers. Today there are well over three hundred million modern Buddhists, and millions more who are inspired by the Buddha’s message. There has been a particular explosion of interest in the Western world following the exile of the Dalai Lama, leader of one of the main branches of Buddhism, from Tibet in 1959. A Little Bit of Buddha shares the world of Buddhists and the words of the Buddha in a clear and simple manner. Along the way you’ll also learn some basic Buddhist practices to gain firsthand experiences of what Buddhism has to offer.


The heart of Buddhism blossoms from one source—the life and teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, the man we know as the Buddha. He taught a method of self-liberation and rejected the gods and goddesses of the Hindu religion of his native India. He taught his followers to look within for spiritual growth and wisdom, and offered a simple, though rigorous, path to achieve enlightenment, or transcendent wisdom. To achieve enlightenment means that you are no longer bound to come back to life over and over again, a process called reincarnation. Instead, enlightened beings transcend time and space and experience a new form of existence outside of reality as we understand it. Over the millennia, the Buddha’s followers have developed myriad interpretations about exactly what the Buddha’s teachings meant and how best to achieve enlightenment. Today there are several distinct Buddhist schools, and the Buddha’s teachings have been incorporated into many spiritual disciplines.


Our modern world is full of external distraction. These distractions seem to proliferate day by day in the form of shiny gadgets, the race for more and more lucrative careers, or the endless repetition of the twenty-four-hour news cycle. The external world demands constant attention through increasingly insidious ways. To serious Buddhists, these are all distractions from the spiritual path and hold only fleeting pleasure. They see time as a precious commodity and spend as much time as possible developing their consciousness in preparation for enlightenment.


We all lament over how busy our lives are. Each generation yearns for the days of yesteryear, when things always seemed so much simpler. You may be surprised to learn that things were no different during the life of the Buddha, or in any era in the last 2,500 years. Whether from family duty, social upheaval, environmental change, or the pursuit of personal dreams and goals, the life of every human being is full of activity and distraction. According to Buddhists, these life experiences can be powerful tools to assist in our spiritual awakening but too often grab our attention and pull us out of the moment.


Buddhism has become an extremely complex religion, akin to all the major religions of the world. There are thousands of texts on Buddhism in dozens of languages. Many are similar and it would be impossible to collect them all in one primary text or encapsulate them in a single narrative. Instead, we will start at the beginning and look at the history and development of Buddhist thought. In Chapter 1 we’ll go backward in time over 2,500 years to learn more about how Siddhartha Gautama became the Buddha and what some of his first teachings were. We’ll discover what is known about the Buddha’s early life and the events that shaped the foundation for his enlightenment. He was an ordinary human being who lived an extraordinary life before dying around age eighty. He experienced joy, sorrow, pleasure, pain, hope, and fear—just as we all do today. Unlike most of us, however, he discovered a method of securing complete inner peace and joy unaffected by the outside world. He came to see ordinary reality as a very intense dream, and he learned to awaken from within.


According to tradition that’s perhaps peppered with a bit of myth, the twenty-nine-year-old Siddhartha experienced a series of events that catapulted him onto an intense path of spiritual awakening for six years. At its peak he achieved enlightenment, or Nirvana. He believed he perceived the true nature of reality and synthesized his beliefs into the teachings on the Four Noble Truths, the subject of Chapter 2. The Buddha began teaching what he knew and developed what he called the Middle Way, or the Noble Eightfold Path to enlightenment. In Chapter 3 we’ll examine the Buddha’s explanation of the Eightfold Path and its relationship to the Four Noble Truths.


Moving on from the Buddha’s basic teachings, Chapter 4 explores the process of spiritual awakening from a Buddhist perspective. Buddhists have a fascinating worldview wherein we exist in one of six basic dream-realities, from the heavenly to the hellish. We’ll also learn about how karma affects the way we live in this life and future lives. Buddhism is about self-development and self-awakening, an achievement that requires years of dedicated practice to achieve. During this time revelations about oneself and the nature of reality may come abruptly, only to be followed again by years of quiet practice. The sudden jumps in spiritual development can happen at the most random times. The process is unique for each of us, but the Buddha recognized four levels of enlightenment by which to gauge one’s practice. The Buddha taught his disciples about the Three Jewels that can help those on the path to awakening to build a network of support and stay focused on the end goal, enlightenment. Chapter 5 explores each jewel: Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, in more detail.


A typical first impression of Buddhism for those living in the Western world is an image of the Dalai Lama dressed in saffron robes and holding beads. He looks happy and content. Many people desire a more peaceful and contented life but aren’t interested in joining a monastery and becoming a monk or a nun. Over the millennia, countless variations of Buddhism emerged, many of which are at odds with one another. Some schools of thought practiced in monasteries, while others blended into the everyday world. As in Christianity, Islam, and other megareligions, the sheer number of people involved in Buddhist philosophy led to differences in belief about what true adherents looked and acted like. At its core, however, Buddhism is a path of peace and compassion. Chapter 6 sheds light on how easy it is to practice Buddhism in the modern world.


Buddhism is about becoming your own center, about waking up to your true innate self. What does this look like? How can we hope to embrace this with so many distractions and responsibilities in our daily lives? Chapter 7 reminds us of the importance of living from our center no matter what’s happening around us. In this way, the precepts of Buddhism are the same whether you are a monk in a monastery or the CEO of a large corporation. Buddhism is not a philosophy of the mind but of the heart, and the concept of boddhichitta, or loving-kindness, exemplifies this better than any aspect of Buddhist philosophy. Boddhichitta is a powerful expression of the Buddhist principles of love, compassion, and peacefulness, and is one of the reasons Buddhism has become so popular in the modern world. Living from our centers, from love, we naturally embody the principle of boddhichitta, loving-kindness. At the end of Chapter 7 you’ll learn a brief exercise that will help you experience a glimmer of loving-kindness that Buddhists try to practice throughout their daily lives.


For Buddhists, life is a precious gift not to be wasted. Buddhists see humanity as the ideal opportunity to spiritually awaken, and serious Buddhists devote their lives to meditation and inner spiritual growth. In Chapter 8 we’ll delve into Buddhists’ concepts of death, time, and the ever-present now and learn how they dealt with these issues in their spiritual practices. Buddhists use every opportunity to awaken, whether in daily life, in the dreamtime, or even during the death process. Their view of death and life is fascinating, and makes up the core of Buddhist philosophy.


The techniques of the Buddhists are guides to follow as we awaken, but ultimately our own awakening will be unique and unrepeatable. No matter if our days are spent in the confines of a monastery or a cubicle, meditation goes hand in hand with mindfulness and is an important part of the Buddhist’s path. Chapter 9 discusses the benefits of meditation and includes a brief meditation exercise to give you a personal experience of mindfulness.


In the modern world, few of us would choose to leave our entire existence behind for a life within the walls of a monastery. While millions of Buddhists choose to live in this way, there are millions more who devoutly follow the teachings of the Buddha in the everyday world. These people find a balance between home life, careers, and spiritual practice. Buddhist philosophy is the path of peace, and Chapter 10 shows us how easy it is to balance our spiritual and material lives. No matter how complicated life may seem, we can always do simple things to bring more peace into the world. All we need to do is remember.


Finally, we’ll round out this book with a list of suggested readings for those seeking to delve deeper into the rich cultural legacy that is Buddhism.


A hallmark of the Buddha’s teachings is their simple message in a complex format. Knowing one day he would die, the Buddha exhaustively explained every minute detail of achieving enlightenment. He broke down every concept into categories and subcategories. Each subcategory could be explained for hours or days. After the Buddha died, his students began discussing and analyzing his teachings even further. Over the past 2,500 years, thousands of Buddhists have written about the words of the Buddha and the practices he shared. This book merely scratches the surface of these teachings, but even so, the information can be overwhelming to newcomers. If this happens to you, set down the book and come back to it in a little while. It’s a lot to take in.


Buddhism is called a religion, but it is really a philosophy of living consciously in this life in order to live forever in another life. The other life is achieved through enlightenment and is so foreign to human consciousness that it has to be experienced to be truly understood. The Buddha said a few interesting things about reality. The first is translated as follows: “Our theories of the eternal are as valuable as are those which a chick which has not broken its way through its shell might form of the outside world.” In other words, we don’t know anything about what’s really going on. Another saying goes, “Only the experience of Nirvana makes it comprehensible to the wise.” The entire focus of Buddhism is inner self-development. Generations of seasoned Buddhists have written down their take on how to best approach self-development. These masters offer many ways and theories on the best path to enlightenment, the Buddhist’s highest level of personal development. But ultimately the awakening must be achieved by each individual person. The Buddha asked his students to work out their own salvation. “Do not depend on others,” he said.


Let’s begin, then, with the story of Siddhartha Gautama, the ordinary man who would become the Buddha …
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THE LIFE OF
THE BUDDHA
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The life of Siddhartha Gautama is relatively well known. It has been over 2,500 years since his birth, however, and there are many details of his life we will never know. Historians agree he was an actual person who lived and died in northeastern India near modern-day Nepal around 560 BCE (before the Common Era), experienced a profound spiritual awakening after a period of seeking, and then founded a monastic order based on his discoveries and experiences.


As for the details provided by Buddhist literature about Siddhartha’s life, written accounts vary between Buddhist sects. A sect is similar to a Christian denomination, and just as there are varying accounts about the details of the life and times of Jesus, so there are for the Buddha. However, it is commonly accepted that he was born into a relatively wealthy family in an area called Lumbini and raised in the town of Kapilavastu, which some archeologists believe to be the modern village of Tilaurakot in Nepal, about six miles west of the forest of Lumbini, where he is believed to have been born.


Beyond this there is little confirmed fact. It is said that shortly after his birth a wise man named Asita visited Siddhartha’s father, King Suddhodana. The wise man told the king that his newborn son, Prince Siddhartha, had two possible destinies: He would either become a great king or a wise holy man. The boy’s life direction would be determined by one simple thing—whether or not young Siddhartha was ever allowed to see life beyond the palace walls. If Siddhartha left the palace he would become a holy man; if not, he would become king. Not surprisingly, King Suddhodana decided to make a king out of his son and did everything in his power to prevent Siddhartha from going outside. Other variations of the story exist but this one is the most common.


Siddhartha’s confined life continued for twenty-nine years. Siddhartha enjoyed the best things in life. He ate the best food, enjoyed the finest entertainments and companionship, and wanted for nothing. Siddhartha wished to please his father the king, even though he had a nagging feeling that something was off. Siddhartha eventually married and, according to some versions, had at least one child. He also became a skilled warrior and tried his best to take part in all the things his father suggested he do. All of Siddhartha’s activities, however, took place within the palace walls.


Still, the desire to see life outside the palace grew stronger and stronger each year. As his father always refused or found new ways to distract Siddhartha from going outside, Siddhartha arranged a trip beyond the palace with his charioteer Channa. Again, accounts vary, and some stories say that the king finally relented and secretly prepared a special route for Siddhartha to travel filled with fine things and healthy, happy subjects. Either way, Siddhartha went forth and explored beyond the walls of the palace with Channa.


Siddhartha experienced four sights along his journey, or some say along four different journeys, beyond the palace walls. The first thing he beheld was an old man. Now this was quite a shock to Siddhartha, as he’d never seen such a person inside the palace; Siddhartha’s father kept such things hidden from his son. Siddhartha asked Channa what kind of person they were looking at and Channa replied that it was an old man, and that aging happens to everything alive. Siddhartha suddenly realized that everyone he knew, including his wife, would one day grow old and weak.


Continuing on their journey, Siddhartha saw a sick person on the side of road. Siddhartha had never seen disease or sickness within the palace, either, as his father kept this hidden from his son as well. Siddhartha was just as surprised by disease as he was by aging. He asked Channa what was going on. Channa explained that everyone is susceptible to disease and sickness. Siddhartha desired to help the sick man, but Channa prevented him, saying the sick man had the plague, which was contagious. This troubled Siddhartha, but they continued on their journey.


Farther along the road they beheld the most shocking sight yet for young Siddhartha, that of a dead body. Some accounts say Siddhartha watched the dead body be carried to a pyre and set on fire. Either way, the sight of the dead person troubled Siddhartha, and he again asked Channa to explain what was going on. Channa revealed that death happens to every living thing; there is no escape and nothing can prevent it. According to some accounts, upon hearing Channa’s words Siddhartha decided to find a way to prevent death.


It’s not hard to imagine Siddhartha’s distress at suddenly realizing the reality of pain and suffering in the world. Siddhartha’s first exploration beyond the palace walls was a life-changing experience. He was lost in thought about what he’d seen when Channa drove the chariot by an ascetic monk. Though dressed in rags and bone-thin, the man was smiling and apparently content. They stopped the chariot and Siddhartha asked about the man. Channa explained that this was a holy man who begged for food in exchange for teaching people how to be peaceful and good. In the face of everything he’d just seen, Siddhartha wondered how the holy man could seem so happy. He and Channa returned to the palace where Siddhartha reflected on the day’s events. He decided to become a monk to learn how to be happy again.


Soon after the chariot ride, Siddhartha received news that his wife had given birth to a son. Instead of feeling happy, however, he felt depressed. He had brought another being into the world of suffering, but also now he could never leave the palace to become a monk. In a moment of truly depressive storytelling, one version of the Buddha’s life goes so far as to say he named his son Rahula, which means “Obstacle.” Poor kid.


As Siddhartha approached thirty, with a growing family and an assured title of king in his future, he turned his back on everything he knew. He gave it all up and left the palace and his family and friends to seek out holy men. He was determined to learn about old age, pain and suffering, and death. For the next six years Siddhartha was a spiritual seeker. At first he studied with more well-known teachers of his day. He mastered meditation and other practices. At one point Siddhartha decided the best way for him to understand pain and suffering was to live as an extreme ascetic, a person who endured all manner of deliberate hardship in order to transcend their own attachment to suffering. Practices included prolonged fasting or self-starvation, self-cutting and other forms of body mutilation, prolonged holding of the breath, and other drastic measures.
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