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BUDDHISM


A complete introduction


Clive Erricker




Introduction


This book is about what Buddhists think, what they do, and how they live their lives. This varies according to the type of Buddhism that is practised and where each Buddhist lives; essentially, however, all Buddhists follow the teachings of the Buddha – the Fully Enlightened One – as they have been transmitted over the last 2,500 years, although interpreted in various ways and, in some cases, with additions and amendments. In this book, a variety of sources have been drawn on in order to evoke the spirit of Buddhism and allow Buddhists to speak for themselves.


Buddhism today is diverse; this diversity contributes to its richness, and nowhere more so than in the West. Moreover, Buddhism offers teachings and practices that are open to anyone with a little intellectual curiosity and the willingness to accept that the modern world can benefit from ancient and timeless wisdom.


In addition to presenting the teachings of and variety within Buddhism, this book presents an understanding of Buddhism, its changes and new directions, in the context of the modern world. It considers the impact of Buddhism upon and responses to world affairs and current concerns, both globally and in the West.


In my own view there is a very real challenge to those within the diverse Buddhist communities to respond to significant and rapid changes that have taken place as we move through the early years of the twenty-first century. This is not to presume that this hasn’t been the case previously but, with the Buddhist emphasis on living in the present moment, I have fashioned the last chapter to highlight questions of values, necessarily important to Buddhists, that are of contemporary global and community importance rather than just relating to individuals. In doing so, I have posed further questions as to how Buddhist responses to these issues impact on understandings of Buddhism, interpretations of dharma (teachings), sangha (community) and tradition. These questions take account of inter-generational issues as Buddhists in the West consider how to educate their children from a Buddhist perspective.


This volume is an introduction to Buddhism for the general reader with an interest in the subject. It offers both a Buddhist perspective on the world and an understanding of the variety of Buddhist movements, both historically and contemporaneously. The intention is to provide an understanding of the Buddhist tradition and the ways in which it has, and continues to have, an impact upon different cultures and movements, and has, in turn, been influenced by those cultures with which it has interacted.


It is important, at the outset, to explain that Buddhism is a term given to that movement instigated by the historical Buddha, Sakyamuni, or, to give him his name prior to attaining Buddhahood, Siddhartha Gautama. The term Buddhism, and its general recognition as being one of the world’s great faiths, implies that Buddhism is a religion and that, in its diverse expressions, has a unified or essential teaching. While neither of these statements should be regarded as false, there is a certain economy with the truth in accepting them at face value. Classifications tend to have a habit of unravelling once one penetrates deeper into the object of study. Teachings tend to change once they encounter new ideas.


Here is an anecdotal example that occurred at the wedding in Japan of my daughter to her Japanese partner, Yoshi. This took place at a Shinto shrine where, during the ceremony, spirits were evoked to assure the auspiciousness of the union and its good fortune. Yoshi, however, assured me this was not a religious ceremony. Shinto shrines in Japan involve ceremonies that have been significantly influenced by the penetration of Buddhism into that culture, although the Buddhist, or syncretistic, practices involved are some way distant from the teachings of the historical Buddha himself. Additionally, when we investigate the Buddhism that is most prevalent in Japan, it often has a colouring that we in the West would recognize as theistic, in accordance with ideas of salvation and prayer that can be paralleled in religions with which we are more familiar, such as Christianity. This can be seen as being in tension with the agnostic stance taken by the historical Buddha.


In all of this we are experiencing the sort of complexity that attends changes in a tradition over time and within its different branches. Nevertheless, we can still speak of a tradition we can call Buddhist and of teachings at its core which, if lost, would compromise it significantly, if not irrevocably.


The Buddha and his teachings


Buddhism is a religion that was founded by Siddhartha Gautama in India in the sixth century BC. His title, the Buddha, means ‘awakened one’. This means that he gained the insight to see through the delusion of life and penetrate an understanding of things as they really are. His teachings explain how this is possible for everyone, therefore a Buddhist is someone who follows his teachings and lives life in accordance with them. The Buddha’s teachings are radical and revolutionary and, in many ways, quite different from those in other religions. For example, the question of whether or not there is a God or gods he regards as irrelevant. Also, finding academic answers to things which don’t actually change one’s life he regards as superfluous. He spoke of questions not tending to edification, questions about God and academic questions come under this category. So, what questions do edify?


Buddha observed that life was unsatisfactory because people desired what they did not have. As a result life was driven by desire. Desire is insatiable, by its very nature it increases dissatisfaction, thus we condemn ourselves to suffering. His question, then, is how do we stop suffering? His teachings are an answer to this question. However, the Buddha was insistent that the teachings had to be applied to one’s experience and that they should be lived out, thus they insist on a specific lifestyle, discipline and moral integrity. At the same time the Buddha insisted that the teachings themselves should be questioned as they are applied to one’s life: did they make sense and was there change in one’s condition as a result? Did suffering diminish and did selflessness arise?


The Buddha’s teaching, called the dharma, literally meaning ‘teaching’ or ‘truth’, sets out the path to end suffering. For this reason dharma can also be translated as the Way because it is a journey towards enlightenment, which is known as nirvana. Buddha is the guide because he has gone there before, he has taken that journey. Another term used for him is physician because he has made a diagnosis of the human condition and identified a cure through providing a remedy. This analogy is particularly helpful in highlighting one of the most important aspects of the historical Buddha’s teaching, that there is no salvation through faith. Nobody does it for you, it is you who are on the journey and you who must get there. The Buddha is not a saviour but he is a necessary guide and his diagnosis and remedy need to be followed.


Reading the teachings one is immediately struck by their prescriptive presentation, for example: the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path. These are highly analytical and logically precise formulations. The four noble truths are the foundation of Buddhist teachings, but they address highly emotive and existential issues.


•  The first Noble Truth: all is suffering (dukkha). This sounds extraordinarily pessimistic and in some senses wrong. Don’t we ever enjoy life? Isn’t life often pleasurable and aren’t we sometimes happy? Of course, it is true that we have pleasure and feel happy at times but that is not the point the Buddha is making. Instead of contrasting suffering with happiness we need to understand the relationship between them. The point is that we desire happiness and we are averse to suffering or unhappiness. So, can we be happy or fulfilled all the time? Clearly not, therefore because we desire to be happy, fulfilled or content we create the conditions for our own experience of unhappiness, discontent or suffering. The point is to notice that.


•  The second Noble Truth: the origin of suffering (samudaya). If we can agree that desire produces dissatisfaction or suffering then what is it that has to be attended to in order to stop this happening? What is its root cause? The Buddha observes that if I desire, then it is the I that causes desiring. In other words, desire is caused by the wish to preserve my sense of myself. This idea of the self, that wishes to maintain its existence and ‘self-image’, is an attachment we preserve. As long as we are attached to this ‘self’ we shall suffer in seeking to preserve it. Thus, the origin of suffering is attachment.


•  The third Noble Truth: the cessation of suffering (nirodha). Nirodha means to control and it refers to controlling our desires and attachments. This is the beginning of the remedy or cure. Contrary to our normal interpretation of control as controlling it is about becoming dispassionate, letting go of the wish for life to be as we wish it to be. To do this a new attitude of mind has to be cultivated. Attachment is replaced by acceptance. This is not fatalistic, it is a recognition that life cannot always be as we would want and, therefore, it is the wanting that must change because our circumstances will not. This does not mean acceptance in a passive sense. Rather, it means recognizing what is the best way to live out our lives in the given circumstances that we cannot change. In a larger sense it is acceptance of the human condition. Our mortal nature results in physical death, we cannot change that. But what dies? And is there more to it than that?


•  The fourth Noble Truth: the path to the cessation of suffering (magga). This is known as the Noble Eightfold Path and it consists of three aspects: ethical conduct (sila); mental discipline (samadhi) and wisdom (prajna). It is best to think about the inter-relationship of these three aspects. First, without mental discipline ethical conduct is difficult, we cannot control our actions. Second, wisdom cannot be achieved without ethical conduct or mental discipline. Wisdom is, effectively, the recognition of the goal to be achieved, outlined in the first three noble truths. Mental discipline and ethical conduct enable that recognition. Wisdom is not cleverness, it is the accumulation of skilful experience.


It would be possible to intellectually acknowledge the rightness of the Buddha’s analysis of the human condition but, in itself, that is of no use; that won’t stop you suffering. The point is to apply the teachings to the everyday life in which they have to be lived out. And, the Buddha pointed out, they have to be lived out in community.


The emergence of the Buddhist community


In the India of the Buddha’s day there was a strict caste division that hierarchically ranked society. At the top of this were the Brahmins, the priestly caste, who gained this status because they were the custodians of knowledge. This knowledge came from the Vedas, revealed texts that demanded that both society and the cosmos could only be kept in order by the priests chanting the appropriate Vedic texts, to accompany different forms of ceremonial and social activity.


However, there was also a counter tradition, particularly strong at the Buddha’s time, of renunciants. A renunciant was one who gave up all worldly possessions and retreated from society in order to pursue wisdom or knowledge. They lived outside the social structure, often as ‘forest dwellers’.


The texts on the Buddha’s life tell us that the Buddha was a renunciant. He left his home, his wife and child and his station in life as a young prince in order to find this wisdom or knowledge. Initially, he thought it lay in the complete denial of the material and physical world. It was at the point of starvation that he realized that could not lead to truth.


After his subsequent enlightenment he started to preach the teachings we have noted above and was initially derided by his former renunciant colleagues. However, over time, he gained a strong following of disciples. These became the sangha (community) for whom the Buddha composed the rules, called the Vinaya. Being a renunciant community this meant they were totally dependent on householders, the non-renunciants, for their physical and material livelihood. The Buddha stipulated that this was a necessary relationship so that the sangha could be of benefit to those beyond it.


For Buddhists the sangha has its place alongside the Buddha and the dharma as the three jewels of Buddhism, which are also known as the three refuges. Refuge here means ‘a place of truth’, in contra-distinction to the delusory nature of worldly life. If we seek refuge in desire we are bound to experience disappointment.


It is important to note two fundamental effects of the emergence of Buddhism. First, it challenged the dominant knowledge holders, the Brahmins, in the Indian society of the Buddha’s time. Their knowledge was false, as indeed was their way of knowing. This undermined their authority and set Buddhism up as a counter-knowledge system that challenged the hierarchical nature of Indian society, based on caste that derived from the Brahmin’s authority. Second, Buddhism set up an alternative model for social order based on the idea of the sangha (community). At its heart was the monastic sangha, devoted to the disciplined path to liberation. But this sangha had a mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship with the lay sangha of householders, ordinary members of society. If the lay sangha did not respect the monastics then the monastic sangha would die out because it would lack the material means for its survival that the lay sangha provided.


The development of Buddhism


Buddhism developed both schisms and new developments that occurred through adaptation to new socio-cultural milieus. The first schism occurred between the Theravada and Mahayana schools. The Theravada (Way of the Elders) and the Mahayana (Great Vehicle) schism developed from the second council of 380 BCE at Vesali. It arose because of disagreements over what the Buddha actually taught.


Prior to this the Buddha’s teachings were not written down but preserved orally. As a result of this division, the Mahayana school spread to the north, from India into present-day Nepal, China, Tibet, Japan, Korea and back down through south-east Asia into Vietnam. The Theravada spread south into Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos.


Meanwhile, in time, Buddhism started to disappear from India, where it encountered resistance, first with regard to the Hindu caste system and later with the Mongol invasion. The Mahayana produced new scriptures, ascribed to the historical Buddha, but which were of a different kind and introduced new ideas. Most importantly, the Mahayana idea of the bodhisattva asserted that the Theravadin idea of the arahant (one who has attained an enlightened state of mind) was insufficient. The bodhisattva did not seek enlightenment for himself but for all beings and thus delayed his entrance into nirvana due to his selfless compassion. This created a new idea, that the bodhisattva was available to assist Buddhists in their escape from samsara (worldly life) and could be called upon.


As Mahayana Buddhism spread into China and Japan and absorbed some of the indigenous ideas of Taoism and Shinto, so new forms of Buddhism occurred. Some of these were faith based. In Japan the popularity of Pure Land Buddhism lay in its doctrine that repeating the name of the Buddha Amida as an act of devotion would ensure admission to the Pure Land and, ultimately, release from samsaric existence. This was a Buddhism of salvation in which the Buddha became a saviour. This transmutation of Buddhism became possible because of the Mahayana emphasis on the historical Buddha (Sakyamuni) being only one of a number of Buddhas before him and yet to come. Thus it was possible to call on future Buddhas, as it was possible to call on bodhisattvas, for assistance and release from suffering.


Equally important have been the Ch’an and Zen schools of Buddhism that have flourished in China and Japan respectively. Their emphasis has been on the importance of meditation (dhyana) as the vehicle toward nirvana. Their practice of just sitting, emptying the mind (the Soto Zen school) and koans, riddles to break through conceptual thinking (the Rinzai school) promoted a return to the fundamental importance of meditation as the vehicle to enlightenment.


When the Mahayana entered Tibet a new form of Buddhism flourished, namely Vajrayana. This was influenced by Tantrism in India. Tantric practice posed the possibility of enlightenment being reached in one lifetime and Buddhist tantrism and Hindu tantrism, which emerged through the Shaivite devotees, who worshipped Shiva and his consort Kali, had distinct similarities. The plethora of bodhisattvas and Buddhas in the Vajrayana pantheon provided a Buddhist equivalent of Tantric Hindu worship. And, just as Hinduism had avatars (incarnations of God) so the Dalai Lama is understood to be the incarnation of the bodhisattva of compassion Avalokiteshvara (in Tibetan known as Chenrezig).


Buddhism appeared in the West towards the end of the nineteenth century and up until today new dynamics and new expressions of it have emerged. This is consistent with the capacity of Buddhism to adapt over time as it spread in Asia. One example of a new orientation is the Western Buddhist Order founded by the venerable Sangharakshita. Formerly an Englishman called Dennis Lingwood, he ordained as Sangharakshita in India. On returning to England he established the Western Buddhist Order as a form of sangha, adapted to the West, that did not wear monastic robes and was not mendicant. Other Buddhist movements have also developed, especially in the United States, often focusing on a particular teacher, seeking to find ways in which Buddhism, or the dharma, can flourish without being part of the traditional infrastructure of Buddhist societies.


Buddhism today


Buddhism, in different forms, can be found across the world. Some countries are traditionally Buddhist, such as Thailand, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Tibet, but political events and globalization are affecting the influence and activity of Buddhism in these societies. For example, the Dalai Lama is in exile in McLeod Ganj near Dharamsala, India, and the Chinese occupation of Tibet is intended to prevent the influence of Buddhism there in the future. In Myanmar Buddhist monks have protested against the rule of the military junta but also been involved in discrimination against a Muslim minority. In Sri Lanka Buddhism has been compromised by the Sinhalese nationalism against the Tamils. In Thailand, Western influence is increasing along with the importation of Western vices.


At the same time Buddhism is in evidence in countries in which it was formerly absent. Different forms of Buddhism have spread to the United States, partly because Buddhist teachers have settled there or because their Western disciples have returned from Asia to start their own communities.


As Buddhism spreads to these new areas, especially in the West, it has started to engage with contemporary issues through peace movements and ecological movements which are clearly of concern to Buddhists. In doing so Buddhists have had to rethink the nature of Buddhism’s role in the world and the impact it can have. Some Buddhists express concern that it is identified as a religion rather than being about living the dharma, others are asking questions about the best form the sangha can take where there is no traditional monastic presence. Others are asking questions about how best to bring up their children in a Buddhist manner and with a Buddhist based education. The twenty-first century will be an interesting time for Buddhism as it adapts, changes and, perhaps, re-establishes the ancient truths of the Buddha in a world that is very different technologically but not so different, if at all, in terms of the prevalence of suffering.


While I wish to present Buddhism in an objective fashion I cannot deny that, in a troubled twenty-first century world, I think its teachings still have relevance in assisting us in dealing with the global, social and personal issues we face.


Finally, a note on who might benefit from reading this book. This is not a book for Buddhists (though if they found it helped them learn more about Buddhism that would be good!). Nor is it intended to ‘convert’ anyone to Buddhism (though, hopefully some of the ideas in it might prove to be beneficial!) Rather, it is written for those who want to:


•  learn about or from a powerful and radical thinker;


•  enrich their own personal philosophy and be challenged in the way they think about human purpose and behaviour;


•  engage with the complexity of a rich, influential and evolving tradition.


THE TRIRATNA BUDDHIST ORDER


In April 2010 the Western Buddhist Order became known as the Triratna Buddhist Order. In the same way, the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order (FWBO) are now known as the Triratna Buddhist Community. This new name reflects the organization’s increasingly global focus in offering refuge to the three jewels – Buddha, Dharma, Sangha. The sanskrit term ‘triratna’ translates as ‘three jewels’. This book uses this new terminology. However, publications previously ascribed to the FWBO are still credited as such, and quotations from Order members may also use the previous names.
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Note on terminology


Due to the difference in languages used by the Theravadin and Mahayanist branches of Buddhism (Pali and Sanskrit respectively), Buddhist terms can appear in two forms: for example, dhamma (Pali) and dharma (Sanskrit). The Buddha’s name also varies accordingly: Siddhatta Gotama (Pali) and Siddhartha Gautama (Sanskrit). Generally speaking, within the text the respective forms have been used according to the language of the branch of Buddhism being examined.




How to use this book
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The Key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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The book includes concise quotes from key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory level book.
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The fact-check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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The context offers background material to a particular idea or example. There is at least one in most chapters, and hopefully they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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The spotlight feature offers further interesting or amusing material that will add to your understanding.
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Buddhists and Buddhism
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  the basic Buddhist teachings and what makes them distinctive


•  about the Buddhist idea of community


•  about the practical effects of the Buddhist teachings and idea of community, and how these are related to the way Buddhists try to live their lives and respond to the world around them.
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Thus shall ye think of all this fleeting world:


A star at dawn, a bubble in a stream,


A flash of lightning in a summer cloud,


A flickering lamp, a phantom, and a dream.


(The Diamond Sutra, 868 AD)
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Who are Buddhists?


This is a question that many people in the West might well ask. The quotation above is from the Buddha himself, and one answer to our question is that Buddhists are those who understand the world in this way. But such a statement is easily misunderstood, so perhaps we should start by approaching our question in a less poetic fashion.


How would Buddhists today answer it? Some might reply that Buddhists are the followers of the Buddha and his teachings. While this is an accurate response, it is open to misunderstanding. For example, Buddhists do not follow the Buddha in the same way as Christians follow Christ. The reason for this is that the Buddha is not understood to be a god; nor did he teach his disciples a way to God. Indeed, he did not even claim that his teachings were a unique and original source of wisdom; but he did maintain that they had a very specific practical purpose and that they were meant to be useful.
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Buddha always said, ‘Don’t take what I’m saying, just try to analyse as far as possible and see whether what I’m saying makes sense or not. If it doesn’t make sense, discard it. If it does make sense, then pick it up.’


(John Bowker, Worlds of Faith, BBC, 1983, p 134)
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Another way of answering the question might be to say that Buddhists practise the dhamma (Pali) or dharma (Sanskrit). This word has a range of meanings that interconnect. Most importantly, dharma means ‘truth, law or teaching’. Thus, Buddhists are stressing that the Buddha’s teaching pointed to the truth; and moreover, that they are practising what the Buddha preached, truthful living, which is open to everyone.




The Dhamma can be practised by anybody. It can be practised by any man, woman, even by any child. It can be practised by someone in India, and it can be practised by someone in England. By someone in America, or someone in China. If there are people on the moon, it can be practised by those people on the moon. The Dhamma is universal … it’s for everybody – for every human being. Because every human being is the brother or sister of every other human being. The more we practise the Dhamma, the more we come together. It doesn’t matter whether we are born in India or whether we are born in England. If we practise the Dhamma, we are one. If we practise the Dhamma, we are brothers and sisters.


(Ven. Sangharakshita, Friends of the Western Buddhist Order Newsletter No. 54, p 2)





A third answer to the question would be to say that Buddhists are those who belong to the sangha. Sangha means ‘community’. Often it denotes the monastic community, but in a broader sense it refers to Buddhists in general. It could be said that Buddhists are part of the sangha in the way that Christians belong to the Church. However, the distinction of belonging to the Buddhist community is a commitment to living a life that cultivates well-being and happiness through following particular teachings, rules and practices. Sometimes the members of the sangha are referred to as ‘spiritual friends’.




For twenty-five centuries the Community has held Buddhism together. It is a refuge for the weary and an ideal of renunciation, a source of leadership and a standard of permanence in times of cultural change. It is an institution, and thus always available to those who need it. The religious vocation is given a home, the seeker is given a path, and the life of brotherhood is established as a model for all mankind.


(Stephan Beyer, The Buddhist Experience, Dickenson, 1974, p 65)





If we put all three answers together, we arrive at a more complete understanding of what it means to be a Buddhist.


The Three Jewels


The Buddha, dhamma, or dharma, and sangha are known as the Three Jewels, the implication of this being that they are what Buddhists hold most dear in life. It is usual to make a commitment to them; this takes place in a formal ceremony, which marks the intention to live a life that can be summarized in a verse found in the Dhammapada, a popular compilation of the Buddha’s teaching:
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Not to do evil


To cultivate good


To purify one’s mind.
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The importance of this commitment is made clearer by contrasting these Three Jewels with what Buddhists understand to be the unhelpful influences in life, also termed the three poisons: greed or craving, which is sometimes also termed desire; hatred or aversion; and delusion or ignorance. The opposition of these triple formulations succinctly defines the Buddhist path. By inclining to the former, and seeking to avoid the influence of the latter, Buddhists understand the purpose of life.


It is important to note that the three poisons (craving, aversion and delusion) should be understood as three aspects of the same condition or three inter-related symptoms. Each exacerbates the other; for example, craving increases aversion and aversion increases delusion, and vice-versa.


The Three Refuges


The Buddha, dhamma (dharma) and sangha are also known as the Three Refuges. Refuge is not used in its negative sense of hiding away from something; rather, it means that which provides safety and the possibility of growth, that which you can put your trust in. For this reason, the formal recitation of the Three Jewels is described as ‘going for refuge’. Although Buddhists of different persuasions would want to say a lot more about what this means and involves, we may begin here by saying that a Buddhist is one who has taken refuge in the Buddha, dhamma and sangha; from here, like the Buddha himself when he resolved to leave home in search of wisdom, he or she ‘goes forth’.


Through the simple act of reciting this formula three times, one declares oneself a Buddhist:
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I go for refuge to the Buddha


I go for refuge to the Dhamma


I go for refuge to the Sangha.
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The implication of this act is to radically reassess personal priorities and goals, as this passage written by a Japanese Buddhist teacher describes:




Taking refuge is the first step on the Buddhist path to inner freedom, but it is not something new. We have been taking refuge all our lives, though mainly in external things, hoping to find security and happiness. Some of us take refuge in money, some in drugs. Some take refuge in food, in mountain-climbing or in sunny beaches. Most of us seek security and satisfaction in a relationship with a man or a woman. Throughout our lives we have drifted from one situation to the next, always in the expectation of final satisfaction. Our successive involvements may sometimes offer temporary relief but, in sober truth, seeking refuge in physical possessions and transient pleasures merely deepens our confusion rather than ending it.


(Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, Weatherhill, 1982, p 7)





Note how ‘refuge’ has a different connotation and quality to the way in which it is normally used in the West. Refuge is understood as necessary and endemic in the human condition. It is a question of what one takes refuge in and what satisfaction is gained as a result. Samsaric refuge is always transitory. In turn, note how this affects the way in which we might understand the idea of freedom.
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Spotlight: Freedom










‘People place great value on being free and are even willing to die for it. The contemporary notion of freedom traces its roots back to some key intellectuals in the European traditions, most notably Plato, Nietzsche, Locke, Mill, and Freud. Western psychology – Freud in particular – developed the concept that freedom means acting on one’s desires. In other words, every action allowing for uninhibited expression of desires represents freedom. Thus, many modern people, either consciously or unconsciously, adhere to the belief that acting on their impulses, emotions, and desires constitute an act of freedom or an avenue to freedom.


From a Buddhist standpoint, this notion is backwards. One of the Buddha’s first and most fundamental awakenings centered on the insight that to act on desire – on impulse, on instinct – is actually a form of bondage. Desire, rather than expressing our more refined sensibilities, is instinctual or karmic in nature. It’s a pattern, an almost involuntary reflex that actually holds us in bondage to a previous habit pattern. Every time we yield to and act on a habitual desire it becomes more ingrained and consequently harder for us to break in the future.’


(Excerpt from the article by Doug Powers, ‘Buddhism and Modernity’ in Religion: East and West, vol. 1. http://www.drby.net/index.php/Dharma/buddhismmodernity.html)
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Buddhist practice


What does this Buddhist way of life involve? First and foremost it is a practical path through life.
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It is only useful to you if it’s practical. For me it is. I developed my meditation into an awareness and mindfulness and learned to do just what I was doing at any one time and nothing else. I find I pick up on things much quicker and am more open to other people. I have a better perspective on things and am more in touch with myself.


In a business context, I’ve begun to investigate my motives for doing the things I do in the business world. What do we really need? Food, shelter, clothes and medicine. That’s about it. Of course I’m not perfect. I do lose it sometimes. I’m only human. But my practice decreases the percentage.


(Paul Queripel, Target Magazine, April 1988, p 12)
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Key idea: Meditation










A formal practice focused on calming the mind (samatha) and gaining insight (vipassana). The basis of mindfulness.
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The Buddha’s message stresses that speculation about the way things are is of little value. He spoke of investigating the human situation as a doctor investigates an illness, needing both diagnosis and cure. His teaching is a prescription. Speculation and discussion that does not focus on this is of no help. In a well-known passage he says that, if someone were struck by an arrow, he would not refuse to have it taken out until he knew who shot the arrow, whether he were married or not, what he looked like and so on: he would simply concentrate on removing it. In this way, he indicated that he was not concerned with discussing the questions often regarded as of religious importance; for example, who created the world? how did it come into being? and so forth. These were considered by the Buddha as questions not tending to edification: what essentially matters is the here and now. Treading the Buddhist path should lead to a transformation in the self: a continuous refining of both thought and action, of the way we relate to others and to the world we live in and finally of our self-understanding.


In the West, because of our lack of contact with traditionally Buddhist societies, erroneous views of Buddhism are prevalent. Buddhists are often thought to be other-worldly, concerned solely with a monastic life, retreating from society, looking inward and being unconcerned with everyday affairs. Buddhism is often believed to be a highly abstract philosophical system, academic and self-absorbing, of no value to the ordinary person. Such views would have bemused the Buddha, and possibly brought a wry smile to his face; however, they represent a barrier to understanding present-day Buddhists.


THE FIVE PRECEPTS (PANCA SILA)


At the heart of Buddhist ethical practice are the Five Precepts. These are rules which identify the aspirations of a Buddhist. They are not commandments; rather, they are the minimum essential ‘prescription’ for treating the human condition, and an antidote to the three poisons: greed, aversion or hatred, and ignorance or delusion. They consist of the following undertakings:


  1  I undertake to observe the precept to abstain from harming living beings.


  2  I undertake to observe the precept to abstain from taking things not freely given.


  3  I undertake to observe the precept to abstain from sexual misconduct.


  4  I undertake to observe the precept to abstain from false speech.


  5  I undertake to observe the precept to abstain from intoxicating drinks and drugs causing heedlessness.


(adapted from Niyamatolika, The Word of the Buddha, The Buddhist Publication Society, 1971, p xii)
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Key idea: The precepts










The basis of Buddhist behaviour. Monks follow ten precepts and lay people five.
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Spotlight: Intoxication










Intoxication itself, causing heedlessness, can be of different kinds: Japanese Zen master Oda Sesso (1901–66), abbot of Daitokuji monastery, warned: ‘There is little to choose between a man lying in the ditch heavily drunk on rice liquor, and a man heavily drunk on his own ‘enlightenment’!’ (http://www.enlightened-spirituality.org/Zen_Humor.html)


[image: image]


Of course, if carrying out the undertakings identified in the precepts were as simple as it might seem, things would soon be well and good. However, the purpose of this commitment is, at least in part, to investigate what is really involved in leading this virtuous way of life. Thus, the more diligently you attempt to put the undertakings into practice, the more aware you become of their significance. This accords with the Buddha’s exhortation that one should find things out for oneself. The cure can be prescribed by the doctor – but the patient must administer it and see whether it works.
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Of whatever teachings you can assure yourself in this way, these teachings lead to calmness, not to neurotic passion, to mental freedom, not to bondage, to a decrease of worldly entanglements, not to an increase of them … of such teachings you may affirm with certainty, this is the Dhamma, this is the Ethical Life, this is the Master’s Message.


(Vinaya 11:10, quoted in F.L. Woodward, Some Sayings of the Buddha, The Buddhist Society, London, 1974)
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The Buddhist way of life is meant to consist of carrying a minimum of baggage, both material and spiritual. For this reason the Buddha’s pronouncements can appear terse and austere, and imply a separation from society and a consequent introversion. However, if we apply the precepts in the way the Buddha intended, their function becomes clear. Here is the way one British Buddhist understands them:




It’s not a rule or a commandment. It’s a promise I make to myself. One thing I do each morning when I get up is to recite the simple Five Precepts: each morning I say them to myself – a bit loudly, but to myself: I take the view that I will not do such a thing. And then if I broke the promise I made in the morning, I’d feel a bit guilty, that I couldn’t keep that promise today. But if I kept it, I’m quite happy that I did it. And then at night, just before I go to sleep, I repeat a stanza, which means that I have done such a thing, and I thank the Buddha for this doctrine, which I have learnt, and I have kept that side of it today.


(John Bowker, Worlds of Faith, BBC, 1983, p 133)





The Five Precepts place emphasis on motivation, not just action. They are a self-discipline freely undertaken. As a result, a change in action occurs. Observing not harming living beings creates a sensitivity in one’s perceptions and care in one’s behaviour. Thus, one becomes more attentive in the actions one carries out as a result.


THE TEN PRECEPTS (DASA SILA) AND THE EIGHT PRECEPTS (ATTANGA SILA)


The Buddha laid down the Ten Precepts for samaneras (those in training for the monastic life) and pious lay people unattached to families. They are the basis of the monastic code followed by bhikkhus (monks). The following are added to the basic Five Precepts:


  6  I undertake to observe the precept to abstain from taking untimely meals.


  7  I undertake to abstain from dancing, music, singing and watching grotesque mime.


  8  I undertake to abstain from the use of garlands, perfumes and personal adornment.


  9  I undertake to abstain from the use of high seats.


10  I undertake to abstain from accepting gold or silver.


(The Eight Precepts put numbers seven and eight together and omit the tenth.)


Lay Buddhists may undertake the Eight Precepts on festival days, but the Ten Precepts effectively determine the separation of monks from the rest of society as those who have taken up the mendicant life (relying on others for their physical and material needs), and become renunciants. The ideal behind the practice of the Ten Precepts is to be freed from all sensual entanglements. Thus the prohibitions involved prevent indulgence in food, entertainment, adornment, the seeking of status, personal importance and luxury, and the accumulation of wealth.


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PRECEPTS


It is worth investigating the significance of the precepts a little further. For example, taking the first precept, to abstain from harming any living being: this, at its most obvious level, would involve not killing another human being. In a more subtle way, it could involve making the effort to support, rather than ignore, another who is suffering or in distress. Deciding not to do something for another’s benefit is to harm him or her as much as deciding to do something that will obviously injure or kill. This is a precept that we can immediately relate to humans; however, our awareness may not so readily extend to other creatures. It may more easily extend to animals we are fond of, or find useful, than to those we do not value, or who threaten us and our well-being. The Buddha did not intend to instigate a long and ultimately unprofitable debate on this subject by advancing this precept as a guiding principle. For Buddhists, it is a matter of keeping the precept in mind when carrying out their day-to-day activities, whether they be cooking, driving, teaching or making important political decisions.


Thinking about the second precept, that of abstaining from things not given, we may interpret this as not stealing – in which case, to take another’s property and not return it would be an obvious example; but to take something without permission would be another. To address the precept on a more subtle level might involve not invading someone’s privacy, or their time to think or be alone; for thoughts, reflections and feelings are as much what one owns as material possessions.


When we start to consider the precepts as a whole, further considerations apply. Heedless actions suggest a lack of awareness of the influence of our own actions or presence upon others; when we relate this principle to a Buddhist virtue such as generosity, we become aware of the pervasiveness of this basic code. While not infringing upon another’s private life, it is important to be alert to ways in which our presence may be of value to them; this involves the dedication of time and effort, to the extent of relegating one’s own concerns accordingly.


One British Buddhist puts it in this way:




It’s quite possible to be British and Buddhist – though it’s not easy, as Buddhist values are diametrically opposed to the ‘me’ and ‘must get more’ values apparently prevalent in today’s society.


However, with awareness and care it is possible for Buddhist practice to flourish. For most of us mundane actions form the greater part of life – getting up in the morning, washing, dressing, going to work. These are the repeated experiences of my life and therefore offer a great opportunity for practice. Do I get up each morning bad-tempered? Do the soap I use, or the clothes I wear, exploit or abuse other living beings? Can the pollution created by my travelling to work be diminished? Constant awareness of how we use our bodies, speech and minds is Buddhist practice.


This practice develops compassion towards oneself and others. It brings joy as one sees its effects, and leads to peace as one minimizes greed, hate and delusion.


(quoted in C. Erricker, Buddhism, E G Religions Source Book, The Guardian, 1993, p 19)





In order to emphasize their value, a positive formulation of the precepts is sometimes used, which is recited as follows:
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With deeds of loving kindness, I purify my body.


With open-handed generosity, I purify my body.


With stillness, simplicity and contentment, I purify my body.


With truthful communication, I purify my speech.


With mindfulness, clear and radiant, I purify my mind.


(The FWBO Puja Book, Windhorse Publications, 1984, p 18)
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MINDFULNESS


Understanding the Buddhist view in the way described above leads us to consider how to achieve this refinement of attitude (or equanimity, to use a Buddhist term), while involved in the activity of our daily lives.
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Key idea: Mindfulness










The practice of watching one’s own mind and motivations and responding positively to others. Attention is paid to the here and now and concentration on the present moment.
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There is a story about a group of learned Buddhist monks who spent all their time in scholastic debate. As part of their banter they would often wonder, half-joking, half-seriously, which one of them would get enlightened first. Whenever this topic came up, the only thing they could all agree on was that it would not be Stupid, the illiterate monk who was capable only of sweeping the monastery floor and whom nobody has any time for. Of course, it was Stupid who got enlightened first. The jealous monks went to the Abbot. How come Stupid had got enlightened? Had he been overhearing their intellectual conversations? ‘Not at all,’ replied the Abbot, ‘It’s just that while he was sweeping the corners of the monastery he made sure he was also sweeping the corners of his mind.’


(Adrian Abbotts, in C. Erricker and V. Barnett (eds), World Religions in Education, The Shap Working Party, 1989, p 11)





Remaining positive in outlook depends on not reacting negatively to events. However, the watchfulness and discipline required are obviously difficult to attain. The Buddha’s teaching stressed as a supreme quality the cultivation of mindfulness; this involves an ability to watch over our own state of mind at the same time as observing the emotional fluctuations that occur in those around us. We cannot give to others without taking account of, and dealing with, the volatility present in our own nature. In simple terms, anger provokes anger, meanness provokes meanness, heedlessness provokes heedlessness.


A crucial implication of the Buddha’s teaching is that no one is an island, but that by practising the dhamma it is possible to influence the attitudes of those around us and of society at large. Indeed, the substance of this message goes still further. Not only human existence, but the destiny of the world, depend upon this taking place. It involves being in harmony with nature, and respect for all living things. Returning to the Indian context in which this teaching was first formulated, it goes beyond the span of our lives from birth to death, and determines our future rebirth. Buddhists consider that the capacity to progress to a more elevated spiritual and moral state has a fundamental effect on the evolution of the world. Adhering to the dhamma will make the world a more harmonious place; the opposite will be true if the dhamma is ignored. Equally, the individual will find the dhamma easier or harder to follow as a consequence. Thus the microcosmic and macrocosmic understanding of individual action and cosmic evolution are intimately related. The capacity to be virtuous and to exhibit such qualities as generosity and loving kindness are steps on the path to becoming truly compassionate, which is one of the two supreme Buddhist attributes. The Buddha expressed this in one of his sermons to his first disciples:
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Go forth on your journey, for the profit of the many, out of compassion for the world, for the welfare, the profit, the bliss of devas (gods) and mankind.


(Vinaya 1:21, quoted in F.L. Woodward, Some Sayings of the Buddha, The Buddhist Society, London, 1974)
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Figure 1.1 Western Buddhist in meditation.


Wisdom and compassion


Compassion (karuna) must be complemented by wisdom (prajna). The two are inseparable; they co-exist, and without the other neither is possible. The development of wisdom depends upon a more formal practice which, in Western terms, is understood as meditation. In its earlier Indian context, it was a form of yoga. Yoga means to yoke or bind oneself, and here the notion of commitment is present once again. Without the discipline of a formal practice that allows understanding of the way in which one’s own mind works, and development of the capacity for insight, the cultivation of compassion is inevitably diminished. One word for meditation that identifies its instrumental role is bhavana (mental or spiritual development); bhavana presumes that the latent capacity we have needs to be cultivated, in order for our full potential to be achieved. The purpose of this activity has been beautifully described by an influential twentieth-century meditation teacher in this way:
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Try to be mindful and let things take their natural course. Then your mind will become still in any surroundings, like a clear forest pool. All kinds of wonderful, rare animals will come to drink at the pool, and you will clearly see the nature of all things. You will see many strange and wonderful things come and go, but you will be still. This is the happiness of the Buddha.


(Ajahn Chah, A Still Forest Pool, Kornfield and Breitner (eds), Quest Books, 1975)
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This passage outlines succinctly the purpose of Buddhist meditation. Be calm (samatha) and you will become mindful. In this observant and detached state, you will recognize what is actually happening and gain insight (vipassana) into the way things truly are. From this arises a peace or happiness that allows a positive and virtuous response to others, regardless of the way in which you are treated. The result is attainment of both wisdom and compassion.


Another example can be found in the teaching of the Buddha, and his response to a situation that was far from the environment of academic debate and spiritual retreat. It emphasizes the Buddhist concern to treat the root of the problem of human suffering, while not admitting that the events that cause such suffering are immediately avoidable.


Here the Buddha is helping the distressed mother of a dead child:
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Context: The story of Kisagotami










Kisagotami was born into a very poor family, and had the reputation of being frail and tiring easily. When she was old enough to be married she went to live with her husband’s family. Because she had come from a poor home, they treated her without much respect until she gave birth to a son. Then their attitude was quite different, and she was treated with both kindness and honour. Her situation was now a happy one, but this did not last for long. When her son was old enough to run about and play he became ill and died. Kisagotami was desolate. She had not only lost the child she loved, but also her respected position in her home. In her grief she picked up the body of her child and wandered from one house to another, asking for medicine for her son. The people who met her laughed and sneered. ‘Whoever heard of medicine for the dead?’ they said.
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