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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). The glossary indicates the alternative renditions of terms used in this book.








1
Buddhists and Buddhism


This chapter introduces Buddhism and explains what is distinctive about a Buddhist way of life. It focuses on the importance of the Buddha and his teachings but also on Buddhist practices and the impact they can have on the development of our human faculties, especially the training of the mind. It explains why the idea of community is so important to Buddhists and how that has developed in a distinctive way, involving both lay and monastic members. You will learn about the distinctive features of Buddhist life including the ideal of renunciation, the aspiration to wisdom and compassion and how Buddhists commit themselves to improving themselves and the world they live in. The chapter explains the importance of the precepts as the principles on which a Buddhist way of life is based and mindfulness as the practice that develops the qualities at the heart of the Buddha’ teaching.


 



Who are Buddhists?



 


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)


 


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.


 


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)


 


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’.


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:


 


Not to do evil


To cultivate good


To purify one’s mind.


 


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.


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:


 


I go for refuge to the Buddha


I go for refuge to the Dhamma


I go for refuge to the Sangha.


 


Buddhist practice


The Five Precepts (Panca Sila)


At the heart of Buddhist ethical practice are the Five Precepts. These are rules that 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)


 


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.


In order to emphasize their value, a positive formulation of the precepts is sometimes used, which is recited as follows:


 


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)


 


Mindfulness


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:


 


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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