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All faiths have sacred myths that are precious to their religious traditions. Here are their stories.


Sacred Stories is a priceless collection of thirty-five spellbinding stories from distinctive backgrounds and faiths. Author Marilyn McFarlane takes you on a respectful, engaging, and educational journey through seven major belief systems:


Buddhism • Christianity • Hinduism • Islam • Judaism • Native American • Sacred Earth


Enhanced by beautiful illustrations and intriguing facts, Sacred Stories draws from a rich storehouse of history, tradition, and symbols of humanity’s deepest needs and longings. Each captivating story and illustration brings to life the key tenets of a particular belief system, from creation myths to miraculous visions, from gods and goddesses to the Golden Rule. Appealing to young and old alike, Sacred Stories will expand your understanding of human spirituality in all its wonder.


GLOSSARY AND RESOURCE GUIDE INCLUDED!
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Marilyn McFarlane, raised in a devoutly religious family, always had an interest in the diversity of world faiths. During her journeys as an author and travel writer, Marilyn continued her education by exploring sacred sites—Hindu temples in India, European cathedrals, Buddhist shrines, neo-Pagan altars, mosques in Morocco, and many more.


With the firm belief that understanding others’ faiths can lead to tolerance, acceptance, and peace, and an equally firm belief in the power of story, Marilyn wrote Sacred Stories. A mother and grandmother, she lives in Portland, Oregon, with her husband, two cats, and many books. Learn more about Marilyn’s work at:


marilynmcfarlane.com
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To my grandchildren, who love a good story, and to all children.
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Introduction
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Long ago, myths about gods and goddesses helped people explain the natural world. When people heard thunder or saw lightning, they believed the sky gods were angry; when the sun rose or rain fell on their fields or a rainbow appeared in the sky, they said the gods and goddesses made it happen. People from the same regions came to believe the same stories. They developed rituals around them that became religions as people worshipped these powerful beings, asking for their blessings and expressing thanks.


Over the centuries, religious beliefs changed and shifted; now hundreds of different religions exist around the world, each with its own fervent followers. Some people think that their religion is the only true and correct one. Some have gone to war to force others to change their spiritual beliefs, because they want everyone to believe as they do.


Today, science explains how nature and the universe work, and many people say that religion isn’t needed. Yet religious feelings and beliefs are as strong as ever. They must be more than a substitute for science.


What all the world’s religions have in common is a belief in a greater power. Some of them have no word and no picture for this power; they say it’s the force that makes the earth spin, the stars and planets move, and life grow and fade and grow again in a vast cycle. Others think of the power as a loving, sometimes strict father or mother. Still others say it has many names and faces, both male and female.


This book tells a few of the best-known stories of the main religions in the world today. Some were told orally for many years before they were ever written down, with details evolving over time, and by region. Others are believed to have been transcribed around the time the events happened. Even if you already hold beliefs in one of these systems, reading or hearing the stories will help you understand more about the beliefs and the people who base their lives on them.


Some of these sacred stories might be considered fables or tales, but all are in the mythic tradition. To say a story is a myth does not mean it is a lie. It may not be literal fact, but it tells a story that is deeper than fact because it holds an important truth about life. We put the truth into story form because humans use stories and pictures to understand what cannot be seen and touched. Perhaps this is why so many traditions share similar themes and lessons. Collectively, these stories are part of our global heritage, the wisdom passed down through generations. They are as important to human identity as our music, art, laws, and other aspects of civilization.


A myth is more than a tall tale or an adventure story. Myths show us the truth about human beliefs.


The religions in this book appear in alphabetical order.





The Golden Rule
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Buddhism:


Hurt not others with that which pains yourself.


Christianity:


Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.


Hinduism:


Treat others as you would yourself be treated.


Islam:


Do unto all men as you would wish to have done unto you.


Judaism:


What you yourself hate, do to no man.


Native American:


Live in harmony, for we are all related.


Sacred Earth:


Do as you will, as long as you harm no one.
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Part 1
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Buddhism


Buddhism began 2,500 years ago, when Siddhartha Gautama (sid-AR-tha gah-TAH-mah), a wealthy prince in northern India, left his life of ease and luxury to see if he could find a way to end suffering in the world.


He searched for a long time, and what he found was enlightenment, a special wisdom and sense of peace that rises above pain and pleasure, suffering and joy. It is called Nirvana. When the former prince reached Nirvana, he was no longer Siddhartha Gautama, but the Buddha, which means “the Awakened One.”


For the rest of his life, the Buddha told others about his discovery of Nirvana. He said that they, too, could leave suffering behind if they followed eight particular steps called the Eightfold Path. The steps are guidelines to live by and to help find the love, goodness, and wisdom that are already within you.


One of those steps is contemplation, or meditation. Buddhists use meditation as a way to learn about their deepest inner spirits.


Buddhists believe that nothing is permanent; the world—and everyone in it—is constantly changing. They also believe that the entire universe is one big whole, and everything is connected. The law of cause and effect, called karma, means that every word, thought, and action eventually has a result. Whatever you do comes back to you in some way. Being helpful and compassionate brings happiness; being selfish and hurtful to yourself or others brings suffering.


Buddhists try to feel compassion for all creatures and believe they should never cause anyone or anything to suffer. There is no one holy book, but Buddhism has many treasured writings. Most important is the Dhammapada, a collection of the Buddha’s sayings.


Buddhism is a worldwide religion, but it is most common in Asian countries. One important spring festival is Wesak, a celebration of the Buddha’s birth and enlightenment. During Wesak, Buddhists decorate their homes, streets, and temples with flowers and colorful lanterns.
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The Birth of the Buddha
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In the glorious kingdom of Kapilavastu, where the walls were encrusted with jewels and the gardens bloomed all year, there lived a wise and honest king named Suddhodana. His wife, Queen Maya, was as beautiful as a perfect lotus blossom, and she was as kind and good as her husband.


One spring night, while Queen Maya lay sleeping on her perfumed couch high in the palace, she had a dream. She dreamed that a young white elephant with six tusks came to her from the sky, and with it were thousands of gods, all of them singing sweet songs of praise.


When Queen Maya awoke, she felt a great joy that she couldn’t explain. She rose from her bed, dressed in her brightest colors, and walked through the palace gardens to a shady grove of trees. There she sat on a bench and sent for the king to come to her.


When the king entered the grove, he took his wife’s hand and asked, “Maya, why did you send for me?”


The queen answered, “I have had a strange dream, and I don’t know what it means. I dreamed that a young white elephant with six tusks came to me, and thousands of gods sang my praises. Does this mean good or evil for us? Please call for a dream interpreter and ask him to tell us.”


The king sent for the dream interpreter, who listened to the story with rapt attention. He said, “King Suddhodana and Queen Maya, this dream means that you have been supremely favored by the gods. You will have a son who will be rich in wisdom and praised by the world. Oh King, oh Queen, your son will be an enlightened one, a Buddha.” Suddhodana and Maya looked at each other with radiant eyes and felt a deep happiness and peace.


The king called his servants. “This is a day to celebrate,” he said. “Take money from the palace treasury and give it to the poor. Give food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty. See that every woman has flowers and perfume. Everywhere, sing songs of gratitude for the honor that has come to us.”


Months went by, and one day Queen Maya knew it was time for her child to be born. She went to the king and said, “Today I will wander through the gardens. I want to hear the birds singing, smell the fragrance of the flowers, and feel the soft air.”


“But you should rest, my queen. Won’t it tire you to walk those winding garden paths?”


“No, the innocent baby to come must be born among the flowers,” Queen Maya answered.


The king nodded. He turned to his servants and said, “Go to the gardens and deck the branches with hangings of silver and gold. When you carry the queen in her chair, wear necklaces of pearls and precious stones, and bring your flutes and harps so you can play melodies that will please the gods.”


Bells rang as the palace gates opened. Peacocks spread their tail feathers and swans flew overhead while the queen passed by, seated on a chair carried by servants dressed in finery. In the gardens, Queen Maya told the servants to set the chair on the ground. With her maidens she strolled among the flowers, stopping to sniff a perfect rose or watch a butterfly.


When she reached a certain tree that was covered with blossoms, she stopped. With a graceful hand she pulled a branch toward her and held it. She stood quite still, feeling energy and power course through her body, and in that moment a perfect child was born. The maidens near her lifted her son in their arms and sang songs of praise. While the queen rested, they washed him in fresh water from the lotus pond and wrapped him in fine cloths.


The earth trembled, alive with delight. Buds burst into blossom, fruit ripened, and the sky sang.


One of the servants hurried to tell the king. “My lord, your son is born!”


The king and his family went to the garden, where the baby lay in a soft bed of flowers. Birds sang in the trees, and harps and flutes played sweet music. “His name is Siddhartha,” said the king, and he and all the people bowed before the new prince.


One man raised his arms and said, “Prince Siddhartha will bring happiness to the world. We have been in darkness, but now we have light. This blessed child is the one who sees truth, and we will learn wisdom from him.”


The baby, glowing with a golden light, smiled at all who had come to honor him.




Did You Know?


• Kapilavastu was in present-day Nepal, near the northern border of India. Today it’s a village called Piprahwa, where visitors come to see the ruins of the ancient palaces.


• In Buddhism(BOO-dism), elephants are revered as symbols of endurance and strength of mind. A white elephant represents purity, and the six tusks are reminders to overcome all attachments. In Thailand, an Elephant Festival is held every November, paying tribute to the animal with parades, folk dances, sports, and demonstrations of the elephants’ abilities.


• The garden where the Buddha was born is named Lumbini, a holy site with old monastery ruins, a sacred Bodhi tree, temples, and a bathing pond. From dawn to dusk every day, Buddhists come here to chant and meditate.


• Suddhodana—sood-ho-DAH-nah
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The Buddha and the Bodhi Tree


[image: Image]


Young Prince Siddhartha was raised in luxury. He lived in a palace where he slept on sheets of silk and ate the best foods. He was surrounded with flowers and music, love and laughter. The prince never knew that sadness or pain existed, because his father, King Suddhodana, kept his son well protected from them. Siddhartha grew up, married, and had a child, and he seemed to have the perfect life of ease. Yet he was restless. He wanted to see the world that lay beyond the royal walls, even after he had married and become a father.


“No,” declared his father. “Everything you could possibly want is right here. You have no need to leave the palace.” Fearing that his beloved son would come to harm, he ordered the servants to lock the gates.


The prince did not argue, but he was even more curious. He searched until he found a way out of the palace, and he went into the city. There, as he traveled the streets, he was surprised to see sick people, beggars, and people who were old and dying. It made him feel unspeakably sad.


“I didn’t know these things existed. How can anyone be happy when they know they face old age and death?” he wondered. “What is the meaning of life? How do you find peace of mind?”


His head swirling with questions, the prince returned to the palace. He couldn’t forget what he had seen. His questions bothered him so much, Prince Siddhartha finally decided he had to leave his family and go into the world, where he would search for answers. And so, Prince Siddhartha gave up all his rich clothing and jewels and said goodbye. Now he was no longer a prince, and he set out on his quest.


Siddhartha searched for seven long, difficult years. For a time he joined a hermit who ate only fruit and leaves, dressed in rags, and walked barefoot on stony roads. Siddhartha went into the mountains, coming to the city only to beg for food. He wandered in the forests with ascetics, men who tried to find wisdom by avoiding all pleasures and comforts. He gave up all food and shelter.


None of these paths gave him answers.


One day, as he sat on a riverbank thinking, he told himself, “Starvation does not lead to understanding and peace. I am becoming weak and gaining nothing. I must try another way.”


The people who lived in a nearby village admired the holy man and brought him rice so he could grow strong again. Siddhartha found a cloth and from it made a simple garment to wear. He put it on and walked to the village.


A woman was in her home cooking fresh milk with honey and rice when she saw Siddhartha on her doorstep, surrounded by a dazzling light. In awe, she bowed. “Please honor me and enter my home,” she said. Then she knelt, washed his dusty feet in sweet-scented water, and offered him a golden bowl full of the milk. Siddhartha took it and thought, “The Buddhas of old, just before they attained supreme knowledge, were served a meal in a golden bowl. Perhaps this bowl is a sign that the time has come for me to be a Buddha.” He drank the milk, said goodbye to the woman, and walked to the river.


Night descended. Flowers closed, and birds called in sleepy chirps. Stars glittered in the sky. Siddhartha continued on the path. He came to a pool where swans floated regally among white lotus flowers. At the far end of the pool was an immense fig tree with spreading branches. Siddhartha knew it must be the Bodhi, the tree of knowledge.


He made a cushion of grass under the tree and sat on it, legs crossed, facing east. Then he said solemnly, “Until I have attained supreme knowledge, I shall not move from this seat.”


The bright light that emanated from Siddhartha reached into the deep realms where Mara, the master of illusion, the ruler of hope and fear, dwelled. The master of illusion snarled in anger. “Prince Siddhartha is seated under the tree of knowledge,” he said to his servants. “He is concentrating his mind. If he finds peace and wisdom there, he will show others the way and they will find Nirvana. The city of illusion will be deserted. I will be a king without subjects, a leader without an army.”
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