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Dear Reader,

A worker at my house asked me about the statue that lives on my front porch. His curiosity made me think of why I displayed a representation of the Buddha, an ancient philosopher from a culture very different from my own. I told this young man, “He was a wise teacher from 2,500 years ago and his teachings helped to move humanity from a superstitious view of the world that required priests, rituals, and beliefs in order to find salvation to a self-empowered view of human development based on reason, intelligence, and goodness."

The essential teachings of the Buddha are the topic of this book and include the value of living in the present moment, understanding how wanting, clinging, and grasping influences every experience, and how insight into the power of desire can free us from much of the frustration, disappointment, and stupidity that beset human beings.

In other words, I value the Buddha because he symbolizes liberation from an ordinary and limited way of being. By aspiring to work, love, and play with these insights, I can be freer, happier, and more peaceful. I wish the same for you, Dear Reader.

Arnie Kozak, PhD


Welcome to the Everything Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.
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Introduction

Buddhism traces its roots back to the historical Buddha, a yogi who lived more than 2,500 years ago in northern India. The Buddha discovered a way to live that radically transformed people’s lives, starting with his own. His revolutionary insights have withstood the test of time, and his methods can still transform lives as they did in ancient India. The Buddha taught mindfulness, kindness, and compassion. Buddhism, the family of religions that evolved from the Buddha’s teachings, is one of the great ethical systems that benefit humanity.

While Buddhism may be considered a nontheistic religion, it transcends religious belief into practical experience. You don’t believe in Buddhism; you practice Buddhism. In fact, you don’t even need to be a “Buddhist” to practice “Buddhism.” In one sense, all you have to do is sit down and meditate with openness, curiosity, and dedication.

At a time when yoga enjoyed widespread popularity, the Buddha was a prodigious yogi. He mastered the yogas of his day and then founded a way that could go beyond all suffering. This way also goes beyond words and needs to be experienced for yourself. The good news is that is available right here, right now.

Jane Hirshfield, in the PBS documentary The Buddha, offers an explanation of the Buddha’s teachings in seven words: “Everything changes; everything is connected; pay attention.” This is a nice condensation of millions of words attributed to the Buddha in the Pali Canon. “Everything changes; everything is connected; pay attention.” This is the essence of the Buddha’s teachings and these themes and more will be explored in this book.

Buddhism is flourishing in the West. It seems to offer a much-needed antidote to the stresses of modern life. It helps you to renovate your relationship to the uncertainty that arises because everything is changing. It offers a way to revisit your dependence on want so that you are not so beholden to things and circumstances. It facilitates feeling the connection amongst all things. And the Buddhist approach accomplishes all these things through the capacity for attention. Christians, Jews, and Muslims alike can practice aspects of Buddhism while retaining their own traditions and marking their own holidays. From celebrities to the clerk at the gas station convenience store, these vibrant traditions are capturing the hearts and minds of many. Buddhism carries within its belly the power to transform individuals, societies, and the world. It is a practice of interior and exterior revolution.

Western culture is changing the face of Buddhism, as did China, Japan, and Tibet in earlier centuries. Buddhism is not a fixed doctrine but a fluid set of ideas and practices. Wherever you are reading this book right now, chances are there is a Buddhist practice center nearby. After getting acquainted with the essentials of Buddhism in this book, you might want to visit one of these centers and try it out for yourself.

Once exotic and Eastern, Buddhism is now a common section at your local bookstore. Hundreds of titles are published each year. Buddhism is also in the news: the Dalai Lama’s struggle for Tibet, political unrest in Sri Lanka, Nepal, and Myanmar, gross national happiness in Bhutan.

If you are hounded by a sense of lack, dissatisfaction, or are caught up in a web of suffering, Buddhism has something to offer you. If you are concerned about the state of the world and want to engage in conscious social action, Buddhism can give you a path. Buddhism has much to offer, and it may be just what the world needs now to save it from itself.

The Buddha embarked on an adventure to discover his true nature and the true nature of the world. He relied on nothing but his own experiences and invited everyone else to do the same. And now you, too, are invited to have an encounter with these truths and see what Buddhism is all about. It just might surprise you.


Chapter 1

The Buddha, the Teachings, and the Community of Practitioners

Buddhism is one of the world’s great religions. Behind Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism, it is the fourth most populous religion in the world. And the question might be raised: Is Buddhism a religion at all? What is Buddhism, who was the Buddha, and why is he as relevant today as he was 2,500 years ago? Buddhism promises a path to happiness through the eradication of suffering. Can it do this? This chapter will address these questions.

Religion or Philosophy?

Can you have a religion without god, a supreme being that created the world and intervenes in the lives of his (or her) creatures? Does Buddhism qualify as a religion? Or is Buddhism a philosophical and ethical system for living? It appears that Buddhism can be considered a nontheistic religion, according to Buddhist scholar Damien Keown, when considered along seven dimensions common to religion. These seven dimensions include:


	Practical and Ritual

	Experiential and Emotional

	Narrative and Mythic

	Doctrinal and Philosophical

	Ethical and Legal

	Social and Institutional

	Material



Practical and Ritual

While the ritual elements of Buddhism may seem bare bones compared to the Catholic Church, for example, Buddhism certainly has rites and rituals that are public and private, many of which are associated with monastic life. Different Buddhist traditions place different emphases on ritual. For instance, Zen is almost entirely ritual compared to other systems like the Theravada.

Experiential and Emotional

The experiential dimension is the most important dimension of Buddhism. The Buddha was the exemplar. He transformed his life not through belief but through experiential practice. And Buddhists follow a similar path. The truth of Buddhism must be experienced personally. Karen Armstrong notes that the Buddha “confined his researches to his own human nature and always insisted that his experiences—even the supreme truth of Nibbana [Nirvana] were entirely natural to humanity.” In other words, there is nothing supernatural about the experiences found in Buddhist practice.

Narrative and Mythic

Buddhism is not without its myths and legends, including those surrounding the life of the Buddha, which can be read as a parable as well as a biographical account of the historical figure known as Siddhartha Gautama. There are many narrative elements in Buddhism, including the Jataka tales.

Doctrinal and Philosophical

The Buddha chafed at “doctrine” and idle philosophical speculation and sought to teach through direct experience. However, Professor Keown says of doctrine, “if by ‘doctrine’ we understand the systematic formulation of religious teachings in an intellectually coherent form,” then Buddhism qualifies as having doctrine in this sense. For example, there are the Four Noble Truths that are the foundation of the Buddha’s teachings.

Ethical and Legal

Buddhism is widely regarded as one of the world’s most ethical religions, having incorporated ethics into the foundation of the experiential practices. The central ethic is to “do no harm.” Buddhism is predominately a path of peace. For example, the Dalai Lama has consistently advocated peaceful resistance to the Chinese occupation of his country, an occupation that has, by some estimates, claimed a million lives and destroyed 6,000 monasteries.

Social and Institutional

The sangha is the community of Buddhist practitioners and it is one of humanity’s oldest continuous institutions. Yet the sangha is not an institution in the sense that it has a central authority such as the Vatican. It is a diverse collection of people across nations and cultures that practice the Buddha’s teachings in diverse ways. Buddhism is also a socially engaged religion seeking to make positive changes in society.

Material

The material dimensions of Buddhism are vast, majestic, and colorful. Buddhists have built breathtaking monasteries, caves, and carvings of the Buddha. King Ashoka left a legacy of iconic structures called stupas across India. Buddhist art is colorful and narrative. Buddhists make pilgrimages to holy sites such as the birth and death place of the Buddha and the places where he became enlightened and gave his first sermon.

As you can see, while Buddhism does not have a god and the Buddha is not regarded as a god, it fulfills the other criteria for a religion. You can consider it what you like. You can adopt Buddhism as your religion or you can regard it as a set of experiential practices, such as meditation, that you can integrate with your own religious beliefs. Or, as many do, Buddhism can be approached in an entirely secular manner, as a philosophical system for living, eschewing all rituals, beliefs, and doctrine, just as the Buddha did 2,500 years ago in his search for a way to end suffering. You, just like the Buddha, have the same potential for awakening.

Buddha versus Buddhism

Throughout this book a distinction will be made between Buddha (the life and teachings of Siddhartha Gautama) and Buddhism (the religious institutions that have developed over the past 2,500 years in many different parts of the world). Buddhism often goes beyond Buddha as these social organizations have migrated, proliferated, and developed over the centuries.
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 The first written evidence of the existence of Buddhism is found 400 years after the life of Buddha. King Ashoka of the Maurya Empire in northern India made inscriptions containing references to Buddhism that date from about 269 to 232 B.C.E.




In the West, both Buddha and Buddhism have been an attractive and ever-growing force for both personal growth and social change. You can embrace Buddha without embracing Buddhism. Buddha requires no beliefs, no affiliations, and, therefore, no conflict with your own belief system, whether you are devoutly religious or an atheist. Buddha’s teachings are universal, transcending time and culture. If you have a mind, then Buddha is relevant to you. Many of the presentations of Buddhism in the West are more Buddha than Buddhism. For example, you will find mindfulness meditation being taught at major medical centers with no Buddhist context or affiliation.

Are You a Buddhist?

How do you become a Buddhist? What does it mean to be a card-carrying Buddhist? Buddhism represents a great diversity of traditions, so there is no single way to become a Buddhist and perhaps, ironically, no need to become a “Buddhist.” There is a curious situation in America where many teachers teaching Buddhist meditation would not consider themselves “Buddhist,” although they lead lives entirely consistent with the principles and practices of this religion. Buddhism in America has become quite popular, and many people might identify themselves as Buddhists.
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 According to the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life, as of 2010, 488 million or 7.1 percent of the world’s population are Buddhists. Nearly 99 percent reside in the Asia-Pacific region, where Buddhism started. It’s estimated that there are 3.9 million in North America (1.1 percent of the population) and 1.3 million in Europe (0.2 percent of the population).




One prerequisite to identification as a Buddhist would be to take refuge in the Triple Jewels: buddha, the dharma, and the sangha. Buddha is not just the historical person of the Buddha; it is what the Buddha represents—the potential for awakening (buddha-nature) that you have. Taking refuge in Buddha is not idolatry. Buddhists look to the Buddha as a role model, especially in America (although in Asian contexts it can appear that people are really praying to the Buddha as a god by requesting intercessory prayers). Dharma is the body of teachings that the Buddha taught and also the truths that these teachings point to. Sometimes dharma is translated as “the Way”—the way to live to get beyond suffering.

Sangha is the community of like-minded practitioners on the same path. It is the people you might practice with at a local meditation gathering in your community, such as a Zen temple, and all the people all over the world stretching back in time 2,500 years. Taking refuge is an initiation into an awakened life. It is like getting on a raft that will carry you across the river of samsara (endless suffering).

You can also join a sangha by becoming a monk. Monastic initiation is more involved than lay initiation. Many Americans choose to become a monk or a nun in one of the Asian traditions such as Zen or Tibetan Buddhism. To do this, you would have to renounce aspects of your life and take on the monastic vows. In the Zen tradition, you would shave your head and devote yourself to a life of service to your Zen master and your zendo (Zen temple). There is also lay ordination. Initiation into the Triple Jewels is, perhaps, the closest these diverse traditions have to a universal initiation.

For most religions, becoming a member of that religion requires adopting a particular set of beliefs and a corresponding faith in those beliefs. Buddhism is different in this way. There are some core principles that reflect the teachings of the Buddha, and you must be on board with these to be considered a “Buddhist,” but these are not articles of faith, like believing in a virgin birth, a creator god, or even an enlightened prophet. They are more practical. Stephen Batchelor, a Buddhist teacher and author, suggests there can be “Buddhism without beliefs” and this is also the name of his bestselling book. However, as Batchelor has also pointed out in his spiritual memoir Confession of a Buddhist Atheist, Tibetan Buddhism, for example, does require belief in rebirth. He ultimately rejected that belief for a less doctrinal form of Zen practice.

What Makes You Not a Buddhist

Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse Rinpoche, author of What Makes You Not a Buddhist, provides four criteria to consider. To be a Buddhist, one must accept all four of these tenets or seals:


	All compounded things are impermanent.

	All emotions are pain.

	All things have no inherent existence.

	
Nirvana is beyond all concepts.



While these might be considered “beliefs,” each is based on direct experience, the kind of experience that can arise from your practice of meditation. If you meditate, you will notice that things are constantly changing or impermanent—the quality of your breathing, the energy in your body, and the ceaseless flow of thoughts in your mind. All emotions are pain seems harder to accept; after all, joy is not “painful.” But this joy won’t last (since everything is impermanent), and somewhere in the back of your mind there is the recognition and fear that this experience won’t last. There is anxiety lurking behind the joy. Emotions, in this case, might be distinguished from feelings, with emotions being a complex of intense feelings, suffused with thoughts and embedded in a story that eventually has something to do with desire. That all things have no inherent existence is the teaching on emptiness, and again is less a belief than an experience that arises in meditation. This principle is also hard to understand because things and people do appear to have inherent existence. Yet, when examined closely, even solid objects are comprised of mostly space and selves arise out of complex processes. There is no essential “you” anywhere in that complexity of self. Nirvana is not a concept; it is an experience and one that can be realized in meditation. These difficult to understand concepts will be explored in more detail later in this book.
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What is nirvana?

Nirvana is not only a grunge rock band from the 1990s, it is a fundamental, and often misunderstood, concept in Buddhism. Nirvana is not some blissful place that you go to. Nirvana is the cessation of suffering. It literally means “blowing out.” What gets blown out is the generation of suffering from the influence of greed, hatred, and delusion.





So if you like being a Buddhist because of the colorful rituals and the exotic association with Asian cultures, the message of compassion and peace, but don’t “get” these four seals, Rinpoche suggests you are not a Buddhist in the important sense of being a Buddhist. In other words, to be a Buddhist is to understand Buddhist psychology—to have a direct experience of what the Buddha discovered and that you can discover if you devote yourself to any of the Buddhist meditation practices.

Devotion

While Westerners may be attracted to the more secular forms and practices of Buddhism, in Asia devotion is a common practice. You may find devotion congenial to your needs or not. In America, the Theravada traditions are the least devotional, while the Tibetan practices are the most, with Zen somewhere in between. Buddhism has a long tradition of venerating relics and images of the Buddha, even though he was considered a man and not a god. In Tibetan Buddhism there is a pantheon of buddhas and bodhisattvas available to respond to prayers. According to Professor Kevin Trainor, the Buddha Amitabha is believed to directly intervene during the process of death and rebirth.

In traditional Buddhist cultures, the line between devotion and metaphor becomes blurred. In the West, you may want to see the Buddha as an exemplar to inspire practice. If you bow to the Buddha at a Zen temple, you are not subjugating yourself to a superior being but bowing to the divinity that resides within yourself. Buddhists take inspiration from the life and work of the Buddha and also honor the Buddha to accumulate merit. Devotion also reflects a sense of gratitude for the teachings of the Buddha and the sacrifices he made to bring those teachings to humanity. You can view him in any way that you like, as a role model or a transcendent being. However you regard him, he was one of the most influential thinkers in the history of humanity.

One Dharma or Many?

Buddhism has proliferated in the world by changing and integrating other cultures and religions. As it moved from India eastward, Taoism and Confucianism in China, Shinto in Japan, and Bon in Tibet influenced it. Now Buddhism has arrived in the West. In many cases the traditions from the East have been imported and replicated here, but as Westerners practice and also lead these communities, is a new form of Buddhism emerging? Is there a Western dharma? An American dharma? These are questions that the meditation teacher Joseph Goldstein poses in his book, One Dharma. What works to free Asians from suffering may not work for Westerners. At the same time, there is a risk that adapting the teachings to Western soil will dilute them or corrupt them into something else.

The basic teachings of the Buddha provide what is required for a nonsectarian form of Buddhist practice. It’s all in the Four Noble Truths, and the core is overcoming suffering and dissatisfaction (dukkha) and living with mindfulness and compassion. All dharmas, that is, manifestations of Buddhism, share this in common: Be mindful; be compassionate. And, again, the poet Jane Hirshfield’s seven-word definition of Buddhism may also point toward one dharma: “Everything changes; everything is connected; pay attention.”

Saints and Teachers

Like most religious traditions, Buddhism has its founders and saints. However, unlike most religious traditions, Buddhism looks to the Buddha as the paradigm for awakening. As a role model, he shows his followers the way to salvation but does not play a direct role in facilitating that salvation (although there are exceptions such as Pure Land Buddhism). The Buddha’s earliest disciples are the closest things to saints. They were all arhats (worthy ones) and included Ananda, Sariputra, Maudgalyayana (Moggalana), and Kashyapa.
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 Korean Zen master Seung Sahn, founder of the Kwan Um School of Zen, was famous for “Don’t Know Mind” that is similar to the “Beginner’s Mind” of another famous Zen master, Shunryu Suzuki. These pithy sayings reflect an important teaching of the Buddha wherein a lack of intellectualism and arrogance can lead to openness and insight.




Tibetan Buddhists revere bodhisattvas who take the form of tulkus or rinpoche, who are lamas who have taken rebirth. His Holiness the Dalai Lama would be the most well-known example of a living tulku. His status as lama indicates that he is a teacher (lama translates to “teacher” in Tibetan as guru translates to “teacher” in Sanskrit). The purpose of the saint or the teacher is to transmit the dharma—just as the Buddha did 2,500 years ago.

Many of the founders of new forms of Buddhism in different countries are also revered as saints, such as Bodhidharma, who brought Buddhism to China and founded Chan, and Dogen, who brought Chan to Japan and founded Zen. In many Buddhist traditions, especially Tibetan and Zen, your relationship with the teacher is an integral component to your spiritual path, and you would expect to have a close relationship with this master to initiate you on the path of the dharma, to transmit the teachings, and guide you on this spiritual path. Lineage is therefore extremely important in these traditions, and teacher lineages may stretch back over a thousand years.

Metaphor As Skillful Means

Upaya (skillful means) is a central Buddhist concept. It refers to a teacher’s ability to reach the student and admits a flexibility of approach to teaching Buddhist concepts. The Buddha was able to reach people at all levels of awareness. He was able to tailor his message to the person’s experience, and he did so through the skillful use of stories, parables, and metaphors. For instance, he used images of animals and farming for farmers. Metaphors run through his teachings as a river runs through the countryside. Skillful means is the ability to make the dharma accessible. Modern-day examples of upaya would be teaching troubled teenagers mindfulness through music, as the meditation teacher Shinzen Young has done. Enlightenment on an iPod? Now that’s upaya!
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 The Buddha used metaphors familiar to the world of 2,500 years ago: oxcarts, fire, mountains, rain, streams, bows, and arrows. If the Buddha were teaching today, he would use metaphors from the technological present such as DVDs, e-mail, and pause buttons on remote controls. In his book Wild Chickens and Petty Tyrants: 108 Metaphors for Mindfulness, Arnie Kozak presents a collection of traditional and contemporary metaphors.




One traditional parable is the story of Kisa Gotami from the Buddha’s time. Having lost her infant son to an illness, she desperately sought the Buddha for his reputed healing abilities. The Buddha listened to her plea and promised to bring her son back to life if she could bring him a mustard seed from a home that had never known death. She eagerly set out on her task but soon realized that death had touched everyone. She returned to the Buddha, having understood the concept of impermanence without his having had to preach. Had he done so at the outset, this teaching would likely have fallen on deaf ears.

The Original Metaphor

Enlightenment is a term closely associated with Buddhism. What happened to the Buddha under the Bodhi Tree is often characterized as enlightenment. This, of course, is a metaphor. When he overcame all of the obstacles and temptations, the “lights” came on, or he became illuminated. Buddhist artwork often depicts Siddhartha with light radiating out in a circle around his head. But is this the best metaphor? The Buddha said he was buddho (meaning “awake,” not “illuminated”), and the implications of each metaphor are different. The term “enlightenment” makes this sound like something heavenly and otherworldly.

What about the alternative metaphor of “awakening”? Awakening sounds like something you do every day, and it is thus more common and more accessible than you might think. Stephen Batchelor suggests these are meaningful differences and that Buddhism is really talking about awakening rather than enlightenment. Throughout this text you will see the terms “enlightenment” and “awakening” used interchangeably because these distinctions are not made in most of the Buddhist literature.

The Axial Age

The Buddha lived and taught in the Axial Age, the period between 800 and 200 B.C.E. According to Karen Armstrong, “The Axial Age marks the beginning of humanity as we now know it. During this period, men and women became conscious of their existence, their own nature, and their limitations in an unprecedented way.” This period of humanity gave birth to the philosophies of Confucius, Lao Tzu, Zoroaster, Socrates, and Plato, as well as the Hebrew prophets Ezekiel, Zechariah, and Jeremiah. And, of course, the Axial Age was the context in which the Buddha lived and made his mark on the world.
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 “A conviction that the world was awry [dukkha—filled with grief, pain, sorrow] was fundamental to the spirituality that emerged in the Axial countries. Those who took part in this transformation felt restless—just as Gotama did. They were consumed by a sense of helplessness, were obsessed by their mortality, and felt a profound terror of and alienation from the world.”—Karen Armstrong




Advances in agriculture gave rise to food surpluses and the rise of cities bustling with commerce and political power. The Hindu world in which Siddhartha was raised was one of ritual sacrifice. The Vedic worldview consisted of castes and believed that the entire universe was supported by sacrifices. The priest class of Brahmins was integral for the administration of these rituals. A strong belief in the afterlife and a soul that transcended death was part of the worldview Siddhartha lived within. To get to the equivalent of heaven, one had to live a moral life and one’s ancestors had to employ Brahmin priests to perform special rituals (shraddha). If you were immoral or your family left you in the ritual lurch, your soul might dissolve. In contrast to this, Karen Armstrong notes, “It was by ethics, not magic, that humanity would wake up to itself and its responsibilities, realize its full potential, and find release from the darkness that pressed in on all sides.”

The Buddha had a vision for political and social change. According to Kevin Trainor in Buddhism: The Illustrated Guide, “The Buddha’s repeated use of agricultural metaphors in his teaching, his acceptance of traders as key patrons of the monastic community, his insistence on non-violence, and his denial of the efficacy of sacrifice can all be read as part of his attempt to provide a new philosophical and religious system for the urban elite of north India.”

Many concepts associated with Buddhism, such as karma and samsara, were imports from Hinduism. The goal for Hindu mystics was to escape rebirth and samsara by reuniting one’s atman, or soul, with Brahman (the creator spirit). This union is the highest form of yoga. This final release is called moksha.


[image: ]
 Two famous shramana (an ascetic who renounces ties with society) teachers were Mahavira, founder of Jainism, and Siddhartha Gautama, founder of Buddhism.




The Buddha was a product of his time and also transcended the received wisdom of Vedic India. He rejected the notion of an everlasting soul and made the radical observation that what is considered self is not a thing but a process, and a process that is ever changing. Suffering results not from living inside of a body (a belief that presumes a duality between body and mind) but from being attached to it—that is, trying to hold on to a solid sense of self when everything is always changing, trying to cling to fleeting pleasures and trying to push away unpleasant experience. He succeeded in discovering a method that could bring an end to suffering, and this method can be reliably reproduced by anyone interested in trying. This method was not about achieving high or rarified states of consciousness but seeing the nature of reality clearly. That clear seeing is what leads to liberation.

Terminology

When reading Buddhist literature, you will see terms that have no easy English translation preserved in either Sanskrit or Pali. Pali and Sanskrit are closely related languages, but most of the terms have slight spelling variations in transliteration. Throughout the text the more commonly recognized Sanskrit terms will be used, for example, nirvana, except for selected Pali terms, like vipassana, dukkha, and anicca. Here is a table of commonly used terms:

Sanskrit and Pali Equivalents



	Sanskrit
	Pali
	Meaning 



	Siddhartha Gautama
	Siddhattha Gotoma
	the Buddha 



	dharma
	dhamma
	teachings, natural law 



	karma
	kamma
	action 



	duhkha
	dukkha
	suffering/pervasive dissatisfaction/stress 



	anitya
	anicca
	impermanence 



	anatman
	anatta
	no-self/not self 



	nirvana
	nibbana
	ultimate state of cessation 



	dhyanas
	
jhanas 
	meditative states 



	vipashyana
	vipassana
	insight meditation 



	Sutra
	Sutta
	scriptures 



	arhat
	
arahat 
	enlightened one 



	bhiksu
	bhikkhu
	monk 



	bhiksuni
	bhikkhuni
	nun 



	
samskaras 
	
sankharas 
	mental conditionings 



	
Tripitaka 
	Tipitaka
	“Three Baskets” of the Pali Canon 





Chapter 2

The Buddha: History and Legend

The man who would become the Buddha can be seen as a godlike mystic, rational philosopher, psychologist, physician, or social reformer. Buddhist texts contain few references to biographical events from his life. However, historians agree that he did actually exist and lived a long and prosperous life—he died at eighty years old after teaching for forty-five years, traveling all over India to do so. Although the Buddha’s teachings were preserved through oral recitation and first written down hundreds of years after his death, they are considered credible and accurate.

Siddhartha Gautama

Little consensus can be found among scholars on the historical facts of the Buddha’s life. This is due in part to the lack of biographical detail he shared in his teachings that later became the Pali Canon. A few key moments in the Buddha’s story are known. Up until recently, the year of the Buddha’s death was taken to be either 483 or 486 B.C.E. However, new evidence suggests that it might have been as late as 400 B.C.E. His birth would have been eighty years prior to the earlier or later date (either 566 or 563 B.C.E. or as late as 480 B.C.E.). Many of the details of the Buddha’s biography come from the poem Buddhacharita by Ashvogosa, which was written in the second century C.E.
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