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Buddhism
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The Buddha

• Accounts of the Buddha’s life were not written down 
until about three hundred years after his death

• Before that, stories were preserved orally, through 
communal chanting

• The earliest scriptures are the Pali Canon
– Written in a vernacular language rather than Sanskrit
– Consist of the “three baskets” (Tripitaka)

• Discourses of the Buddha
• The Monastic Rule
• Scholastic Treatises

• Pali Canon dates from first century BCE
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Life of the Buddha

• Traditional dates: 563—483 BCE
• However…

– Not all Buddhist sects accept these dates
– Some recent scholarship suggests a date roughly 

100 years later
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The Legend

• What follows are legendary accounts whose 
historical truth is either doubtful or open to 
dispute

• Point of stories:
– Mythical rather than factual?
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Birth

• The Buddha was born Siddhartha Gautamaof the 
Shakya kingdom. (Traditional birthplace: Lumbini)

• Often called ShakyamuniBuddha
• Not claimed to be the only Buddha

– Four previous Buddhas (some traditions assume many 
more)

• Not claimed to be the last Buddha
– Some traditions say: another, final Buddha will come when 

this Buddha’s teachings have been forgotten
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Conception

• Buddha’s Father: King � uddhodana
• Buddha’s Mother: M� y�

• Legend says: M� y� went for many years 
without bearing a child

• One night she had a dream of a white elephant 
entering her side and became pregnant with 
Siddhartha
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Birth

• As time of birth approached, Queen M� y� traveled 
from the capital (Kapilavatthu) toward her family 
home

• She entered labor in a grove in Lumbin�
• Gave birth standing, holding the trunk of a tree
• The earth shook and the gods rejoiced
• The child stood up, took seven steps and declared that 

it would never be reborn
• Seven days later, M� y� died. Siddhartha’s father 

married M� y� ’s sister P� japat�, who raised him
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Early Life

• It was prophesied: Gautama would either 
become a great king or a great religious leader

• � uddhodana tried to keep Siddhartha isolated 
from the world, surrounded with luxury

• Siddhartha married Yashodhara, who bore him 
a son. Siddhartha named him R� hula, or 
“Fetter”

9

The Four Signs

• When Siddhartha was 29, he went for a ride in his 
chariot and left the palace grounds for the first time

• He saw – for the first time – an old man. He returned 
to the palace, shaken

• On a second trip, he saw someone suffering from a 
grave illness. He had never seen disease before

• On a third trip, he encountered a corpse
• Finally on a fourth trip, he saw a mendicant monk; he 

resolved to leave the life of the palace
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Life as a Yogi

• Siddhartha first studied Yoga
• His first teacher  (� r� da [or � l� ra] K� l� ma), 

– taught him to reach the meditative state of the 
“dimension of nothingness

• Gautama saw that this did not lead to Nirvana
• His second teacher (Udraka R� maputra)

– taught him to reach the “dimension of neither 
perception nor non-perception”

• Siddhartha was still dissatisfied
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Asceticism

• Siddhartha next turned to asceticism
• He practiced not breathing for long periods of 

time
– Result: headaches rather than enlightenment

• He practiced not eating 
• One account says he ate only a spoonful of 

bean soup a day
– Became emaciated, his hair fell out, but
– Did not find enlightenment
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A memory

• As Siddhartha endured the results of 
asceticism, a memory came to him

• He was a young boy, watching a field plowing 
ceremony

• As he watched, he entered a state of rapt 
concentration – the first meditative dhy� na
(jh� na)

• He thought this might point him toward 
enlightenment
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The Bodhi Tree
• Siddhartha took a bowl of gruel which a woman offered to 

him.
• When he recovered his strength, he sat under a tree, now called 

the Bodhi tree(tree of enlightenment), vowing not to leave 
until he found enlightenment

• Throughout his wait, he was tempted by M� ra
– Mara tempted him with doubts, and
– with ten armies, which Siddhartha recognized as sensual pleasures

• M� ra challenged Siddhartha’s right to awakening
• Siddhartha touched the ground and said that Mother Earth bore 

witness to his merit
• An ocean rose up and swept the armies away. Petals fell form 

heaven and Siddhartha attained enlightenment
– Traditional date: full moon in May, approx. 525 BCE
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The Four Noble Truths

• Life is suffering – dukkha
• The cause of suffering is desire, grapsing, 

craving or thirst– tanha (trishna)
• There is an end (nirhoda) to suffering
• The end is to follow the noble Eightfold Path 

(ashtangika-marga)
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The Eightfold Path

• Wisdom:
– Right Understanding
– Right Resolve

• Morality
– Right Speech
– Right Action
– Right Livelihood

• Meditation
– Right Effort
– Right Mindfulness
– Right Meditation
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The First Sermon

• Shortly after his enlightenment, Siddhartha 
preached his first sermon in the Deer Park

• The audience: five monks
• One became a “stream-enterer” (someone on 

the path to enlightenment) on hearing it
• After his second sermon, two more monks 

became stream-enterers
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Buddhism and the Supernatural

• Buddhism does not include the idea of a 
creator God, but

• The Buddhist cosmology included supernatural 
elements from early times
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Karma

• Like Hinduism, Buddhism included the idea 
that we are caught in samsara– the cycle of 
birth, death and rebirth

• Since life is suffering, the goal is to escape 
samsaraand – for Buddhists – to attain 
Nirvana– both an indescribable state and 
release from samsara

• Rebirth is determined by karma– “action,” or 
(more helpfully) the consequences of action
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Realms of Rebirth

• There are six realms of 
rebirth, determined by 
karmic merit

• Lowest: Hell; place of 
torment

• Second, animals
• Third, ghosts – unhappy 

spirits filled with 
insatiable desires

• Fourth, titans – demonic, 
violent beings

• Fifth, humans
• Sixth, gods 
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Humans and Gods
• Gods are reborn in various kinds of paradise. 
• There are 26 levels of heaven
• Being reborn as a god is desirable, but paradise 

can bring complacency
• Gods, like humans, are striving for Nirvana
• In some ways, humans have advantages over 

gods
– They are constantly reminded of what is 

undesirable, which can spur them to seek 
enlightenment
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The Metaphysical Career of the 
Buddha

• Mahayana teaching (more later on that) 
attributes three “bodies” to the Buddha:
– His earthly body – that of a human being who is 

born and dies
– His heavenly body, which exists in a paradise
– The Dharmak� ya – the Buddha as identical with 

Ultimate Truth
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Buddhas

• Theravada recognizes many Buddhas, of 
which Shakymuni Buddha was only one

• Prayers to Buddhas are part of Mahayana 
practice

• Humans can be aided on the journey to 
Nirvana by the heavenly Buddhas
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Merit and Monasticism

• Rebirth is determined by one’s karma
• Good karma is “merit” (puñña)

• Merit can be acquired in many ways
• One important way was by supporting the 

community of monks
• This created a symbiotic relationship between 

monks and laypeople
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The Three Refuges

• Formal “conversion” to Buddhism is 
marked by taking refuge in the 
“Three Jewels”

• The Buddha(the enlightened one)
• The Dharma(the laws or teachings, 

but also the Truth or Reality)
• The Sangha(the monastic 

community, or, more generally, those 
who follow the Dharma
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Theravadaand Mahayana

• Theravadais “the way of the elders.” It seems 
to be the older form of Buddhism

• Mahayanameans “great vehicle”
– It offers a “universal way to salvation” (more 

below)
– It does not require monastic discipline or 

meditation
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The Rise of the Mahayana

• In the first century BCE, schisms began to 
develop within Buddhism

• Some issues had to do with monastic control
• Others had to do with the understanding of the 

Buddha
• The idea that the Buddha was simply absent 

and unavailable was troubling, and concepts 
arose to respond to this
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Buddhist Ideals

• The Theravadan ideal is the Arhat – the 
enlightened person

• The Mahayana ideal is the Bohdisattva– the 
compassionate being who postpones Nirvana 
to bring all beings to enlightenment

• Mahayana tradition came to recognize many 
Bodhisattvas
– One Bodhisattva – Avalokiteshvara – later became 

identified with a female figure, Guan-yin
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Pure Land Buddhism

• Pure Land Buddhism is a form of Mahayana 
Buddhism

• It centers on the Amitabha Buddha – also 
known (In Japan) as the Amida Buddha)

• The Pure Landor Western Paradiseis a 
paradise created by the Amidha Buddha 

• It is a heaven-like place and is either a place of 
enlightenment or a place where enlightenment 
is easily achieved
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History…

• The sutras (scriptures) on which Pure Land 
Buddhism are based go back to the first 
century BCE

• Three sutras are especially important
– The Sutra on the Buddha Amitayus (the smaller 

Sukhavativyuha Sutra) 
– The Sutra on the Buddha of Eternal Life (the larger 

Sukhavativyuha Sutra)
– The Sutra on the Contemplation of Buddha 

Amitayus
30

… Continued

• The Pure Land is called Sukhavati (Blessed land)
• According to the Sutras, the Bodhisattva Dharmakara

made 48 vows
• The aim of the vows was to build a paradise (a 

“Buddha land” or “Pure Land”) into which those with 
faith could be born after death, never to be reborn 
again

• In the Pure Land, there would be no impediments to 
enlightenment
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Some of the vows
• O Bhagavat, if in that Buddha country of mine there should be either hell, animals, 

the realm of departed spirits, or the body of fighting spirits, then may I not obtain 
the highest perfect knowledge. 

• O Bhagavat, if in that Buddha country of mine the beings who are born there should 
not all be of one color, that is, a golden color, then may I not obtain the highest 
perfect knowledge. 

• O Bhagavat, if in that Buddha country of mine the beings who are born there should 
not all be possessed of the recollection of their former births, so as at least to 
remember a hundred thousand nayutas of kotis of kalpas, then may I not the highest 
perfect knowledge 

• O Bhagavat, if in that Buddha country of mine the beings who are born there should 
not all be firmly established, that is, in absolute truth, till they have reached 
Mahaparinirvana, then may I not obtain the highest perfect knowledge. 

• O Bhagavat, if those beings who in immeasurable and innumerable Buddha 
countries, after they have heard my name, when I shall have obtained Bodhi, should 
direct their thought to be born in that Buddha country of mine, and should for that 
purpose bring their stock of merit to maturity, if these should not be born in that 
Buddha country, even those who have only ten times repeated the thought of that 
Buddha country, barring always those beings who have committed the five deadly 
sins, and who have caused an obstruction and abuse of the good Law, then may I 
not obtain the highest perfect knowledge. 
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The Five Deadly Sins

• They are:
– Patricide
– Matricide
– Killing an Arhat (enlightened being)
– Injuring a Buddha
– Causing a schism in the sangha

• The penalty: rebirth in Hell
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The Repetition of the Name (from the Sutra on 
the Contemplation of Buddha Amitayus)

• Finally, there are the beings who will be born in the lowest form of the 
lowest grade. If there is any one who commits evil deeds, and even 
completes the ten wicked actions, the five deadly sins and the like; that 
man, being himself stupid and guilty of many crimes, deserves to fall into a 
miserable path of existence and suffer endless pains during many kalpas. 
On the eve of death he will meet a good and learned teacher who will, 
soothing and encouraging him in various ways, preach to him the excellent 
Dharma and teach him the remembrance of Buddha, but, being harassed by 
pains, he will have no time to think of Buddha. Some good friend will then 
say to him: "Even if you cannot exercise the remembrance of Buddha, you 
may, at least, utter the name, "Buddha Amitayus." Let him do so serenely 
with his voice uninterrupted; let him be (continually) thinking of Buddha 
until he has completed ten times the thought, repeating the formula, 
"Adoration to Buddha Amitayus" (Namah Amitabha Buddhayah, Namu
Amida Butsu).
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Continued

• On the strength of his merit of uttering that Buddha's name he 
will, during every repetition, expiate the sins which involved 
him in births and deaths during eighty million kalpas. He will, 
while dying, see a golden lotus-flower like the disk of the sun 
appearing before his eyes; in a moment he will be born in the 
World of Highest Happiness. After twelve greater kalpas the 
lotus-flower will unfold; thereupon the Bodhisattvas 
Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta, raising their voices in 
great compassion, will preach to him in detail the real state of
all the elements of nature and the law of the expiation of sins.
On hearing them he will rejoice and will immediately direct 
his thought toward the attainment of the Bodhi -- such are the 
beings who are to be born in the lowest form of the lowest 
grade to Buddhahood. 
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History Continued

• The Pure Land Sutras came to China around 150 CE
• It developed in China for several hundred years and
• Spread to Japan
• In the 12th century CE, Honen(1133-1212) 

established Pure Land Buddhism as a religious sect
• Honen’s interpretation: by sincerely reciting the 

Nembutsu(Namu Amida Butsu), the faithful could 
guarantee rebirth in the Pure Land 
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Jodo Shinsu

• The monk Shinran(1173-1262) established 
Jodo Shinsu (or ShinBuddhism) – the most 
common form of Buddhism in Japan

• Jodu Shinsu is based in devotion to Amida
Buddha

• Jodo Shinsu is a non-monastic movement
• The Buddhist Churches of America practice 

Jodu Shinsu
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The Nembutsu...

• Shin Buddhism (Jodo Shinsu) sees rebirth in 
the Pure Land as a gift freely given by the 
Amida Buddha

• Practitioners of Shin believe that one need 
simply call on the Amida Buddha to receive 
this gift

• Pure Land Buddhist chant the Nembutsu
(Namu Amida Butsu – take refuge in the 
Amida Buddha)
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...And its Meaning

• Some older forms of Pure Land Buddhism understood the 
Nembutsu as bringing aboutrebirth in the Pure Land

• Jodo Shinsu has a different understanding: nothingwe do 
through our own efforts brings about our “salvation”

• Repeating the Nembutsu is an expression of gratitude – a 
gratitude instilled in us by the Amida Buddha 

• According to Shinran, birth in the pure land is the achievement 
of enlightenment

• (Note: this is not reductionism about enlightenment; it is an 
elevated conception of the pure Land)
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Shinjin

• The goal in this life for Jodo Shinsu is to achieve 
shinjin.

• Here is a description of shinjin from Wikipedia
– The goal of the Shin path, or at least the practicer's present 

life, is the attainment of shinjin ("p2RTrue Entrusting) in 
the Other Power of Amida. To achieve shinjin is to unite 
one's mind with Amida through the total renunciation of 
self effort in attaining enlightenment; to take refuge entirely 
in Other Power. Shinjinarises from jinen (TyCÅ
naturalness, spontaneous working of the Vow) and cannot 
be achieved solely through conscious effort. Shinjin
develops over time through "deep hearing" of Amida's call 
of the nembutsu.
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American-Style Buddhism

• Recent American-style movements in 
Buddhism stress older traditions of meditation

• They tend not to stress the supernatural aspects 
of Buddhism

• One popular American movement in 
Buddhism: Vipassanaor Insight meditation
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Vipassana Meditation

• The goal of Vipassana meditation is not to 
attain altered states of consciousness

• The goal is not to turn the mind off
• The goal is to see things as they are – a form of 

insight
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The Practice

• The meditator chooses an object to focus on – often 
the breath

• No special breathing technique is used
• The meditator simply pays attentionand meets 

experience without analyzing or judging
• If the meditator becomes lost in thought, s/he simply 

acknowledges the thought and turns back to the 
object of focus

• If strong feelings or sensations intrude, the meditator 
attends to them, without judging  
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Insights

• Two key insights from Vipassana
• First, everything is impermanent

– This is a key understanding for Buddhism: 
everythingchanges, and nothingstays the same

• Second, there is no self, and so identifying 
with things makes no sense

• The doctrine of impermanence is anicca
• The doctrine of “no-self” is anatta
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Her Diary

• Tonight I thought he was acting weird. We had made plans to meet
at a bar to have a drink. I was shopping with my friends all day long, 
so I thought he was upset at the fact that I was a bit late, but he made 
no comment. Conversation wasn't flowing so I suggested that we go 
somewhere quiet so we could talk. He agreed but he kept quiet and 
absent. I asked him what was wrong; he said nothing. I asked him if 
it was my fault that he was upset. He said it had nothing to do with 
me and not to worry. On the way home I told him that I loved him, 
he simply smiled and kept driving. I can't explain his behavior. I 
don't know why he didn't say I love you too. When we got home I 
felt as if I had lost him, as if he wanted nothing to do with me
anymore. He just sat there and watched TV. He seemed distant and
absent. Finally, I decided to go to bed. About 10 minutes later he 
came to bed, and to my surprise he responded to my caress and we
made love, but I still felt that he was distracted and his thoughts 
were somewhere else. He fell asleep – I cried. I don't know what to 
do. I'm almost sure that his thoughts are with someone else. My life 
is a disaster.
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His Diary

I shot the worst round of golf in my 
life today, but at least I got laid
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Addiction to Belief, Internal Weather, 
Adventitious Suffering

• The two previous slides illustrate the three 
notions in the title
– The tendency to identify with and take seriously 

momentary beliefs that
– really amount to passing “internal weather” that
– leads to “adventitious suffering” – unnecessary 

suffering added to the ordinary pain
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The “Buddhist Equation”

S = P x R
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That is…

• Suffering equals pain times resistance
– Note what happens if R = 0

• Sometimes put by saying
– Pain is inevitable; suffering is optional

• Suffering is understood as something we add tothe 
inevitable pains of life by resisting the pain – fighting 
with it – and by adding an overlay of belief

• Observingthe pain with sympathy but detachment 
lessens adventitious suffering
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(Note)

• This “equation” is not a core Buddhist precept
• It is an illustrative device that some Buddhist 

teachers in the west have found helpful
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Does this blame the sufferer?

• The Buddhist would say no
• The Buddhist would recognize that we all have 

the tendency to resist pain, but
• Claims that there are ways of relating to our 

pain that can make it more bearable
• – Especially in the case of emotional or 

psychological pain
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Meditation and Medication

• Would this style of Buddhism be against anti-
depressants
– No. This style of Buddhism is willing to accept 

what science has to say about how the brain works
– Some people will need medication to bring their 

mind/body system to a place where insight is 
possible

• Would this style of Buddhism be against pain 
medication
– No, and for similar reasons
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Buddhism, Psychology and 
Metaphysics

• Western-style Buddhism is psychologically oriented, 
with little interest in metaphysics or the supernatural

• Some have argued that this was true of the Buddha 
himself (Certain sutras support this)

• It is a mistake to think that Buddhism overall 
dispenses with the supernatural or metaphysical

• Buddhism – like other traditions – is complex and 
multi-faceted


