
    

    

    
    
  What Is Buddhism?

 

    
  All over the world, people have religious beliefs about the creation of our universe and the way we should behave towards one another. People practise their religion with acts of worship or regular rituals.

   

   

  Buddhism is considered 'a way of life' as well as a religion. Buddhists don't believe in a God who created the world, but instead value a divine wisdom that brings us together. For Buddhists, the universe and the life within it have no beginning or end, but form an endless cycle of life, death and rebirth.

 

    

  There are now over 500 million Buddhists worldwide, but the majority live in Asia.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Buddhist Faith

 

    
  Buddhists follow the teachings of a man called Siddhartha Gautama who was born in northern India (modern-day Nepal) in the sixth century BCE. Siddhartha became known as the Buddha when he achieved Enlightenment (see page 4).

   

   

  There are many different types of Buddhism –they all follow the teachings of the Buddha but interpret them in different ways. The two main types are Theravada Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism.

 

    

  All forms of Buddhism follow the 'three jewels' of their faith: belief in the Buddha; the teachings of the Buddha (dharma); and the Buddhist community (sangha).

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Buddha

 

    
  Siddhartha Gautama was a royal prince who lived a privileged life. He left his palace as a young man and saw suffering for the first time – an elderly man, a sick man, and a dead body. He realised this suffering was an inevitable part of human existence.

   

   

  Siddhartha dedicated the rest of his life to finding an answer to people's unhappiness. At first, he studied with religious men and tried a life of extreme self-denial, but eventually he chose the Middle Way (see page 7).

 

    

  Siddhartha Gautama grew up in a Hindu family. Like Hindus, Buddhists believe in a cycle of life, death and rebirth called samsara. However, they don't believe in a personal, unchanging soul (see page 6).

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Enlightenment

 

    
  When Siddhartha was 35, he finally understood why suffering happens and how it can be overcome. While meditating under a Bodhi tree, he became so deeply absorbed that he became 'enlightened'. From this moment, he was known as the Buddha ('the awakened one').

   

   

  The Buddha set about teaching his knowledge to others. His meditation had brought him to a state called 'nirvana'. He had let go of all personal desires that caused pain and sorrow, learning to be content with what he had.

 

    

  The Buddha's Enlightenment took place under a sacred fig tree, which Buddhists call the Bodhi tree ('tree of awakening'). Its heart-shaped leaves are said to represent the potential within us all to awaken.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Buddha's Teachings

 

    
  The Buddha said the main cause of suffering was a belief that things could stay the same. He recognised that nothing in life is permanent – good and bad things don't last forever and life is full of change and uncertainty.

   

   

  He also taught that the world was an endless cycle of life, death and rebirth. Accepting the idea of a rebirth, Buddhists believe that future lives are affected by past actions – a concept known as 'karma' or simply put: cause and effect.

 

    

  The Buddha's teachings are known as dharma. They include the Three Universal Truths, the Four Noble Truths (see page 6) and the Eightfold Path (see page 7).

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Universal Truths

 

    
  According to the Buddha's Three Universal Truths, everything changes (anicca); this impermanence leads to suffering (dukkha); there is no permanent soul (anatta). For Buddhists, there is no reincarnation of a soul. Instead, a person's life force (karma) passes into the next life.

   

   

  The Buddha's Four Noble Truths explain that suffering exists (1) because people are dissatisfied with what they have (2). However, it is possible to overcome this suffering (3) by following the Eightfold Path (4).

 

    

  Buddhists aim to escape the cycle of rebirth by living a good life and reaching the Buddha's state of 'nirvana', a perfect place free of desire.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Middle Way

 

    
  The Buddha realised the path to happiness was a life without luxury, but without poverty, too. As long as his basic needs were met (such as food, clothing, shelter and medicine), he didn't desire anything more.

   

   

  The Buddha's Eightfold Path (or Middle Way) can be summarised as: looking at life in the right way (1), thinking of others (2), speaking kindly (3), treating yourself and others well (4), doing a job that doesn't harm others (5), doing good deeds (6), training the mind to see things in the right way (7) and learning to concentrate and calm the mind (8).

 

    

  The Buddha believed that avoiding extremes and living a life of moderation was the key to happiness.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Monks and Nuns

 

    
  Some Buddhists choose to leave their families and dedicate their lives to Buddhism by becoming monks or nuns. They live in a monastery (vihara) where they share the teachings of the Buddha with others.

   

   

  Buddhist monks and nuns live very simply. Like the Buddha, they only have two meals a day (after midday, they just drink liquids). They also rely on the wider community for their food and clothing. People visit the vihara to give thanks for the Buddha and to learn more about his teachings.

 

    

  Buddhists who seek enlightenment i.e. awakening like the Buddha himself are called bodhisattvas.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Tripitaka

 

    
  Buddhists use a number of holy books to guide them. The most important text is the Tripitaka. The English translation of this long text takes up nearly 40 volumes!

   

   

  Tripitaka means 'three baskets'. The text is full of the Buddha's experiences, his teachings, and rules for Buddhist monks and nuns to follow. It was first written down on palm leaves stored in three baskets.

 

    

  The Buddha's teachings were passed down from generation to generation by word of mouth. About 400 years after his death, they were written down in the ancient Indian languages of Pali and Sanskrit.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Acts of Worship

 

    
  Buddhists can pay their respects to the Buddha at any time. Viharas are open every day, but Buddhists can also worship at home using a small statue of the Buddha as a shrine.

   

   

  Buddhists often wear white when they visit a vihara, as a sign of peace. They may bring flowers or incense for the Buddha, as well as food for the monks or nuns. A ceremony called puja is a time for reflection and the giving of offerings to show appreciation for the Buddha and his teachings.

 

    

  Some Buddhists write prayers on coloured flags so the wind can spread their messages. Sometimes, a prayer wheel is used to 'release' prayers.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Meditation

 

    
  Buddhists try to gain enlightenment by learning more about the Buddha's teachings, doing good deeds and meditating. Meditation is a way of training the mind to empty it of all present thoughts and distractions, so it becomes calm, clear and focused.

   

   

  Some Buddhists chant mantras (sacred words) as part of their meditation, to concentrate the mind and to show their respect for the Buddha. Others use a geometrical symbol of the universe called a mandala to help aid concentration.

  By meditating, Buddhists try to free their minds of the wants and desires of everyday life.

 

    

  Most statues of the Buddha show him calmly meditating, with his hands in his lap and his legs crossed.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Buddhist Symbols

 

    
  Buddhists use the lotus flower as a symbol of enlightenment. In the same way that a lotus flower grows in the mud at the bottom of a pool, but rises above the surface as a beautiful flower, Buddhists try to rise above their suffering.

   

   

  Buddhists also use the Dharma Wheel as a symbol of the Buddha's Eightfold Path (see page 7). The wheel is also seen as a symbol of samsara, the cycle of life, death and rebirth.

 

    

  One of the most recognisable Buddhist architectural symbols are stupas (or chortens), dome-shaped mounds used for veneration of Buddhist relicts, originally the Buddha's ashes. They also symbolise the Buddha's presence.

  In some Asian countries stupas evolved into pagodas, tiered towers with multiple eaves which have become the landmarks of Buddhist architecture.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Vesak Day

 

    
  Vesak Day is the most important Buddhist festival. It falls on a full moon in May or June and celebrates the Buddha's birth. It is a time to decorate the home, exchange small gifts, meditate and visit a vihara.

   

   

  Many important events in the Buddha's life happened on the day of a full moon. Some Buddhists also use Vesak Day to celebrate the Buddha's Enlightenment and his death (or 'passing' into a state of nirvana, never to be reborn again).

 

    

  Mahayana Buddhists celebrate the Buddha's death in February. Parinirvana (Nirvana Day) is a time to reflect on the passing of loved ones, with acceptance rather than grief.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Sangha Day

 

    
  Sangha Day is the second most important Buddhist festival – a time to celebrate friendship and to remember the Buddhist community worldwide. This means Buddhist monks and nuns, but also the lay community.

   

   

  Sangha Day celebrations vary around the world, but are a time for the Buddhist community to get together. Buddhists reflect on their commitment to the faith and different Buddhist traditions.

 

    

  The original sangha were a group of monks who came to live together to join the Buddha and follow his teachings. After the Buddha's death, they began to teach others about the Buddhist faith.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Other Celebrations

 

    
  Dharma Day falls on the day of a full moon in June or July. It is a time to celebrate and give thanks for the Buddha's teachings and their potential to bring spiritual growth.

   

   

  The Buddhist New Year is a time to look ahead at how to live a better life. Candles are lit to bring 'light', happiness and luck for the year ahead. Sometimes statues of the Buddha are bathed in scented water as a sign of respect.

 

    

  The Buddhist New Year is celebrated on the night of a full moon, but falls in different months in different parts of the world.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  The Buddhist Life

 

    
  Buddhism has grown to become the world's fourth largest religion after Christianity, Islam and Hinduism. Most Buddhists are found in Asia, but the faith has also spread across the globe.

   

   

  Buddhists try to live a simple, peaceful and happy life. They seek enlightenment through their learning and meditation and by showing good deeds such as kindness, honesty and respect. As well as their own personal spiritual journey, Buddhists try to help others seek enlightenment too, so they can live a contented life, free of suffering.

 

    

  A belief in samsara (see page 3) means that Buddhists treat the lives of humans and animals with equal respect.
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    hit.style.left = (L + W - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    hit.style.top = (Tp + H - S / 2 - HIT / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.left = (L + W / 2 - TW / 2) + 'px';
    tab.style.top = (Tp + H / 2 - TH / 2) + 'px';
    box.appendChild(hit);
    box.appendChild(tab);
    var busy = false;
    function collapse() {
      if (busy || fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.add('pt-on'); }, T * 0.7);
      each(function (f) { after(f, 'pt-closing', function () { f.classList.add('pt-collapsed'); }); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; }, T + 130);
    }
    function expand() {
      if (busy || !fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) return;
      busy = true;
      tab.classList.remove('pt-on');
      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
      setTimeout(function () { tab.classList.remove('pt-off'); }, 160);
      each(function (f) { f.classList.remove('pt-collapsed'); f.classList.add('pt-opening'); after(f, 'pt-opening'); });
      setTimeout(function () { busy = false; hit.style.visibility = ''; }, T + 130);
    }
    hit.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); collapse(); });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
    // a box the reader closes while it is being read stays closed (they chose to look at the picture)
    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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