Buddhism
History

Founded circa 560 B.C. by Siddhartha Gautama
Siddhartha Gautama was born a prince near the foothills of the Himalayas.  He was raised as a Hindu.  His parents were concerned about a prophecy that astrologers gave at the time of his birth.  They predicted that he would become either a universal religious leader.  His parents raised him in a state of luxury in the hope that he would become attached to earthly things and to pleasure.  This would make it less likely that he choose the religious life.  They wanted him to be a political leader, not a religious one.

At the age of 16, he was married.  When he was 29, his wife had a son.  Shortly after his son's birth, he was deeply disturbed by seeing an elderly, helpless, frail man.  Later, he saw an emaciated and depressed man suffering from an advanced disease.  Then, he spotted a grieving family carrying the corpse of one of their own to a cremation site.  He reflected deeply upon the suffering brought about by old age, illness and death.  Finally, he saw a monk who led a reclusive life of meditation, and was calm and serene.  The four encounters motivated him to follow the path of the monk and find a spiritual solution to the problems brought about by human suffering.  He left his wife, child, luxurious lifestyle, and future role as a leader of his people in order to seek truth.

He first tried yogic meditation.  However, he could not meditate forever.  He eventually had to return to normal waking consciousness and face the unsolved of the world.

He then joined a group of similarly-minded students of Brahmanism in a forest where he practiced breath control and fasted severely for six years.  He is said to have brought himself to the brink of death by only eating a few grains of rice each day.  Obviously, he experienced physical discomforts.  Ultimately, he rejected this path as well.  He realized that neither gluttony nor starvation would lead to enlightenment.  He determined that a better path to achieve Nirvana, a state of liberation and freedom from suffering, was to pursue a "Middle Way."  This way was largely defined by moderation and meditation.
At the age of 35, he sat under a large tree and began to meditate.  He decided he would not get up from under the tree until he had discovered the secret to escaping suffering.  Mara, the evil one, tried to prevent him from discovering this secret.  He first tried to frighten Siddhartha with storms and armies of demons.   Siddhartha remained completely calm.   Then he sent his three beautiful daughters to tempt him, but Siddhartha did not respond.  Finally, he tried to ensnare Siddhartha in his own ego by appealing to his pride.   That, too, failed.
Soon after this, Siddhartha discovered that he had progressed beyond any craving, desire, or hunger.  He also had no hatred, doubt or fear.  He had attained Nirvana and assumed the title Buddha, which means one who has awakened. 
Core Beliefs

The Buddha discovered the “Four Noble Truths”:
· The universality of suffering.  To live is to suffer.

· Suffering is caused by desire.  Desires come in many forms, such as cravings for sensual pleasure, the desire for fame, and the urge to avoid the unpleasant, like fear, anger and jealousy.

· Suffering ceases when the mind is freed from desire.  That is Nirvana.

· Nirvana can be reached by the “Eight-fold path”:

· Right understanding (Understanding the “Four Noble Truths”)

· Right thinking (Maintaining pure thoughts)

· Right speech (No lying, criticism, gossip, etc.)

· Right conduct (Following the “five precepts” listed below)

· Right livelihood (Supporting yourself with an occupation that does not harm others)

· Right effort (Motivating yourself with pure thoughts rather than selfish desires)
· Right Mindfulness (Becoming away of your body, mind, and emotions)

· Right Concentration (Meditation to achieve higher consciousness)

The Buddha also taught the “Five Precepts” for living a pure life:

· Do not kill.

· Do not steal.

· Do not lie.

· Do not misuse sex.

· Do not consume alcohol or drugs.

The Buddha taught reciprocity, or what we call the Golden Rule:

· “A state that is not pleasing or delightful to me, how could I inflict that upon another?”

· “Hurt not others in ways that you yourself would find hurtful.”

Buddhists, like Hindus believe that all living things are trapped in an endless cycle of birth and death.  The only way to escape this cycle is by achieving Nirvana and releasing yourself from all cravings, and thus, all suffering.

Unlike Hinduism, however, Buddhism does not ascribe to the existence of any god.  In fact, the Buddha taught that the Hindu gods were merely another form of reincarnated life.  While Hinduism teaches that reality is an illusion and so suffering and sin are also illusions, Buddhism teaches that our existence is entirely real and suffering is an inherent part of it.  Only by following the Buddha’s eight-fold path, can you escape this reality.  The Buddha never described what happens to you in Nirvana, insisting that his job was only to teach humanity how to attain it.
There are several divisions in Buddhism.  These are three of the most prominent sects:

· Theravada, which means “the way of the elders.”  Followers of this sect believe that only a few life long monks, by devoting every moment of their life to following the ways of the Buddha, can attain Nirvana.  Everyone else can only hope to live a life that will cause them to be reincarnated at a higher level.
· Mahayana, which means “the greater way,” teaches that Nirvana is available to all people through the help of Bodhisattvas, god-like saviors.  According to Mahayana, the Buddha remained on earth for 45 years after he attained Nirvana because he decided to become the first Bodhisattva, to stay and save all mankind through his teaching.  Other monks have achieved Nirvana and stayed on earth, and through their teaching, average people are also able to achieve Nirvana.

· Zen is derived from Mahayana, and teaches that everyone has within themselves the potential to be a Bodhisattva.  “Look within, you are the Buddha.”  Zen became popular in America after World War II, and is still a popular belief, especially in Hollywood.
· Tantrism is a blend of Mahayana and the occultic practices of Tibet, and is the official religion of that country, as well as Nepal.  Tantrism involves meditation while repeating certain words, sounds, or incantations.  It also uses some occultic signs and symbols in its rituals.  Tantrism is a very dangerous practice and leaves its followers open to demonic influence.
What’s Wrong with Buddhism?
The Buddha said, “to live is to suffer.”  He claimed that suffering was due to ignorance and natural cravings.  The Bible teaches us that suffering in the world is due to sin, which is somewhat similar to the Buddha’s claims.  There is a vital difference though.  The Buddha claimed that we could look within ourselves to find a way to overcome our cravings.  Jesus taught the exact opposite; that the sinful nature that we all carry within us is the reason for our sinful life style.  Only by rejecting our inner nature and accepting Christ can we escape our suffering.
The Buddha taught that one could escape suffering by following the eight-fold path.  Jesus gave a similar set of “right” behaviors in his sermon on the mount.  But while Buddhism teaches salvation by works, Christians can have hope in God’s promise that through our faith in Him, the Holy Spirit with give us the strength to live right.  The fruits of the Spirit are the result of our faith, not a list of things we must do.
