REL 243-WORLD RELIGIONS
     
Instructor: Blair A. Gadsby
WEEKS FOUR and FIVE
Reading: Introduction to World Religions, Christopher Partridge, General Editor. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005. Part Six, (pgs. 188-215).

LECTURE:
Buddhism: the man who is the founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama, lived in northern India from 563-483 B.C.E. during a time known as …
The Axis Age. 

Approximately one hundred years on either side of 500 B.C.E. is a time historians have called the Axis Age, or Axial Period. This period is believed to have been one of significant change in a variety of spheres of life. New technologies were being developed, the sciences were increasing, and new religious and philosophical views were being thought-up.
For our study of religions, several new religions emerged in this period. Among them:
Buddhism, Jainism, and the writings of the Upanishads all happened in India; 
in Greece, the pre-Socratic philosophers who brought science to bear upon an understanding of the world flourished; Xenophanes who I discussed in lecture 1 was a pre-Socratic philosopher;
in Israel, this is the time of the Hebrew prophets writing down what we call the Old Testament, or Hebrew Bible;
in Persia, the religion of Zoroastrianism is gaining ground at this time, some historians believe the prophet Zoroaster/Zarathustra may have lived during the Axis Age, others think he was much earlier, in any case the religion of Zoroastrianism is having significant impact in the Ancient Near East;

in China, the lives of Confucius and Lao Tzu/Tse are making their marks;

More on all these later in the course.

*EXTRA POINTS: send me five links that discuss the Axis Age.

Siddhartha Gautama, who is born as a prince and lived in luxury, is moved by the suffering in the world and he develops what may appear as a rather pessimistic philosophy of life. He is technically an atheist in that the Buddha (which means “enlightened one”, or “awakened one”) does not believe that anything whatsoever has an unchanging nature. Everything in the universe changes, period. This precludes an unchanging nature of God, or gods. While this is NOT materialism, Buddhism does accept a spirit world exists, but even there, nothing is eternally unchanging.
Siddhartha saw the Four Passing Sights:

1. an old man

2. a sick man

3. a dead man

4. and a wandering holy man, an ascetic. He symbolized freedom from attachments to this world and the Buddha then stated that reality was as follows:

The Three Marks of Reality:
1. impermanence, or constant change

2. no permanent identity, no unchanging soul

3. suffering, all life is filled with suffering or sorrow

Buddha identified The Four Noble Truths:
1.
dukkha, suffering, this picks up from the last of “the three marks of reality”
2.
the origin of suffering comes from our cravings, or desires
3.
nirvana, the stopping of all cravings, is the route to escaping suffering
4.
the path to escape is The Noble Eight-fold Path 
The Noble Eight-Fold Path

1.
right, or correct, understanding
2. 
right intentions

3.
right speech

4.
right action

5.
right livelihood or work

6.
right efforts

7. 
right meditation

8.
right contemplation

By living a life of compassion free from cravings and desires, the Buddhist reaches toward enlightenment.

The Three Jewels of Buddhism:
1. The Buddha

2. The Dharma/Dhamma, the teachings of the Buddha
3. The Sangha, the community of monks and nuns
Buddhists take refuge from the suffering of the world in these three jewels. 
The Historical Spread of Buddhism:
After the life and death of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, his message spread south from India to what is called South East Asia and the island of Sri Lanka. Today, Sri Lanka is considered the oldest homeland of Theravada Buddhism. While there are Buddhists in India, homeland of the Buddha, they are a very small minority. India is dominated by Hinduism and to some degree Islam with the statistics breaking down roughly at 80% Hindu and 20% Muslim. Buddhism does not have a significant presence there. Much like Christianity, it is a missionary religion that seeks to take its message out to the world

A king named Ashoka in the fourth century B.C.E. sent out missionaries from north India to spread the message of enlightenment. His missionaries went to S.E. Asia and Sri Lanka. Hence, Sri Lanka being the oldest homeland of Theravada Buddhism even though the Buddha was never there himself. Other countries that practice the Theravada branch of Buddhism are Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and Burma, the region of South East Asia. 
Some centuries later, Buddhist missionaries went north over the Himalayan Mountains into China and developed what would become Mahayana Buddhism. This Buddhism is dominant in Korea and Japan and China. 
Many common Buddhist images come from Mahayana as it has been more prevalent in Western countries due to historic immigration patterns: for example,
The Mandala, see page 192. These are symbols of impermanence. It may take this monk days or weeks to complete this mandala in colored sand. When he is finished, he will destroy it, collapse it into a vase and perform a ceremony of returning it to the earth. A symbol of what happens with each and every life, and also expressing one of the Buddha’s key teachings, that of the first mark of reality, nothing in this universe is of a permanent nature.

Chanting a Mantra is also part of Mahayana Buddhism. This is a key phrase the devotee repeats as a method of focusing awareness and concentration. The word OM or AUM is sometimes used as a mantra. The word OM is the source of origination and dissolution. All sounds in the universe originate from it and dissolve back into it. It is a sacred syllable that is chanted in an almost magical appeal to achieve enlightenment. OM is also an ancient and sacred Indian/Hindu sound that was incorporated into Indian Buddhism.
And the Zen Koan is also a part of Mahayana Buddhism. Here’s an example:

What is the sound of one hand clapping?
Or,

What was the appearance of your face before your parents were born?

The Bodhisattva is a Buddha-like spirit-being that guides living Buddhists to Nirvana.
Mahayana also has several clearly identifiable denominations: 
1. Pureland, or Jing’tu/Jodo (Chinese name/Japanese name): dominant in China. Began in 5th century C.E.
2. Tien’tai/Tendai: a rationalistic sect that rejects mantras, founded in the 6th century C.E. and emphasizes meditation and study.
3. Chan/Zen, began in China in the 6th century C.E. and spread to Japan. They use the Koan, discussed above, to focus meditation.
4. Nichiren, founded in the 1200s C.E. in Japan by a Tendai monk named Nichiren. He taught that the Lotus Sutra was sufficient to understand the basics of the Buddha’s teachings. They chant the “Praise to the Mystic Law of the Lotus Sutra.”
*EXTRA POINTS: send me five(5) links to sites that discuss Buddhism. 

*PHE—POINTS HERE: as described on the index/home page for this course, you must write five (5) one-page essays. This is for 30% of your grade. These are separate from your two (2) other written assignments which are longer research papers. Write a one-page essay any aspect of Buddhism that interests you. (This is an argument essay so express your opinion based upon the information in the text or other research you do independently. You may need to search the Internet to find more information on Buddhism.
END OF POSTED LECTURE FOR WEEK FOUR AND FIVE
