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Preface
 
What is Mahayana Buddhism?
Chances are, you probably have run into Mahayana Buddhism and didn’t even know it.  Many Buddhist traditions that are well-known to Western audiences are within the umbrella of Mahayana Buddhism.  The Mahayana tradition is something that fundamentally binds such teachings and schools as Zen Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, Pure Land Buddhism and Nichiren Buddhism together even though they are separated by geography and history.
Usually, when people are first learning about Buddhism, they start with some basic teachings of the Buddha, early history in India, and then suddenly leap to modern day.  There’s a large, unspoken gap in Buddhism, but knowing this gap in information helps to explain why there are so many Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in Buddhist culture, why there is so much talk about interdependence, why people spend time dedicating merit, why there’s so much chanting and ritual in Buddhism that might feel confusing at first for new Buddhists, or even veteran Buddhists.  In short, a lot of things that people take for granted in Buddhism have their roots in Mahayana Buddhist teachings.  
Mahayana Buddhism is a critical bridge between the original teachings of the Buddha, obscured by time and place, and Buddhism we see today.  It is one of two venerable traditions that persist today, the other being Theravada Buddhism.  The Mahayana Buddhist tradition covers many different cultures, histories, and ideas, and this book is meant to provide a brief overview of them all, while also helping you, the reader, learn how to make the most of this great tradition in whatever capacity you want.  This book is meant to be an introduction to Mahayana, a practical guide to exploring Buddhism, and also a handy reference for future needs.
If you want to cut to the chase, though, and get an idea of what makes Mahayana Buddhism, well, Mahayana Buddhism, here is a very brief summary of common themes and teachings.  Throughout the book, we’ll be exploring each one, sometimes as a dedicated chapter, other times we only need to explore briefly.  In any case, here we go:
- Universal potential for Buddhahood or “full awakening” – in early Buddhism it was thought that the Buddha was a “first among equals” with other monks in that the quality of enlightenment was the same, but that the Buddha above and beyond them through his talent and compassion for teachings. Mahayana teaches that all beings could eventually become Buddhas too.  This consequently led to a greater emphasis on the Bodhisattva who devotes themselves to becoming a fully-enlightened Buddha, and the frequent appearance of bodhisattvas in Mahayana literature.
- Emptiness and interdependence of all phenomena – we will explore a concept called Sunyata which encapsulates both concepts, when we look at the Four Dharma Seals.  Sunyata wasn’t meant to be just an academic exercise either, it ties directly into teachings regarding the Bodhisattva, Buddhahood and so on.  In a sense, we’re all in this together.
- Existence of other Buddhas – even in early Buddhism, Shakyamuni was thought to be one of many Buddhas past and present, but there weren’t many details about who these buddhas were.  As we’ll see later, over time Buddhism absorbed symbolism and local deities while giving them a kind of Buddhist “makeover”.  This wasn’t just a case of superstition though, but rather using available tools to convey Buddhist teachings.  “Keeping it hip” as the kids all say.
- Buddha Lands – another feature of Mahayana Buddhism related to the previous one is the idea of Buddha Lands (also called “Pure Lands”), where beings who complete the Buddhist path and become fully awakened Buddhas also establish their own pure lands to provide a refuge for other beings.  The Indian-Buddhist view of the cosmos is quite different than what we typically see in other religions, and it is worth taking a detour to explore.  Needless to say, both the universe and time are seen in terms of very, very big scale.
- Expedient Means – Just as the historical Buddha taught different people in his lifetime according to their background, understanding or inclination, the various Buddhas and Bodhisattvas and other figures strive to liberate all beings using a variety of means.  This helped to facilitate the wide variety of schools and practices in Mahayana Buddhism in later generations because it was commonly understood that different “gates” all lead to the same Buddhist path, so it was simply a matter of people find which gate to start from.
- The decline of Buddhism – due to the cyclical nature of the Dharma, it was thought that after the appearance of a Buddha, the Dharma would eventually decline and be forgotten until the next Buddha.  Later, you’ll hear the phrase “the Buddha turning of the wheel of the Dharma”. Eventually that wheel slows down, until another buddha comes along to turn it again.
- The true Dharma is beyond description – a frequent theme in Mahayana Buddhism is the idea that the true, unvarnished Dharma is beyond words and description.  This ties into the topic of Sunyata above, because the totality of reality, and the Dharma, are one, and a mundane being will struggle to grasp this.  Reading a map of Tokyo and actually being there are two different things.  Mahayana Buddhism recognizes this, and hence it implies many expedient means, knowing sooner or later people will hopefully “get it”.
If none of this makes sense, great.  That means you are learning something new.  So, leave a bookmark on this page, and feel free to come back later when we’ve explored these in greater details.  Hopefully it will make more sense then.  If not, don’t hesitate to ask for a refund.
To put it mildly, the Buddha-Dharma, that is the Buddhist religion and teachings in total, is a vast, vast ocean, an ocean with many treasures.  It takes much time to explore, everyone uses a different boat and different diving equipment, and further that treasure is not always easily found, and yet the more one dives into this ocean, the more treasures they find.  
Chapter One: First Steps
Becoming a Buddhist whether by oneself or part of a community means to take part in a tradition that has persisted across 2,500 worth of generations of people, across many walks of life and civilizations, all dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge, wisdom, self-mastery and goodwill towards others.  This chapter both the why’s and the how’s of becoming a Buddhist.  If you are already a Buddhist, you are welcome to skip this, or you may use it to rediscover why you are part of the tradition.
Taking Refuge in the Three Treasures
 
Whether you’re new to Buddhism or maybe rediscovering it from your youth, the process for becoming a Buddhist is very straightforward: you simply need to take refuge in the Three Treasures: the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha.  Let’s look at each one:
                The Buddha is the historical founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama who lived in India around 500-600 BCE.  However, Buddhists usually do not call him by his given name, Siddartha.  Instead, they refer to him by his title Shakyamuni Buddha (“the Buddha of the Shakya clan”).  From here on out, we will refer to him as Shakyamuni Buddha, the Buddha, or even just Shakyamuni.1  The Buddha is the peerless teacher who uncovered the Dharma and taught it to others.  This is called the Turning of the Wheel (of the Dharma) in the sense that a wheel which sat dormant, now is in motion again.
                The Dharma is the principles of existence that the Buddha discovered (or any Buddha discovers as we shall see).  It is something that always exists, but is not always widely known or taught.  The Laws of Physics work the same regardless of whether people believe in them or not, and in the same way the “Law of the Dharma” works much the same.  For this reason, a Buddha’s role in Buddhism is vitally important in articulating what the Dharma is, and how one can live in accordance with it.  Further, the word “Dharma” can take on many meanings.  It can mean “the way things are”, it can refer to all phenomena including you and me, and much more.  But for now, let’s stick to its primary meaning as a principle of existence.  The Dharma does not require faith in the usual sense of religion, only a willingness to explore and a growing sense of confidence as one applies it to one’s own life.
                The Sangha is the Buddhist community, past and present, large and small.  It is the largest sense, it is all those followers who have carried forth the Buddha’s teachings across 2,500 years of history, across many cultures, people and places.  In the simplest sense, it is your local Buddhist community (or online community) that helps you on the path to becoming Buddhist, supporting one another and learning from one another.  The term “Sangha” can mean both.  The Sangha is one of the Three Treasures because at the end of the day, we need one another for support, for insight, and to progress along the Buddhist path.  In the Buddha’s own words,2 being surrounded by a healthy community of good, honorable people who similarly pursue the path is crucial to pursuit of the “holy life”.
                Thus taken together, the Buddha is the teacher, the Dharma is the teaching, and the Sangha is the community that preserves and practices the teachings.
                Why take refuge?  Buddhism is like a clinic for those who are weary, lost or confused and in need of a stable rock to stand on amidst the ups and downs of life.  Life can feel like being tossed about in stormy waters, and for this reason, we all seek some kind of refuge from the storm.  Think of Buddhism as a kind of safe harbor.  Every one who comes to Buddhism by choice chooses to do so because they seek a refuge or safe harbor, and by declaring this need you thus become a student on the Buddhist path.
                What about faith?  Faith and devotion in a deity or figure isn’t required in Buddhism in the same way as other religions.  Buddhists revere Shakyamuni as a teacher, and as we’ll see later there are other Buddhist “deities”, but faith is not required in any of them.  They give focus and a sense of devotion, but what matters most is the Dharma.  That said, Buddhism when taken at face value, is somewhat difficult to understanding and seems like a very “cerebral” religion compared to others.  So, at first, much of it will run against the grain of what you assume life to be.  This is normal, since each of carries our own personal biases and assumptions on things and these assumptions are at the heart of some of our issues.  Thus, a new student on the path is encouraged to suspend disbelief for a time when teachings don’t make sense, and gradually get to know them.  Applying them to one’s own life as they see fit, and testing the results.  Thus, faith in Buddhism has a more pragmatic, scientific spin to it.
                If you think of the famous Parable of the Cave by Plato, when a person finally leaves the infamous cave behind and sees the sun for the first time, their mind will be utterly blown away.  Once they have come to grips with the sun, its warmth and brightness, they will not be able to “unsee” it.  Now, imagine that that same person later goes back to explain to their former comrades.  The other people in the cave will have no idea or context as to what that person is saying.  That person can describe the sun all they want, but the others will only have a dim understanding until they themselves go outside and see it for themselves.  Some will simply choose not to go out at all, others might even be openly hostile.  For the Buddhist who has a similar experience, this is part of growth on the path.  It is also why the Buddha was such a peerless teacher: even in his own time he faced hostility from others, and various efforts by rival sects to trip him up and find holes in his teachings.  Nevertheless, the Buddha maintained equanimity and goodwill toward all beings, and did not waver in his teachings.  The Buddha knew that at least some people would have only a little “dust in their eyes”, and would quickly grasp the teachings,3 while others would take longer.
                Because Buddhism thinks in terms of countless lifetimes, and very, very big time, there is no rush to mass-convert or evangelize others.  Instead, it is important that people freely come to the Buddhist path of their own will, explore it as they see fit, and if they choose to pursue another path, that they be left alone and with best wishes.  Further, it’s important to emphasize that everyone should come to the Buddhist path and take refuge as they are now.  Regardless of your race, gender, background, or lifestyle choices, if you choose to take refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha, you are a Buddhist.  For this reason, it’s also important not to compare yourself to other Buddhists, for better or for worse.
                If you have made it this far and have decided that you would like to become a Buddhist, or rediscover Buddhism, the process for taking refuge in the Buddha (i.e. becoming a Buddhist) is very simple:
Find an image of the Buddha.  A statue, picture, or even an illustration in a book is fine.  There is no standard here.  Find what is suitable and meaningful.
Stand before this image, and put your hands together, palm to palm, near your heart.
Next, recite the phrase below in your native language, or using the ancient Pali language shown in paratheses:

I go to the Buddha for refuge (Buddang saranang gacchaami)
I go to the Dharma for refuge (Dammang saranang gacchaami)
I go to the Sangha for refuge (Sangang saranang gacchaami)
With your hands still together, give one final bow by bending at the waist about 30-45°.  You are now a Buddhist!
What next?  
 
This book can be roughly divided into two sections.  Chapters two through seven cover a lot of ground in exploring various concepts in Mahayana Buddhism, explaining the hows and whys of it.  Chapters eight through eleven focus on how to apply all this in more practical terms: building a home shrine, common practices, how to find temple communities, etc.  DIY (“do-it-yourself”) Buddhism, in other words.  I struggled quite a bit with how to fit these two seemingly different, yet essential aspects together, and ultimately decided to let the reader decide for themselves how to approach it, so long as all the cards were on the table.  
Some people may want to have all the context first before putting it into practice.  Others might prefer to jump into practical steps first then get the background later.  Depending on your inclination, you may prefer one other the other, so feel free to move around, skip chapters and so on.  Keep in mind that if you jump ahead, you might miss some context.  On the other hand, there’s quite a bit of background leading up to what seem like mundane practices, so you might find this daunting on a first-pass.  Finally, the Appendix includes a (not-so) brief history of Buddhism, plus some example liturgies and chants you can use.  
If you have decided to follow the book in order though, let’s get down to basics...
1Note that the Buddha is not a name.  It is a title, like the Pope, the President, the King of Pop and so on.  So, in English, it makes more sense to call him “the Buddha”, not “Buddha”.

2 SN 45.2 of the Pali Canon, the Upaddha Sutta: “Half (of the Holy Life)”

3 SN 6.1 of the Pali Canon, Ayacana Sutta: The Request 

Chapter Two: Let’s Get Down to Basics
A typical introduction on Buddhism usually starts with the same formula: the Four Noble Truths:
1) Existence is marked with suffering.  Put simply, life is hard, both for yourself and everyone around you.
2) Much of this suffering is self-inflicted, due to one’s own craving (which is often unfulfilled), and ignorance about how things work.  We come into this world with limited knowledge, and have to construct our understanding as best we can, but this is usually based on limited information and unseen biases, so we don’t see the whole picture.
3) A person doesn’t have to live this way, they can free themselves from this suffering and misunderstanding.
4) The Noble Eightfold path provides a sign post for moving away from a life of self-inflicted suffering to one of peace and freedom.
Interestingly, the Four Noble Truths originate from one particular sutra, called the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (try saying that 3 times fast) in the Pali Canon of Theravada Buddhism, but it is rarely mentioned in Mahayana Buddhism.  We’ll talk more about the “canon” of sutras in Mahayana Buddhism later.  However, for the purposes of understanding Mahayana Buddhism specifically, we’re going to instead approach a fundamental understanding of Buddhism through something called the Four Dharma Seals.  
The Four Dharma Seals are a kind of parallel list to the Four Noble Truths.  One does not supplant the other, they’re just two ways of describing the same thing.  The Four Dharma Seals are useful in two ways.  First, they provide a useful summary of Buddhist teachings found across all Buddhist schools and sects, and second they also provide a useful “seal” or stamp of approval for determining if a teaching is really Buddhist or not.  This second point may sound dogmatic, but it’s important even today because there are many pseudo-Buddhist or New Age groups that appropriate some Buddhist teachings, but reach different conclusions.  Some of those are outright cults.  So, it’s useful to have a standard to which you can measure against.  In the same way that nitric acid was used by early prospectors to compare gold against other base metals (gold dissolves much slower), the Dharma Seals are a useful way to stay oriented in Buddhism and focus on what matters.  The Four Dharma Seals are:
1) All compounded things, both physical and abstract, are impermanent.
2) Emotional states are painful.  Yes, even the happy ones.
3) All phenomena are “empty”, which means they are fluid and without an inherent, static existence.
4) Nirvana is the only last refuge; it is also beyond description.
Let’s look at these in greater detail.  If you feel like your head’s about to explode, that’s fine.  Feel free to stop and get a drink.
All Compounded Things are Impermanent
You may have heard before that Buddhism teaches how all things are impermanent.  Sometimes you might have even heard the phrase “this too shall pass”.  But why?
Buddhism sees all things in the world as compounded.  This means that they made up of, and sustained by, other things.  In other words, if you look at something either physical or abstract like emotional states or thoughts, it takes two or more other things to come together for that one thing to arise.
Imagine a piece of paper.  The paper was made from a tree, which in turn was made from sun, seed, water and soil.  The seed itself came from another tree and all that helped make that tree exist and so on.  But also imagine the loggers who cut down the tree, the paper factory that turned wood pulp into paper, the people who work in the factory, the people who made the equipment for logging and for making paper (also imagine all the thing that went into making that equipment) and so on.  In short, a lot of things came together to make one sheet of paper!  That’s what it means to have a compounded existence.
You can apply this same mental exercise to just about anything around you: a pencil, a sandwich, or even something more complex like a car or a computer.
Further, this applies to feelings and thoughts too.  If someone says something that makes you mad, it takes the words of that other person, plus your ears to receive them, plus the subsequent train of thought, based on personal background and personality, that interprets those words and leads to feelings of anger or emotional pain.  Similarly, when you see a newborn baby, happy thoughts may arise in you.  That’s combination of you encountering the baby, visual perception and the subsequent thoughts like “how adorable!” and so on.
Just as these things can come together, they can also come apart.  That’s the gist of the first Dharma Seal.  Because things are compounded they will eventually decline and fade.  This is simply because the conditions that make and sustain them are simply not there anymore.  Or, in Shakyamuni Buddha’s own words:4
“The instructed disciple of the noble ones, [however,] attends carefully and appropriately right there at the dependent co-arising: ‘When this is, that is. From the arising of this comes the arising of that. When this isn’t, that isn’t. From the cessation of this comes the cessation of that.” (Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
Using the example of a car, even if you take good car of it, it accumulates wear and tear and eventually the parts start to fail, one by one.  In time, the car will stop working.  Our own bodies are like this too.  We’re sustained by so many different parts of the body, and these all have to keep working to keep us alive, but eventually something critical will stop working and well, that’s that.
Similarly, a tree that gets too big will no longer be able stand up its own roots and will fall over during a wind storm.  The roots simply can’t sustain the tree anymore.
Even when look at something complex like the ancient Roman Empire, it fell not just due to invading hordes of the Visigoths, but because the conditions that sustained the Empire simply couldn’t anymore.  The politics and economy of the Roman Empire had changed, and gradually became more and more unstable until the barbarians could just push it over.
This first Dharma Seal is in some ways the most profound because it provides the underpinning for the next two.
Emotional States are Painful
This one can be the most difficult to grasp in a way.  It’s normal to think that happiness is good, and sadness or anger is bad or painful.  So, we may be inclined to think that only some emotional states are painful.  Then again, many people go through life without even giving this a thought at all.  Emotions are just a part of life, afterall.
But the Buddha perceived something subtle and easy to overlook: emotional states do not lead to peace of mind.  Like everything else, they were compounded, arising through other causes, and thus are also subject to fading.
Let’s look at negative emotions first because they’re easier.  Anger is something that is obviously painful because of the way it makes you burn up inside.  Have you ever had that feeling when you’re so angry you just “see red” and want to punch someone in the face?  You’re liable to say or do something you may regret later, and hence anger becomes painful.  Some people can’t control themselves well and do this a lot.  Even people who are more self-disciplined can still shoot themselves in the foot by saying the wrong thing out of anger or annoyance.  At the moment of anger, the mind is no longer peaceful let alone rational.  Smoldering anger or bitterness is emotionally exhausting too, even when we feel justified.
Guilt is likewise a very painful state.  Everyone has experienced a time they felt guilty about something, and no matter what you try to tell yourself, the guilt doesn’t wash away, nor does it stop hurting.  You can’t stop thinking about whatever it is you feel guilty about.  Sometimes, many years later, you might recall what you did and feel a pang of guilt there too.  This is part of who we are, but as you can see it’s obviously painful to experience.
Fair enough, you might say, but what about happiness and joy?  The pain here is more subtle and worth exploring.  As with anger and guilt and so on, the mind is no longer calm and peaceful.  Like water on the surface of a pond that’s been disturbed. When you win a sports match, or get a compliment, you might feel like you’re on top of the world.  When you’re at a really good party, you’re having so much fun you hope it never ends.
But the pain comes from the fact that it does end.
Eventually, you get left with a kind of empty feeling.  The chips tasted really good, so now you want to eat more.  The vacation was really fun, but now you’re thinking ahead to our next trip to Disneyland.  Why?  Because the good feelings have ended and you want more.
For example, you find a new song and you love it.  You can’t stop playing it over and over, but sooner or later you’ll get sick of it, or it just doesn’t provide the happiness it used to, so you have to go seeking other songs that give you that good feeling again.
These emotional states are very natural and a part of who we are.  The Buddha never asked us to be emotionless like Mr Spock or an android, but the Buddha saw past these feelings and perceived that they do not bring peace of mind and contentment.  Instead it’s more like a constant roller coaster shifting happy states and unhappy states with no end in sight.  No wonder people are so exhausted all the time!
All Phenomena are Empty
When we talked earlier about the first Dharma Seal, we talked about how all phenomena are compounded, meaning they are made up for various parts, and because of that they only stay around as long as they’re sustained by these parts.  There’s another side to this coin as well.
Since things are made up of other, external causes and conditions, we can say that they are empty.  The Buddhist term “emptiness” is based on a Sanskrit word called Śūnyatā, which is pronounced something like shoon-yatah.  Sunyata is a great word, and an example of the depth and beauty in the Sanskrit language, but also pretty darn hard to explain in English.  But, for now, we’ll just use Sunyata.  The meaning of this word expanded over time in Buddhism, especially through Nagarjuna (see Appendix), but we’ll explore here what it means in a Mahayana-Buddhist context.
Sunyata affirms something we alluded to in the first Dharma Seal: that all things lack an inherent, static self.  Everything arises from, and is sustained by, other things.  When I mean everything is Sunyata, I mean everything from the brightest stars in the sky, to your 2007 Toyota Camry, and to your favorite TV show.
A long time ago, a famous king of the Bactrian Greeks named Milinda (or Menander I) in the 2nd century BCE had a conversation with Nagasena, an eminent Buddhist monk.  Since they didn’t have cars back then, Nagasena explained Sunyata to King Milinda using the example of a chariot.  A chariot has two wheel, a yoke for the horses, reins and a carriage for standing in when you slay your foes in the field of glorious combat (assuming you don’t get killed first).  But if you take a part the wheels, yoke, carriage and so on there’s nothing there.  The wheels aren’t inherently the chariot, neither is the yoke, carriage and so on.  There is quite literally no chariot unless these things come together, and when the wheels break or the horses escape from the yoke, the chariot ceases to work.
The Questions of King Milinda are an early Buddhist text, but they point to something that is true even today: anything you can come up with is probably Sunyata also.5
Think about yourself for moment.  You didn’t just pop into the world fully formed.  Your physical body is literally born from the DNA of our parents (for better or for worse).  That premature grey you have is from your parents, as is your skin color, your heart murmurs, etc.  None of it is inherently who you are. You are kind of borrowing it in a sense until it’s no longer there.
This is true not only of physical things.
Things that we take for granted as being part of ourselves such as our outlook on life, our native languages, political inclinations, whether we prefer our eggs sunny-side up or over-easy (I prefer the latter) are also compounded.  The right combination of things and situations came together to influence what you think, believe and so on.  A lot of this might be due to positive or negative contributions by your parents, teachers, siblings and so on, but also traumatic experiences by strangers, or just crazy coincidences in your life.
None of these things are inherently YOU.  Sure they are a part of who you are, but take it all apart, deconstruct it bit by bit, and where’s the real you?
Similarly, nations arise and fall through a combination of historical factors, and political ideas and concepts arise through other factors.  What about game 3 of the 1932 World Series when Babe Ruth famously pointed to the stands before hitting a powerful home run that helped win the game?  Imagine if Babe Ruth or the pitcher had been different, or imagine if any other factors had been different in some way.  Would Babe Ruth still hit is famous home run? Maybe, maybe not. 
Nagarjuna, the famous Indian-Buddhist monk, famously stated that, “For whom emptiness is possible, everything is possible.”  One way to look at this is that Sunyata is a kind of double-edged sword, sometimes it can mean something positive if things line up just right for something wholesome to arise, and in the same way, something very tragic or unwholesome can arise when the right conditions come together.  It also means, in my opinion, that people can change, for better or worse.  The anger and bitterness one has within themselves, since it is empty, can be transformed to goodwill under the right conditions.  It can also mean that a good person can backslide, too.
We’ll talk more later in the book Sunyata because it’s particularly important to Mahayana Buddhism and some of the great early writers, but for now, it’s enough to appreciate that all things are Sunyata, that is to say they are empty of an inherent, static self.
Nirvana Is the Only Lasting Refuge
Given all that we’ve talked about so far, this leads to serious questions.  Is there any lasting refuge in life?  Since all things are compounded, empty, and subject to change and decline, will any of them provide lasting content or happiness.  Why do we always seek happiness over and over in other things when they too are impermanent, including the happiness they bring?
This was the real crux of what the Buddha was teaching.  Like a good doctor, he provided a diagnosis of the problem in the first three Dharma Seals, but then he provided a prescription too.  Just as the doctor might tell you that you need to lose weight to be healthier and to relieve any weight-related ailments you may have, the Buddha said that if you try to find lasting content in the world around you, good luck.  You won’t find it.
Instead, the Buddha found peace through something called Nirvana or sometimes Nibbana.  Sometimes this is also called “unbinding”.  Nirvana is nothing something you get, nor is it like other things that are compounded and thus subject to decline.  Nirvana is in one sense the absence of craving and chasing after temporary happiness.
The commonplace understanding of nirvana as a kind of bliss is inaccurate and leads to confusion.  The Buddha described beings as being entangled and weighed down their needs, desires, passions, etc., but when he pierced through the veil and saw things as they were, he let go and thereby attained his freedom, and thus contentment.  It is not unlike someone carrying around a big suitcase full of valuables.  Suitcases are bulky, yet we don’t want to lose our things, so we stubbornly haul around that suitcase, up and down the stairs, rattling loudly across pavement, and wearing ourselves out.  But suppose we realized one day that we don’t need to carry around the suitcase afterall, and they just set aside.  You can imagine how relieved we would be!  
In the time of the Buddha was a wandering ascetic named Vaccha came to visit the Buddha and ask him difficult questions about life and reality.  When asked what Nirvana was like, the Buddha’s reply was:6
Deep, Vaccha, is this phenomenon, hard to see, hard to realize, tranquil, refined, beyond the scope of conjecture, subtle, to-be-experienced by the wise.  (Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
Elsewhere in the same sutra, the Buddha described it as a fire that doesn’t burn.  A fire that isn’t burning hasn’t arisen like compounded phenomena we talked about above, and yet it is not “gone” either.  Elsewhere, in the famous Dhammapada, verses 202-205, the Buddha describes it this way:
There's no fire like passion,
no loss like anger,
no pain like the aggregates,
no ease other than peace.
 
Hunger: the foremost illness.
Fabrications: the foremost pain.
For one knowing this truth
as it actually is,
                Unbinding
is the foremost ease.
 
Freedom from illness: the foremost good fortune.
Contentment: the foremost wealth.
Trust: the foremost kinship.
Unbinding: the foremost ease.  (Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
But what if we don’t?  What if our current state is good enough?  The Buddha speaks of the current state of things in the second chapter of the Lotus Sutra, an important Mahayana-specific text when he uses the Parable of the Burning House.  In this famous parable, the Buddha describes a very large mansion of a rich man with a mix of rotting timbers and palatial rooms:
"At that time a fire suddenly broke out on all sides, spreading through the rooms of the house. The sons of the rich man, ten, twenty perhaps thirty, were inside the house. When the rich man saw the huge flames leaping up on every side, he was greatly alarmed and fearful and thought to himself, I can escape to safety through the flaming gate, but my sons are inside the burning house enjoying themselves and playing games, unaware, unknowing, without alarm or fear. The fire is closing in on them, suffering and pain threaten them, yet their minds have no sense of loathing or peril and they do not think of trying to escape! (Burton Watson)
The Buddha describes how the rich man calls out to the children, and at first they do not respond until we finally entices them to leave the burning house, offering various gifts and prizes, until they are all saved.  This Parable serves to address a few points about Mahayana Buddhism and Buddhism in general.
As with many Buddhist stories and parables they are chock full of meaning.  The house stands for the mundane word of compounded things, in all its form.  The monsters represent various other states of rebirth which we’ll get into later, but essentially they cannot escape from the fire.  The father is the Buddha who is trying to rescue the children before it’s too late.
And what of the fire?  This represents time, impermanence and so on.  The father wants to rescue the kids (that is to say, us) before it’s too late and our chance to follow the Buddhist path to liberation is gone.  More on that later.
It also helps to see Nirvana as standing outside the house looking back.  Nirvana doesn’t correspond to things like death or birth, arising nor declining, nor is it something to grasp and obtain.  As the Buddha said to Vaccha, it is beyond conjecture, meaning that you can’t think about it or debate about it.  It just is.  Either you’re standing outside the house, or you’re not.  And if you’re not standing outside the house, you will not know what it’s like until you do.
Since we can’t find refuge in the burning house, the only alternative is to find refuge outside of it, hence the fourth Dharma Seal is that Nirvana is the only lasting refuge, and at the same time, it is something can’t be compared to anything within the mundane world.
So Is Buddhism a Bitter Pill?
If by the end of this chapter your head is starting to hurt, that’s alright.  Take a moment to put down the book and get a glass of water, or have some tea. Fresh air, maybe?
Buddhism as a religion is pretty deep, and it can take a lifetime to fully appreciate what the Buddha teaches (or many lifetimes) but in its simplest form what we discussed here is Buddhism in a nutshell.  Both the Four Noble Truths and the Four Dharma Seals help to explain why people are dissatisfied, why life is hard, and how one can find a lasting refuge amidst all the chaos and suffering. 
If you’re new to Buddhism, it’s perfectly fine to shelve these teachings for now, and focus on other things.  But what you’ll discover is that these teachings will have a strange way of manifesting themselves in your life in unexpected places, because once you’ve seen something, you cannot unsee it.  The Buddha understood the nature of all things, and couldn’t return to his old life as a prince in India because he couldn’t forget what he had had awakened to.  No refunds.  But what he saw gave him a kind of peace, clarity and contentment that you couldn’t buy with all the money, power, and pleasure in the world.  The most powerful man or woman in the world may try in vain to grasp at water only to have it slip out of their fingers, but a verse of wisdom could give them something much better and stays with them their whole lives.
I often like to tell people that Buddhism can be a bit of a bitter pill sometimes, but imagine someone lying on a cot in the jungle, burning up with illness.  They slip in and out of consciousness.  Vivid, but feverish dreams fill their mind showing them many things both wonderful and frightening.  Then, imagine a physician placing a small, bitter pill in their hand and asking them to swallow it.  Soon after, the fever is broken and they feel a sense of relief and clarity.  This is how the Dharma works. 
If you remember nothing else from this book, remember the following passage from the Dhammapada:
186-187. There is no satisfying sensual desires, even with the rain of gold coins. For sensual pleasures give little satisfaction and much pain. Having understood this, the wise man finds no delight even in heavenly pleasures. The disciple of the Supreme Buddha delights in the destruction of craving. (Acharya Buddharakkhita)
It’s also helpful to dwell on the Parable of the Burning House that we discussed earlier, where the Buddha is the father standing outside the house calling to us, the children inside, to take heed before its too late.
By contrast, consider another parable from the fifth chapter of the Lotus Sutra, the Parable of the Medicinal Rains:
The equality of the Buddha's preaching is like a rain of a single flavor, but depending upon the nature of the living being, the way in which it is received is not uniform, just as the various plants and trees each receive the moisture in a different manner.  (Burton Watson)
If we compare the analogy of the world burning with strife, craving, and time itself causing all things to fall apart and fade, then the Buddha compares the Dharma to a sweet rain, that all plants draw nourishment from, heal burn scars, etc.  Each plant draws water according to their capacity, and so each person who studies the Dharma draws what they need.  As the tree grows, it might draw in even more, but then again maybe not.  Nevertheless, the rain is there for everyone with no preconditions.
 
4SN 12.61 of the Pali Canon: the Assutavā Sutta.

5If you really want to bake your noodle, even the concept of Sunyata is Sunyata.  This is alluded to in places like the Diamond Sutra among others.

6 MN 72 of the Pali Canon: the Aggi-Vacchagotta Sutta

Chapter Three: Getting To Know the Sutras
 
While many religions rely on a sacred book, or a few, the Buddhist religion relies on a vast collection of teachings and sermons of Shakyamuni Buddha called the Sutras.  Sutras can be very short, others are quite long and detailed.  Some cover day to day interactions of the Buddha, others split hairs of metaphysical concepts.  Some are recited by lay followers in their personal practices, some sutras were really only suitable for the monastic community.
After the Buddha’s passing, the disciples of the Buddha regrouped, recited his teachings from memory, organized them and then passed them down generation after generation.  At the time, writing down sacred teachings was thought to be profane, so like many people in India at the time, the early Buddhist disciples used sophisticated methods to memorize and recite them, preferably in a group to help correct for errors.  Since these sutras were believed to be the words of the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, memorized and passed down by his disciples, these sutras almost universally begin with this phrase “thus have I heard…”, or “this is what I heard…”.
Fast forward to the 1st century BCE, and these sutras finally appear in writing, with the Pali Canon of Theravada Buddhism among the most well-known versions.  The Mahayana equivalent are the Agamas.  
However, the Mahayana Buddhists didn’t stop there, and in fact composed more sutras.  Up until then, the Buddhist schools in India were fairly uniform in each having a collection of sutras that were more or less similar to one another with only minor edits for style, easier memorization, or greater narration, all reportedly passed down from generation after generation beginning with Shakyamuni Buddha himself.
It’s not entirely clear why these sutras were written, and it’s unlikely that the Mahayana sutras were all written by the same community, and same motivations.  
In any case, by the time a new generation of Buddhist sutras were already being composed, centuries had passed, so imagine a Buddhist in India during the 1st century CE, imagine trying to make sense of teachings passed down for the past 500-600 years verbally.  For example, let’s take a quotation from a sutra from the older Pali Canon, the Saleyyaka Sutta (MN 41):
"Householders, if one — a person of Dhamma conduct, harmonious conduct — should wish: 'O if I, with the break-up of the body, after death, were to reappear among well-to-do noble warriors, it is possible that one — with the break-up of the body, after death — would appear among well-to-do noble warriors. Why is that? Because one is a person of Dhamma conduct, harmonious conduct. (Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
The sutra then repeats this line for those aspiring to be reborn as a brahman priest, wealthy householder, one of the heavenly devas, and then repeats for various types of devas one could be reborn as.  One can safely assume that Shakyamuni Buddha didn’t actually talk like this.  He was not a robot, yet this style was perhaps necessary for easier memorization and recitation.
However, by the time the Mahayana Sutras were composed, the culture had changed and it was now common for religious texts to be written down.  The Bhagavad-Gita, a classic of Hinduism, was composed in the second-century BCE, for example.  Now, imagine the aforementioned monk living in the 1st century CE deciding to repackage those older teachings in a way that was easier to read, flowed more easily, and easier to pass down to later generations in written form.  This might help to explain why the Mahayana Buddhists decided to compose a new generation of teachings and not simply rely on the older ones.  Another possible motivation was a response to the growth of rival Hindu teachings and texts?  
In any case, these new Mahayana Buddhist sutras frequently encompassed or repackaged earlier teachings with a more modern narrative.  For example, compare this text from a famous early sutra, the Maha-Mangala Sutra:
To loathe more evil and abstain from it, to refrain from intoxicants, and to be steadfast in virtue — this is the greatest blessing....Self-restraint, a holy and chaste life, the perception of the Noble Truths and the realisation of Nibbana — this is the greatest blessing (translation by Ven. Narada Thera)
With this one from the Sutra on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life, a Mahayana text:
"If in the midst of this, one controls one's thoughts with single-mindedness, does worthy deeds with proper demeanor, commits no evil, and performs only good, then with the merit and virtue acquired one reaches emancipation and is able to escape from this world, be reborn in heavenly realms, and finally reach Nirvana.  (Rev. Hisao Inagaki)
You can see how they both teach a very similar message. It’s not that the latter is a copy of the former, but that Mahayana sutras like this are taking the same themes expressed in earlier Buddhist sutras from the earlier Buddhist schools and retelling them in new, novel ways.  Maybe the earlier sutras were no longer suitable, or perhaps the Mahayana Buddhists had someone else they wanted to say.  We’re not entirely sure.
The point of all this is that Mahayana Buddhism comes with its own canon of sutras that were composed later in history.  Some of these are very influential, while others are obscure, but they all made a best effort to carry on the Buddha’s teachings during a new era of history.  Let’s look at some good, representative examples of sutras in the Mahayana-Buddhist canon, starting with the The Perfection of Wisdom sutras.
The Perfection of Wisdom Sutras
 
The Perfection of Wisdom, also called the prajña-paramita, sutras are a set of sutras that were composed comparatively early in Mahayana Buddhist history.  The Perfection of Wisdom sutras all have the same basic theme in that reality is beyond description, and that all beings arise through Sunyata (“emptiness” described in Chapter Two as Sunyata), however, based on the historical research by Edward Conze, they express these teachings first in 8,000 verses, followed by the sae sutra in composed in 18,000, verses, then 25,000 verses.  Later versions of the sutra then shortened back down to 2,500 verses, 700, 500 and then 300 verses.  You might compare this to a great work of film where someone publishes an abridged version, or an extended “director’s cut” with deleted scenes added.
For example, let’s look at a passage from the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in 8,000 verses:
The Lord [Buddha]: A Bodhisattva course in perfect wisdom when he reviews neither the growth nor the diminution of form, etc., when he does not review either dharma or no-dharma.  It is thus that his development of perfect wisdom [lit. prajña-paramita] becomes increasingly perfect. (Edward Conze)
Compare with the Heart Sutra:
Śāriputra, all dharmas are empty: they are neither created nor destroyed, neither defiled nor pure, and they neither increase nor diminish...Because there is no attainment, bodhisattvas rely on Prajñāpāramitā, and their minds have no obstructions.
Although these quotations are not one-for-one, and ignoring differences in translations for a moment, you can see how much they overlap in terms of content and style.  Another feature of the Perfection of Wisdom sutras is that they tend to use pretty cryptic language, seemingly full of riddles, such as this quotation from the Diamond Sutra:
“To create a serene and beautiful Buddha field is not in fact to create a serene and beautiful Buddha field. That is why it is called creating a serene and beautiful Buddha field.”  (Thich Nhat Hanh)
More on Buddha fields in a later chapter.
In any case, this is approach of teachings the Dharma, through a confusing “A is neither A, nor not-A” method can take some real effort to cut through.  The Perfection of Wisdom sutras are like a frypan in face, intended to help relieve the Buddhist disciple of distorted understandings of form and other concepts, and reiterate that all things have a contingent, “compounded” existence as we saw in the Four Dharma Seals), yet also that it’s incorrect to say such things have don’t exist either.  In short: Sunyata.  
The “diamond” in the title of the Diamond Sutra is symbolic of a diamond “cutting” through all illusion.  This imagery is used in other Buddhist literature as well.
Speaking of the Heart Sutra, this is probably the single most popular sutra to recite and with good reason.  For a mere 50 lines of verse, it is rightly called the “heart of the perfection of wisdom” because it gets to the heart of what the larger sutras are trying to explain.  With a bit of effort, it’s also easy to memorize and recite in its entirely, hence it is very popular for Buddhist temple services and also home services, particularly in Zen Buddhism and esoteric Buddhism.  However, many Buddhists across the Mahayana world recite it too.
The late Thich Nhat Hanh mentioned in his commentaries on the Heart Sutra, that many refugees from the Vietnam War fled on boats carrying almost nothing else by a copy of the Heart Sutra.  Hence, for such a small sutra, it has a deep reverence.
The Pure Land Sutras
 
Another important collection of sutras within the Mahayana canon are the Pure Land sutras, which focus on a particular Buddha named Amitabha (sometimes Amitayus) and his vows to aid all beings.  Whereas the Perfection of Wisdom sutras focus on direct experience and insight in order to “pierce the veil” of reality, the Pure Land Sutras focus much more on salvation through the compassion of Amitabha Buddha.
Why would such sutras be necessary? We’ll go into Amitabha Buddha and his Pure Land into more detail later, and as we’ll see later when we talk about Mahayana Buddhism as a whole, Mahayana Buddhism tends to think very broadly, and emphasizes the need to employ various means to help all beings.  We’re all in this together, and in keeping with general Mahayana Buddhist tradition, the compassion of Amitabha Buddha is extended to all beings reach Enlightenment by providing a refuge for them on the road to Enlightenment.  For now, it’s enough to think of it as just another “gate” to enter the Dharma.
Thus, the sutras primarily focus on describing who Amitabha Buddha is, the benefits of his Pure Land (e.g. his refuge), and why a person would want to go there.  However, depending on which sutra you’re talking about, some describe a more literal explanation of Pure Land, while others focus more on an abstract interpretation.  The question of who Amitabha Buddha is, what the Pure Land is, and so on are a huge debate across the ages, but one possible answer, I think, is they’re all correct on some level, not unlike the famous story of the five blind men trying to describe an elephant. 
Nevertheless, the three sutras which are considered the “core” of the Pure Land teachings are:
- The Sutra of the Buddha of Immeasurable Life (a.k.a. the Larger Sutra) – This sutra is the one where Shakyamuni Buddha describes the origins of Amitabha Buddha, why his Pure Land is such an extraordinary refuge, and how and why one should be reborn there.  Being the longest sutra, it also spends a lot of time rehashing earlier Buddhist teachings about impermanence, emptiness and the importance of Nirvana.  In this sense, it is probably one of the most “self-sufficient” sutras in the Mahayana Buddhist canon.
- The Amitabha Sutra (a.k.a. the Smaller Sutra) – This sutra is far shorter, and frequently used for sutra recitation by Pure Land Buddhists instead of the Heart Sutra.  In the Amitabha Sutra, Shakyamuni describes the Pure Land and how and why one would want to be born there.  This is similar to the previous sutra, except that this sutra uses more colorful descriptions, but also reasserts that the point of going to the Pure Land is to progress along the Buddhist path more quickly.
- The Contemplation of Amitabha Sutra – This sutra is somewhat different than the other two, and almost entirely emphasizes meditation/visualization practices practices for being reborn in the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha.  It has a lot in common with the other two in describing the Pure Land but the elaborate visualization practices described are more firmly focused on meditation than the other two.  We’ll talk about this more later when we discuss the origins of Pure Lands.
Much like the Heart Sutra, these sutras, especially the first two, are very popular choices for sutra recitation at home, and in temple services, though it depends more on which tradition we are talking about.  More on that later.  The key here is to understand that these three sutras are pretty influential, and that many people interpret them differently depending on their background or understanding.
The Lotus Sutra
 
One can make the argument that out of all the sutras in the Mahayana canon, the Lotus Sutra is so utterly fundamental to Mahayana Buddhism that it just wouldn’t be the same without it.  The Lotus Sutra is a large volume, composed of multiple chapters, possibly composed over time, that 
The Lotus Sutra, according to its own narrative, it is a teaching that the Buddha withheld until late in his life when the moment was right.  It is intended to be the culmination of the Buddha’s teachings.7  This led medieval Buddhists in China, particularly the famous Zhi-yi (538-597) to develop a complex classification of sutras, with the Lotus Sutra as the highest and most important.  
Certain concepts, parables and themes of the Lotus Sutra have become part of mainstream Mahayana Buddhist culture, such the Parable of the Burning House mentioned in earlier chapters, or the use of “expedient means” to help all beings, or the historical Buddha as a timeless figure, rather than a finite one.
However, the Lotus Sutra is not an easy read.  One Buddhist I know described it as the “prologue with no story”.  It is pretty hard to pick out what the meaning of the Lotus Sutra is amidst all the vivid, colorful stories, supernatural events and fantastical verses, but from my view it does a great job of synthesizing various strands of Mahayana Buddhist teachings into a single narrative, hence it is like a capstone.  If you are not too familiar with Buddhism, reading the Lotus Sutra at face-value will be hard, but if you have a guide, a set of commentaries, or come back and read it years later, the meaning starts to really jump out at you.  Reading the entire sutra from cover to cover is a major undertaking, but instead reading one passage or one chapter is often a great way to get more familiar with it.  In fact, even when people don’t necessarily read the whole thing, it’s common for Buddhists to have a favorite quotation or two from the Sutra.  Going back to the Parable of the Medicinal Rains in th previous chapter, there’s something for everyone.
Although the Lotus Sutra has many themes to explore, we’ll save it for the next chapter due its complexity.
Buddhist Esoterica
 
Increasingly as time went on, Mahayana Buddhism evolved esoteric practices as a way to get around long, stodgy explanation and treatises, shifting focusing on direct experience instead, and that lead to yet another class of sutras called the esoteric sutras.  These are sutras that, when read at face-value are cryptic and strange, full of bizarre descriptions that make little or no sense.  For example, here is an excerpt from the Golden Light Sutra, which is not an esoteric sutra per se, but does have overtly esoteric elements in it:
In the four directions emerged four thrones made of divine jewels. These thrones came to be covered with mats of divine jewels and fine cotton raiment, and on those thrones appeared divine lotuses adorned with numerous jewels, their color transformed by the Tathagata. From those lotuses arose four Transcendent Victor Buddhas. In the east appeared the Tathagata Akshobhya; in the south appeared the Tathagata Ratnaketu; in the west appeared the Tathagata Amitayus; and in the north appeared the Tathagata Dundubhisvara. When those tathagatas appeared on those lion thrones, the great city of Rajagriha was filled with bright light. That light pervaded all the triple thousand, great thousand world systems, world systems in the ten directions and world systems as many as the grains of sand in the Ganges river. In addition, divine flowers rained down and divine music resounded. (Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition)
This paragraph, from the first chapter, is heavy with symbolism, and shows how opaque some sutras can be.  The esoteric sutras in particular can be hard to make sense of, however, they are not intended to be read and studied the same way we might study the Lotus Sutra or Pure Land Sutras.  Often times, there is a heavy emphasis on ritual and symbolism, which only makes sense in the proper context.  Sometimes, the meaning of passages in such sutras can carry meanings within meanings, or different meanings based on one’s attainment.  Welcome to the world of esoteric Buddhism.
The important thing to reiterate though is that with anything related to esoteric Buddhism, it’s best to study with a trained and respectable teacher who can guide you through it.  The journey is half the fun, so don’t bother looking for an explanation without having gone through it first.
One other thing to mention is that many Mahayana sutras have esoteric elements without actually being esoteric themselves.  For example, the famous mantra at the end of the Heart Sutra, or the chapter on dharanis (more on that later) in the Lotus Sutra.  These was part of the tradition at the time, and increasingly those esoteric elements became more and more prominent.
There’s a Sutra for That
 
A final word on Mahayana sutras.  In addition to the sutras mentioned above, the collection of sutras in the Mahayana canon are quite large.  Some focus on a single Buddhist deity, such as the Earth Store Bodhisattva Sutra and its message of the importance of karma, or the Medicine Buddha Sutra’s message on faith.  Some sutras focus deal with a difficult philosophical question and explore it ad nauseum, such as the Sandhinirmocana Sutra which explores the notion of consciousness, and how the mind interprets all things.  Then there are massive sutras like the Flower Garland Sutra which are immense in scale, replete with many teachings, yet also presents an overarching theme about the interconnectedness (i.e. Sunyata) of all things, explained in 1,600 pages worth of text in the English translation.
One final text to call out is the Dhammapada.  This Dhammapada is not a Mahayana sutra, nor is it even a sutra in the usual sense.  Instead it probably is one of the very, very earliest texts of Buddhism written down, and is a collection of quotations from the Buddha, organized by topic.  The Dhammapada is a bit unusual in that it is venerated by Buddhists of both Theravada and Mahayana traditions.  If you’re looking for a nice, approachable summary of the Buddhist teachings, this is a great place to start.
In any case, if there’s an aspect of the Dharma, or Buddhism in general, chances are there’s a sutra for it.
Is It Necessary To Know All This?  Is It Read All This?
 
Nope.
In fact, most people don’t.
Think of the entire Buddhist canon, from the Dhammapada, to the Pali Canon, and all the Mahayana Buddhist sutras as part one of big library.  People can come in, borrow a book, read it, and return it when done.  Some times the book you borrow is disappointing, or boring, or not helpful.  At other times, you might find just the book you are looking for.  Sometimes you borrow a book and return it right away, other times you hang on to a book and renew the loan over and over.  This is a helpful way to view the sutras since they cover a great range of subjects, practices, deities and such.  So, you might start with one book, branch out into other subjects, or start over with a completely different book.
Also, many Buddhists are content with one or two sutras, plus the Dhammapada, as a basis for their own practice.  The Heart Sutra is beloved by many, and they are content with this.  Others might prefer the Amitabha Sutra, or the Larger Sutra (both Pure Land sutras), or the Lotus Sutra itself.
Each person’s journey is going to be different than others, so don’t hesitate to explore and read.  Sometimes a sutra that seems useless or cryptic now may look very different at another point in your life.
Also, as you get involved in one particular Buddhist tradition of choice, there’s usually a recommended list of sutras to read first to get on your feet.
We’ve looked at some key points of Mahayana Buddhism, and how, like a “reboot” of a movie franchise, the early thinkers strove to unify existing teachings while expanding some and retelling others in a new way.  Mahayana Buddhism thus brought a lot of new texts and ideas to the table, and some of these are large enough to warrant a chapter of their own.  In fact, let’s explore one in the next chapter.
7Fun fact: another sutra calls itself the “king of sutras”, that being the Golden Light Sutra.  The Golden Light Sutra’s theme has greater emphasis on stability and prosperity of a nation through a virtuous leader who reveres the Dharma (in particular the Golden Light Sutra) than the Lotus Sutra.  Thus, it was very popular in medieval times by kings who wanted to bring prosperity to their nation, but nowadays is not well-known.  By contrast, the Lotus Sutra, being somewhat larger in scope, tends to enjoy greater popularity and influence in Mahayana Buddhism. That’s not necessarily to diminish the value of the Golden Light Sutra, especially chapters 3 and 4, but rather to show how history, time and place can shape how we understand Buddhism.  After all, everything is Sunyata.

Chapter Four: Dharma Gates and the Colosseum of Rome
 
The Buddha in his time was a peerless teacher of the Dharma.
Like any good teacher, he probably knew how to read his audience, find ways to explain it in terms suitable for them, being sensitive to their background and training thus far.  Thus, even in the earliest Buddhist sutras, you see the Buddha teaching the same basic things to different audiences, and yet, depending on his audience, he used different similes or examples to get the meaning across.  We see this in the sutras, and we see it more and more as we get into Mahayana Buddhism.
By the time Mahayana Buddhism came to be, there were Buddhist communities (sanghas) all over India who had inherited slightly different traditions, subtle differences in opinion, language and cultural differences, and so on. Already these different approaches existed, and there was plenty of debate and tension between different schools and communities, so when you look at the second chapter of the Lotus Sutra, a Mahayana text we explored in the last chapter, you can see the Mahayana Buddhists trying to reconcile all this using the concept of expedient means (upaya in Sanskrit).
The premise, as we saw previously with the Parable of the Medicinal Rains, is that the Dharma, and nature of all things, has a single taste (e.g. rain), but different plants and trees drink that rain according to their capacity.  In the same way, the Mahayana Buddhists argued, everyone is a bit different and so there are various means to arrive at the truth, and that’s perfectly OK.  This is sometimes expressed with metaphors such as the “84,000 gates” of the Dharma, where 84,000 was just an ancient Indian way of saying “a lot”.
Each sect and each practice within Buddhism is like a gate.  The famous Colosseum in Rome has many gates and arches that one can pass through, and in the same way, the Dharma, the teachings of the Buddha, has many “gates”.  These are often simply called “Dharma Gates”.  A person can enter one gate, or multiple gates as they see fit.  In fact, later when we explore the Four Bodhisattva Vows, you will encounter the following verse: Dharma gates are boundless; I vow to enter them (all). People come to Buddhism as they are, explore from standpoint, and gradually branch out as they see fit.
Remember the Four Dharma Seals?  The Four Dharma Seals weren’t just used to describe the current state of existence, but were also used as “seals” of approval for existing teachings and ideas and whether they were actually Buddhist or not.  This was not something created by some shadowy, dogmatic Buddhist authority imposing order and fighting heresy, but rather a benchmark that encapsulated a lifetime of teachings by Shakyamuni Buddha, into a simple list that could be applied to any of his teachings, but also the teachings of others that came after him.
But it’s also useful for keeping us from getting too lofty in our interpretation of expedient means.  In the second chapter of the Lotus Sutra, expedient means was meant to explain the variety of ways that the Buddha taught the Dharma to people, all based on their background, inclinations, personality and so on.  In other words, expedient means describes how the Buddha was sensitive to his audience and adapted the teachings to suit them.
This means that a soldier in the Buddha’s time could adapt the Buddhist teachings in a way that was suitable to him, and while it might not be quite the same teaching as a monk or nun, the end goal was the same, and the basic framework (i.e. the Four Dharma Seals and the Four Noble Truths) was still true.  In time, both the soldier and the nun would gradually progress and converge along the Buddhist path in accordance with their background and personal inclinations.
Expedient means also applies to the various schools of interpretation and practice in Mahayana Buddhism that have arisen over the centuries.  Each one is motivated by the same basic goal: liberation of sentient beings from an existence marked with impermanence and dissatisfaction, but differ on the details of how to accomplish that.  All of these schools, since they’re under the same umbrella, are all just means to the same end, and so apart from local politics (another mark of our existence, no?) or history, there exists little rivalry or conflict between them.  I don’t say this lightly, either.  The kind of religious conflicts we see in Western history were far less frequent in the Buddhist world.  Buddhist history has its fair share of conflicts, scalawags and skeletons in the closet, but mass violence for the sake of religious doctrine and politics has happened on far smaller scales.  I like to think that this sense of tolerance for various practices and schools of thought have helped.
Traditions and Schools Within Mahayana Buddhism
 
When we look at expedient means as a Mahayana-Buddhist concept, this helps to explain why there are so many traditions and schools.  At some point in time, a particular group of Buddhists, or a particular talented teacher, establishes a series of practices usually grounded in one interpretation of the Buddhist sutras.  The work by Zhi-yi8 (538–597 CE) in China are a great example of this.  Zhi-yi looked at the vast and disparate corpus of Buddhist texts coming from the Silk Road and organized them into a hierarchy of teachings with the Lotus Sutra as the metaphorical capstone. From there, he then designed some meditation and visualization practices to apply these teachings.  This is how the venerable Tian-tai9 school of Buddhism came to be.
Another example is the Yogacara school in India, which began with the monk-philosopher Asanga, who explored the nature of the mind in detail, providing important writings and treatises which attracted like-minded thinkers.  The Yogacara school was carried to China and beyond and highly influential to later traditions.
Finally, another noteworthy example is Honen, a Japanese-Buddhist monk who wanted to make Pure Land Buddhist teachings more accessible to lay people during a chaotic time in Japanese history.  Distilling the corpus of Pure Land sutras, practices and such, he established the Jodo-Shu (Pure Land sect school) based on a single, practice of reciting a form of praise to Amitabha Buddha.
In each case, we see Buddhist teachers, monks and such, all finding ways to apply the teachings of the Buddha to help solve a particular societal problem, or help elucidate a particular part of the teachings, or as a reaction to a situation.  The question is not who was right, and who was wrong.  Instead, the question one should consider is who was the intended audience, what was the situation at the time, and why?
When we think of expedient means this way, a lot of the history of Buddhism makes more sense.  In any case, certain trends tend to happen over and over again, and this leads to certain broad traditions within Mahayana Buddhism, which we list below.  Keep in mind that these are very rough explanations, and do not tell the whole story, but they give you an idea of how people have tried to apply Buddhism through the ages.
Zen or “meditation” schools – Zen is probably the most well-known school outside of Asia, and well-known for its focus on practice through meditation, and for their emphasis on the Dharma as being beyond verbal description.  In other words, direct, personal experience, not doctrine.  Emphasizes “mind to mind” or “direct” transmission from master to student.  Zen is a broad and venerable tradition found in many Buddhist countries in one form or another, and Zen schools traditionally trace their lineage back to the same source, Shakyamuni Buddha, through a series of teachers in India, then China and beyond.  Of the Mahayana sutras described earlier in this book, the Perfection of Wisdom sutras are often the most revered and recited in sevices.
Pure Land schools – Centered around one particular Buddha named Amitabha or “Infinite Light”, and his story in the sutras to provide a refuge for all beings.  The compassionate nature of Amitabha Buddha and the power of his Pure Land to help all beings along the Buddhist path help explain the schools popularity.  However, despite popular misconception that Pure Land Buddhism is only for uneducated masses, or that it ignores the historical founder, Shakyamuni, it is popularly followed by monks as well, and its practices frequently mix with other schools.  In this respect, it often is a tradition within a tradition.  Of the Mahayana sutras described earlier in this book, the Pure Land sutras (not surprisingly) are the most revered.
Lotus Sutra schools – These schools, primarily Tian-tai Buddhism and Nichiren Buddhism, emphasize the primacy of the Lotus Sutra as the highest teaching, and that all other sutras are supportive of it.  In other words, the Lotus Sutra is the capstone or pinnacle of the Buddhist teachings.  For Tian-tai Buddhism, this leads to a complex set of teachings and integrated practices with the Lotus Sutra at its center, while in Nichiren Buddhism, this leads to a more streamlined approach where the most popular practice is to read, study and recite the title of the Lotus Sutra.  In the case of Tian-tai Buddhism, it provides a kind of “umbrella” for the rest of the Buddhist teachings and practices since they are thought to support the spirit of the Lotus Sutra in one way or another.
Esoteric schools – Primarily found in Tibet and Japan,10 though traces of it can be found elsewhere.  Despite their common origin, the Tibetan and Japanese transmissions have little else in common.  The emphasis of esoteric buddhism, similar to Zen, is on direct experience and on strict master to disciple training, hence the “esoteric” nature.  However, unlike Zen, esoteric Buddhism uses many symbols, rituals and visualization-meditation techniques to awaken the student.  Tibetan Buddhism in particular is often in its own special category because of its somewhat unique transmission from India and somewhat different collection of Buddhist literature.  Thus Tibetan Buddhism, and to a lesser extent Japanese esoteric Buddhism, is often grouped into a third category called “Vajrayana” Buddhism.  Another tradition within a tradition.
Scholastic schools – These schools mostly existed during the Chinese Tang Dynasty, 7th to 10th centuries, and were focused on a particular sutra or collection of writings from India.  Some, such as the Madhyamaka (“Middle-Way”) school and Yogacara (“Consciousness-only”) school originated from India, while others such as Tian-tai and Huayan were more homegrown.  Many of these schools, along with esoteric Buddhism, all suffered badly during the Buddhist persecution of 845 by Emperor Wuzong, and generally did not recover fully, if at all.  However, these same schools left a powerful influence though on other Buddhists schools, particularly the Yogacara and Madhyamika.
Although we’ve describe these separate traditions and sects, it’s interesting to note that, depending on which country you are talking about, these schools can either be separate schools or part of a single “super school”, or some combination thereof.  There is not always a clean separation.
For example, in Korea, various schools of Buddhism gradually merged to form the Jogye Order under the guidance of the talented monk Bojo Jinul (1158–1210), by pulling together various existing traditions into a cohesive whole. Thus, while the Jogye Order is fundamentally a meditation based school for Korean Zen or “Seon” Buddhism,11 it also incorporates elements from other schools and teachings as well.  The Jogye Order has overwhelmingly been the dominant school of Buddhism in Korea until modern times.
In Japan’s case the opposite is true.  While Japanese Buddhism was largely dominated for centuries by the Tendai school (a branch of Chinese Tian-tai), a number of breakaway schools were formed in the 13th century, and later these schools, both old and new, were formally organized and separated by the government in the 17th century, each one commanded to provide their own textual basis, founder history, etc.  Thus in Japan’s case, Buddhism has a considerable number of schools with strict divisions between them even though the actual traditions and practices contained there in wouldn’t look very different than Korea.  The differences are largely historical and administrative.
In any case, these various schools all have Mahayana Buddhism as their foundation, and many of the teachings that we will discuss here are found to some extent or another in all such schools.  However, the differences frequently arise from emphasis, and also how to put the Buddhist teachings into practice.  Much of the divisions and differences come down to administrative, historical or political ones.  How one chooses to put the teachings into practice ultimately are up to you, and in part driven by what resources are available in your area.  However, the Heart Sutra is a good example of the cross-sect tradition that makes Mahayana what it is.  For example, you can find people reciting the Heart Sutra in Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese, Tibetan, Mongolian, and of course Western languages like English, French, Russian, and so on.  The underlying teaching of the Heart Sutra is decidedly Mahayana Buddhist, and each culture and country is bound by these common teachings.
It’s pretty fascinating ot think of how much the Buddha’s teachings have grown and evolved over the past 2,500 years.
8Roughly pronounced in English like “jury”, but treating the last “ee” sound as a separate word.

9Tian-tai is pronounced in English like tee-yen tye.

10Namely the Shingon and Tendai schools.

11The Korean word seon is pronounced like English “saw”, but with an “N” at the end.

Chapter Five: Time, the Universe, and the Big Enchilada
 
One of the fascinating things about Indian religions in general (Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism) is their view of the universe.  For those who grew up in the West, we’re used to seeing the world in a kind of limited, finite way where everything begins at X when the Creator makes the world, and eventually ends at Y, following some purported “end of times” that always feel imminent with every passing generation.
Naturally of course this flies in the face of science which takes a view of a longer, larger universe that began 13-14 billions of years old and started with the Big Bang.  Further the observable universe is 28 billion parsecs or 53,200,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 miles across and due to the effects of so-called “dark-energy” growing apart faster and faster.
This chapter moves away from historical and doctrinal details and looks at the universe through the lens of Buddhism, and how science and the Dharma relate to one another, but also how they are friendly neighbors who generally leave one another alone.  The Dharma can be applied in the world, regardless of how it was created or what deity or deities reign over it (or doesn’t), but the fact that early Indian thinkers tended to “think big” and the way this inadvertently accords with the scientific theory makes for fascinating applications.
The Big Enchilada: The Universe at Large
 
Consider the following quotation from the sixteenth chapter of the Lotus Sutra:
"Suppose a person were to take five hundred, a thousand, ten thousand, a million nayuta asamkhya thousand-million-fold worlds and grind them to dust. Then, moving eastward, each time he passes five hundred, a thousand, ten thousand, a million nayuta asamkhya worlds he drops a particle of dust. He continues eastward in this way until he has finished dropping all the particles. Good men, what is your opinion? Can the total number of all these worlds be imagined or calculated?"
….
At that time the Buddha [then] said to the multitude of great bodhisattvas: "Good men, now I will state this to you clearly. Suppose all these worlds, whether they received a particle of dust or not, are once more reduced to dust. Let one particle represent one kalpa. The time that has passed since I attained Buddhahood surpasses this by a hundred, a thousand, ten thousand, a million nayuta asamkhya kalpas….”  (Burton Watson)
Let’s clarify a few terms first.
Indian culture has certain words to denote large numbers that you often see in Buddhist literature, among other things.  For example the term nayuta means a really big number, though depending on which source this can be as small as 100,000 (one-hundred thousand) or as large as 100,000,000,000 (one-hundred billion).  Meanwhile the term asamkhya is an even bigger number meaning anywhere from 1051 to 1059.  That is 10 with 59 zeroes after it.
Finally, in Buddhism you also see the word kalpa. This is another staple of Indian religion meaning a great aeon of time, though as with the terms above, its length also varies depending on the source.  The smaller estimates are in the millions of years, while the larger definitions would go into billions and trillions of years.  If we took such a definition literally, it would mean a span of time that was vastly longer than the Known Universe!
But the point here is not to determine whether the Buddhist view of Universe is scientifically accurate or not.  It’s a fruitless endeavor, and misses the point.  Instead, it demonstrates how in comparison to some religions, Buddhism views the Universe and time in a massive, massive scale that is beyond the comprehension of Man.
Another example of this is in a different sutra called the Flower Garland Sutra.  The Flower Garland Sutra, which we briefly touched upon in a previous chapter, is the second largest in all of Buddhism12 and is so long and complicated that few people study the sutra outside of academia, or serious monastic practice.  However, the sutra contains much of the same kind of literature as the Lotus Sutra in conveying a very big view of the Universe.  For example, Chapter 30 contains the following quotation:
At that time the enlightening being [bodhisattva] Mind King said to the Buddha, “World Honored One, the buddhas speak of incalculable, measureless, boundless, incomparable, innumerable, unaccountable, unthinkable, immeasurable, unspeakable, untold numbers- what are these?”
…The Buddha said, “Ten to the tenth power [1010] times ten to the tenth power equals ten to the twentieth power [1020]; ten to the twentieth power times ten to the twentieth power is ten to the fortieth power [1040]….”  (Thomas Cleary)
The numbers described in the sutra keep growing and growing until they each 10101493292610318652755325638410240 which is incalculably long!  What’s clear is that Buddhism thinks on a V E R Y big scale.
But if that’s true, then how did the Universe began?  Interestingly, Buddhism is noticeably silent on the matter and for good reason.  In one sutra from the older Pali Canon, called the Cula-Malunkyovada Sutta (MN63), a disciple named Malunkyaputta went to the Buddha and asked a series of questions about the origin of creation, whether it is finite or infinite, what happens to the Buddha after his death, and so on.  In a way, Malunkyaputta subtly challenged the Buddha by saying that he was disappointed that the Buddha hadn’t explained them sooner.
The Buddha chastises him a bit for his presumptuousness and then explains using the following parable:
"It's just as if a man were wounded with an arrow thickly smeared with poison. His friends and companions, kinsmen and relatives would provide him with a surgeon, and the man would say, 'I won't have this arrow removed until I know whether the man who wounded me was a noble warrior, a brahman, a merchant, or a worker.' He would say, 'I won't have this arrow removed until I know the given name and clan name of the man who wounded me... until I know whether he was tall, medium, or short... until I know whether he was dark, ruddy-brown, or golden-colored... until I know his home village, town, or city... (Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
then he explains:
"And why are they undeclared by me? Because they are not connected with the goal, are not fundamental to the holy life. They do not lead to disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, calming, direct knowledge, self-awakening, Unbinding. That's why they are undeclared by me.
This might seem like a strange answer, and even a cop-out to some, but what the Buddha stresses is that regardless of how the universe came to be, the condition of the world as it exists now is what we described earlier in the Four Dharma Seals and the Four Noble Truths, and when we think about the Parable of the Burning House from the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha urges us to think of our present condition first, rather than worrying about the past.
Now, the Buddha lived long before modern science astronomy existed, so people in his time would have had no way to really determine how the Known Universe worked, but even if they did, what the Buddha says is still true: regardless of how the Universe came to be or not, your problem is still the same, and so is the solution.
So, while Buddhism today has no conflict with science, it just operates on a different level, and with a different intent.  Buddhism has no disagreement with the scientific understanding of the Universe, and its origin, but simply states that knowing or not knowing doesn’t really change a thing.  Thus at a spiritual level, it’s not particularly important.
This may cause some people to balk, since they want to know what Buddhism’s explanation is before they take up the Buddhist path, which is totally fair, but as the sutra above shows, time is limited, so don’t squander it.  Leave physics to scientists, not philosophers.
Another sutra from the Pali Canon, the Simsapa Sutta (SN 56.31) also sums it up nicely.  In this sutra, the Buddha and his disciples are walking through a forest of Simsapa trees13 and takes a handful of leaves in his hand.  He then asks the disciples which is greater: the leaves in his hand or all the leaves in the forest.  Obviously the leaves in the forest are greater in number.
Then the Buddha explains:
"In the same way, monks, those things that I have known with direct knowledge but have not taught are far more numerous [than what I have taught]. And why haven't I taught them? Because they are not connected with the goal, do not relate to the rudiments of the holy life, and do not lead to disenchantment, to dispassion, to cessation, to calm, to direct knowledge, to self-awakening, to Unbinding. That is why I have not taught them.  (Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
Thus, Buddhism as a religion has a much more narrow focus than you might expect: it only seeks to explain the current condition of existence and how to obtain lasting contentment and peace.  This is important because some religion’s and their message hinge on a certain world-view, which if proven wrong, undermines the religion.
Buddhism is less dependent (though not entirely absent) on a particular explanation of the world and thus its teaching can still be applied regardless of what scientists determine the origin of the Universe to be. Science is the best explanation of the physical world we have, and Buddhism is not a religion that steps in the way of this.  Instead, each stays in their respective spheres.
That said, Buddhism does have a world view in an abstract sense...
Samsara, the aimless wandering
One of the most important teachings of Buddhism to help explain its world-view is that of Samsara, which can mean something like “aimless wandering”. Samsara is used to describe our world in the sense that sentient beings (you, me, animals, etc) are caught in this constant cycle of wandering from lifetime to lifetime from an unknowable beginning to a near-infinite future.
Usually, when people try to describe Buddhism and Samsara they use the term “reincarnation”, but a more fitting term would be “rebirth”.
Reincarnation implies that a soul travels from one body or form to the next, and is typically something you see in other Indian religions.  
However, the Buddha did not conform to this view.  As we saw with the Four Dharma Seals, all things are compounded and arise through other causes and conditions, so there would be no “soul” to travel from one body to the next.  Instead, you and your five-aggregates14 are just born again under a different time and circumstance.
Even the term “rebirth” isn’t exactly an accurate picture, but for English this is probably the most suitable.  For reference, Sanskrit terms used to describe this process in Buddhism are usually punarjanman (“again birth”) or punarbhava (“again becoming”).15 Buddhists have often debated how exactly this works without a soul existing to travel from one lifetime to lifetime, and the concepts can feel very hair-splitting to someone not familiar with the terminology, but this discussion is outside the scope of this book.
The point here though is that Buddhists see an endless cycle of births wandering from one lifetime to another, but with no long-term sense of direction.  That is the key: no matter how many times one is reborn, or how great their life is, it will eventually end and the process starts over again with all the tribulations that go with it.  In a sense, Samsara is the Cosmic Rat Race without end.
Karma Isn’t Just For Jars
 
Karma is an often misunderstood term.  Even within Indian religious traditions, their notion of karma can differ quite a bit from each other, further adding to the confusion.
In simplest terms, the Buddha described karma as follows in the Cetanaa Sutta (SN 12.38) of the Pali Canon:
"Monks, what a man wills, what he plans, what he dwells on forms the basis for the continuation of consciousness….Even if a man does not will and plan, yet if he dwells on something this forms a basis for the continuation of consciousness….”  (Maurice O'Connell Walshe)
Normally, we think of karma as something you do. If you do something good, good happens to, and vice-versa.  But the Buddha taught that will, volition and obsession is what creates karma, and by creating karma, this continues consciousness (i.e. the Five Aggregates).  Naturally if one has wholesome intentions, this does lead to wholesome results, and so on, but the emphasis is more on what the mind wills and obsesses over.
Karma is not a magical force though.  It is simply what tends to steer one’s life this way or that.  You can think of it like a farmer scattering seeds in the ground.  A famous Chinese-Buddhist monk named Ou-I16 famous wrote:
When you plant melon seeds you get melons, and when you plant beans you get beans. [Effect follows causes] like a shadow follows a physical shape, like an echo responds to a sound. Nothing is sown in vain. This is called “believing in the result”. (Thomas Cleary)
Thus, karma isn’t just something you put into tip jars at the local coffee shop, it’s something you plant constantly through words, actions and thoughts.  Each “seed” of karma you plant bears fruit of some kind later, and sometimes not in one’s own lifetime.
Now, Nirvana, the fourth Dharma Seal, stands in complete contrast to this.
When one attains Nirvana, and is thus completely at peace and content, they no longer have a sense of craving that drives them forward, and thus generate no karma. Because they generate no karma, they are no longer laying down the foundation to keep consciousness going, and are thus no longer subject to future rebirths.  This is what it means in Buddhism to be “unbound” and standing outside the burning house described in the Lotus Sutra.
For now, the important thing to understand is that Nirvana is the remedy to this aimless wandering ad nauseum, because the mechanism for continuously being reborn over and over, karma, is no longer being generated.
There is still some residual karma from one’s pre-Nirvana life that must be exhausted, but once that is complete and one breath’s their last, they are said to be fully unbound or pari-nirvana in Sanskrit language.
The Six States of Rebirth
 
Traditionally, Buddhism has described the process of Samsara, as migrating between six “realms” over and over, like a piece of wood.  Some of these realms are very pleasant, others are horrific or tragic, and are driven by whatever karma one accumulates not just in this lifetime, but accumulated in past lifetimes too.  Thus, even if one does everything right, there’s a chance that some nasty karma you created in the past may shift things around lead you to an undesirable state.
In any case having said that, the six realms of rebirth are:
- The heaven realms, or realms of the Devas (gods) – this state is the most blissful, and the gods are naturally endowed with great powers and great lifespan.  But even the gods eventually die, and have to be reborn somewhere else, possibly in a lower-state.  Further, the sensualness of the heaven realms means that devas are often too distracted to take up the Buddhist path.  Thus, rebirth there is a kind of double-edged sword.
- The realm of the fighting spirits, titans or Asuras – in ancient Indian thought, the Devas were at constant war with the Asuras or “titans”, and the Asuras were seen as powerful but warlike and aggressive and for this they were expelled from the heaven realms long ago. Compare with ancient Greek religion where the Olympian gods overthrew the Titans.  Sometimes, the asuras are placed above or below the human realm, but in any case, they are defined by anger, jealousy and war.
- The human realm – the world you and I live in, warts and all.  The human realm is thought to be the most balanced between pleasure and pain, and therefore the most suitable to pursue the Buddhist path.  However, rebirth as a human is also thought to be extraordinarily rare too.
- The animal realm – the world of pure instinct and survival.  Animals of course have feelings and needs, but cannot do much beyond the constant need to survive and reproduce and thus cannot pursue the Buddhist path let alone comprehend it.  As the saying goes: it’s a dog-eat-dog world.
- The hungry ghost realm – the hungry ghosts or preta are cursed shades who are defined by constant hunger, craving and thirst.  No matter how hard to try to satisfy their hunger, they are constantly frustrated, and thus appear in art as humans who are starving and emaciated.  Thus they can find no contentment, even for a moment.  Even in the earliest Buddhist texts, a common ritual conducted by priests was to provide relief to hungry ghosts through the offering of food and water, and even today some Buddhists perform this ritual and maybe also a prayerful invocation to temporary relieve the curse so that they consume the offering.  This is also done with the consideration that some of one’s own relatives and ancestors may be hungry ghosts as well, and this is to repay their kindness.17
- The hell realms – these realms are defined by constant torment and agony in varying degrees. As with the heaven realms, the hell realms are not a single plane, but many different realms. Think of Dante’s Inferno, but more so.  Also, as with the heaven realms or any other realm of rebirth, it was not a permanent state, and once the karma that brought you there was exhausted, one might be reborn to a lesser and lesser hell realm or to another rebirth state entirely.
Sometimes in Buddhist art this is depicted as a wheel with the six realms in it, symbolizing the constant wandering between the various states, and so on.
One thing worth pointing out about these six realms of rebirth is that, outside the human realm, each one is defined by a basic theme: sensual pleasure, survival, anger/jealousy, craving and torment.  This has led some Buddhist thinkers over the generations to see the realms of rebirth in one’s life here and now, as we move from one emotion or state of mind to another.  There are times when we’re consumed with craving, such as a drug addiction, there are times when we’re pretty much living for the stomach and the phallus,18 and there are times when we are in blissful moment.  Just as sentient beings wander from one state to another without end, our minds do this too.
As with other things in Buddhism, how one interprets this is not that important, but it shows we’re constantly moving Samsara one way or another, either at a microcosm level (one’s feelings and thoughts) or on a macrocosm level through being reborn over and over.  Or both.
The Long Journey Down the Buddhist Path
One last thing to cover this chapter is the Buddhist path itself.  As we’ve seen Buddhism sees the universe in terms of very large scale of space and time, and this is often true of the Buddhist path as well.  Particularly in Mahayana Buddhism, we see that the Buddhist path to full, complete enlightenment can take as long as three great kalpa or aeons.  If taken literally, this implies trillions of years to accomplish.
But setting aside the ancient Indian penchant for hyperbole, the idea is that the path is not something done in one lifetime as a “weekend warrior” type activity, it’s something one builds upon lifetime after life time.  By laying good foundations now, one can continue being reborn as a human in future lives and avoid regressing into less desirable states of rebirth.  In Mahayana Buddhism, those “good foundations” are expressed using the Six Perfections or paramitas:
- generosity
- wholesome personal conduct
- patience towards others (and oneself!)
- diligence
- concentration (e.g. meditation in a broad sense)
- wisdom 
The Six Perfections are just that: gold-standards to aspire towards.  No one is expected to get them perfectly, but like lines in a play, you keep rehearsing them across many years and they become a part of you.  We’ll talk more about Buddhist conduct later.
As one sort of “locks-in” their future rebirths through these actions above, they can progress along the path much more rapidly than through the usual aimless wandering where they might not get reborn again as a human for a long, long time.  Traditionally, even if one cannot practice the Dharma full time, if they do these things, then they might be reborn in their next life in such a way that they can practice the Dharma more so, possibly as a monk or nun, to say nothing of being reborn in a Buddha’s pure land which we’ll cover later.  The point is, one has choices they can make, and wholesome choices help carry one further along the path.
Stages of the Path
 
Further the traditional order of progression in the Buddhist path is as follows with Mahayana-specific stages highlighted in bold:
	Stage
	Traditional Definition

	Mundane living beings
	You, me, animals, etc.

	Stream-enterer
	One who gains confidence in the Dharma

	Monk or Nun
	One who is dedicated to the Dharma full-time

	Arhat
	“Noble One”, who has attained awakening

	Bodhisattva
	“Seeker of full Enlightenment”

	Buddha
	A Buddha, fully-accomplished.


 
Starting with a “stream-enterer” or one who is still a novice, one is no longer “aimlessly” wandering, but now at least has a long-term sense of direction: Nirvana.  The idea behind a stream-enterer is that they have first dipped their toes in the stream.  They may not be completely comfortable in the water, but they’ve taken their first steps, and aren’t afraid anymore.  Keep in mind that no one gets a medal or certificate for being a stream-enterer, it’s just a point that Buddhists cross when doubts gradually fade and their confidence in the Dharma grows.
An arhat or “noble one” is a state of being found across all Buddhism, and describes someone who has completed the Buddhist training.  They’ve “graduated from Buddha University” as it were.  For many Buddhist traditions, this is the end goal for most disciples.  They are equivalent to a Buddha in terms of understanding and wisdom, but are not a Buddha because they don’t have a Buddha’s capacity to teach at the same level as a Buddha.  An arhat can take many lifetimes to accomplish, but in some traditions, once a person has at least reached a stream-enterer stage, they’re assured of becoming an arhat in no more than 7 lifetimes.
From the perspective of Buddhism, some of these stages may take a long time, but what matters is not how long it takes, but whether the sense of forward progression is there, where there was none before.  That’s what matters most.  One is now looking to the future with a clear sense of purpose, and not the aimless wandering that plagues most beings lifetime after lifetime.  Even a bit of effort done once, as described in the Lotus Sutra, is the first step on the path to full Buddhahood someday:
If persons with confused and distracted minds
should enter a memorial tower
and [just] once exclaim, "Hail to the Buddha!"
Then all have attained the Buddha way. (Burton Watson)
But what makes Mahayana Buddhism stand out is the belief that the arhat is not the final journey.  For that, we need to look at the Bodhisattva path.
The concept of the Bodhisattva is perhaps the single most confusing thing in Mahayana Buddhism and worth exploring in greater detail, because it ties into so many other aspects of Buddhism.  But first, let’s talk a little bit about the “path” of Buddhism.
So far, we’ve used the example of Samsara to show how without a sense of steady progression, one wanders back and forth from one state of existence to another.  One might be a farmer in one life, but may end up as a cow to be slaughtered in the next, or trapped as a hungry ghost in another life, only then to be reborn temporarily as a celestial being.  All of these states are temporary, some are more desirable than others, but in the end they provide no lasting refuge.
However, once one takes up the Buddhist path earnestly, they have “entered the stream” so to speak and begin the long journey toward Buddhahood.
And yet, as one progresses far enough, they begin to see they are not alone, and that other beings around them suffer too.  These other beings suffer from the hassles of life, but also in a larger sense, they too are trapped in an endless cycle of samsara, the aimless wandering from lifetime to lifetime.  This leads to an awakening of bodhicitta (pronounced “bodhi-chit-ta”) which is the aspiration to full and final Buddhahood in order to rescue all beings.  That moment of sincere bodhicitta is the dividing line between an arhat and a bodhisattva.
If go back for a moment to the Parable of the Burning House in the Lotus Sutra, one might say that such a person, still trapped in the house, sees that other people are trapped too, and resolves to help them.  This is not a decision taken lightly, given how much suffering and agony that they may face as they remain in the house, but having considered the alternatives, there is no other way.
This is the definition of a bodhisattva: an advanced person along the Buddhist path that has turned their focus toward helping others along the path as well.  In Mahayana Buddhist literature, the path of the Bodhisattva is described as very, very long and encompasses countless rebirths, countless accumulated merit and accomplishments, before finally fulfilling their vows and becoming a Buddha.  In some Mahayana Buddhist circles, the path of the Bodhisattva is said to encompass three asamkhya kalpas, or three massive aeons of time.
But why put oneself through all this, when one can simply achieve Enlightenment on one’s own, and be free from the endless cycle of aimless wandering?
In fact, Buddhism has traditionally taught that some beings can do just that.  Such beings are called pratyekabuddhas or “private buddhas”.  These are beings who somehow attain the necessary insight on their own and thus reach Enlightenment, but lack the capacity or will to teach, all without another person to teach them.  Since they’re on their own, they’re set aside from the Buddhist disciples and arhats we see in the previous chart.
To further confuse matters, some of the early schools of Buddhism that existed before Mahayana Buddhism felt that the path of the Bodhisattva was not a viable path for most people, and that becoming an Arhat was more than enough.  The fact that arhat means “noble one” and was a term used by the Buddha indicates that even just getting that far is a terrific achievement and worthy of praise.19
So is the Bodhisattva path a viable one at all?
To answer that question, let’s revisit an old friend named Sunyata.
We Are All In This Together
As discussed in the previous section, the Bodhisattva is one who has turned their Buddhist training and progress outward to assist and guide other beings toward enlightenment.  Traditionally, this is always done through a series of vows.  For example in a famous Buddhist treatise from the 7th or 8th century called the Awakening of Faith in the Mahayana, is the following passage:
The Buddha-Tathāgatas, while in the stages of Bodhisattva-hood, exercised great compassion, practiced pāramitās [perfections of virtue], and accepted and transformed sentient beings. They took great vows, desiring to liberate all sentient beings through countless aeons until the end of future time, for they regarded all sentient beings as they regarded themselves. (Yoshito S Hakeda)
If we look back to our discussions of Sunyata or “emptiness” we see that each one of us is comprised of other causes and conditions, not just at the time of creation, but it’s a constant, ongoing process.  But this process works on others too.  Things we saw, think and do have an effect on others, which in turns has an affect on others we don’t even know.
This constant back and forth is encapsulated in the famous Parable of the Jeweled Net.
In this parable, imagine that the palace of the Indian deva Indra (in some versions Brahma), is strung up a vast net, which has sparkling jewels sown into each node.  As light shines into the palace of Indra/Brahma, that light reflects off of one jewel, and the light of that one jewel is reflected by all the other jewels, and each other jewel reflects the light of that one jewel.  In this same way, all sentient beings are a reflection of one another to some degree or another.  What happens to one happens to us all.  When one person suffers, we all suffer.  When one smiles or says a kind word, the word benefits that much more.
That’s why when we look at the passage from the Awakening of Faith, the Bodhisattva realizes all sentient beings are in fact themselves.  When such beings are happy, safe and content, the world is that much better for it.  Similarly, when they are fighting, mired in anger, ignorance, and so on, the world is poorer for it.
Thus the Bodhisattva is moved to great compassion and makes the big leap toward the Bodhisattva path.  This is the bodhicitta moment we talked about earlier: this great aspiration to go all the way and reach full Buddhahood to help other beings.
But this teaching isn’t just for Bodhisattvas, it is for anyone.  The thoughts, actions and words we use do have an affect on others, even if they’re not around, so when we talk about Buddhist conduct, we’re not just doing it to accumulate good merit or a better rebirth (yes, those are potential side benefits), we are doing it because it benefits others, and in the long-run ourselves.
For this reason, you often see in Mahayana-Buddhist services a short liturgy called the Four Bodhisattva Vows, which in English can be translated as:
Sentient beings are innumerable, and yet I vow to save them all.
My mental defilements are innumerable, I vow to extinguish them all.
The gates of the dharma are without measure, I vow to master them all.
The path to Buddhahood is peerless, I vow to fulfill it.
The Four Bodhisattva Vows express a sense of commitment, not a binding contract, to keep at the Buddhist path, to assist all beings, no matter how long it takes.  Like so many other things in Buddhism, it expresses gradual, long-term aspirations.
Bodhisattvas in Theravada Buddhism
A popular misconception is that Bodhisattvas were a fabrication of Mahayana Buddhism, and did not exist in earlier Buddhist teachings.  However, take a look at the following sutra from the Pali Canon, namely the Ariyapariyesanā Sutta (MN26):
“Bhikkhus [monks], before my enlightenment, when I was still only an unenlightened Bodhisatta, I too, being myself subject to birth, sought what was also subject to birth; being myself subject to aging, sickness, death, sorrow, and defilement, I sought what was also subject to aging, sickness, death, sorrow and defilement….” (trans. Bhikkhu Bodhi)
The term bodhisattva (or bodhisatta in the Pali Canon) was used by Shakyamuni Buddha to describe his countless past lifetimes when he sought full enlightenment.  These past lives are further expanded on in the famous Jataka Tales, which is among the earliest extant texts in all of Buddhism.  But we do see some common themes already: countless lifetimes and the singular aim to Enlightenment.
The difference though is that the Bodhisattva path is not emphasized in Theravada Buddhism, where Mahayana Buddhism (usually) sees a singular progression from arhat to bodhisattva, Theravada Buddhism sees them as two different outcomes.  One need not necessarily transition from one to another.
It’s important to understand this point, because much needless debate has occurred between Theravada and Mahayana Buddhists, and really the only disagreement between them, once you get right down to it, is whether arhats eventually become bodhisattvas or not.  In the end though, I leave it up to the reader to decide for themselves.  But remember, your Buddhist practice and conduct toward others remains the same, and the point made at the end of the second chapter of the Lotus Sutra is that it doesn’t necessarily matter: Enlightenment and Nirvana remain the same end goal, and the details in between are just details.
In any case, if the path of the Bodhisattva seems long and arduous, you’re not the only one.  For this reason, let’s explore another aspect of Mahayana Buddhism called “Buddha Fields” or “Pure Lands”.
 
12In case you’re wondering, the largest sutra in all of Buddhism is the Mahayana-version of the Parinibbana Sutta.  It is not widely available in the West, but largely overlaps with teachings found elsewhere in the Mahayana Buddhist canon.

13Also known scientifically as Dalbergia sisoo Roxb., or "Indian rosewood"

14Those things, physical and abstract that make up you: form, feelings (e.g. touch), sensations (e.g. of those feelings), mental formation and consciousness.  These are also known as the Five Skandhas in Buddhism.

15Credit to the Princeton Dictionary of Buddhism (Princeton University Press, 2014) for its excellent explanation of this difficult, but important concept.

16Pronounced like English “owe” then “ee”.

17See for example the Tirokudda Kanda (Pv 1.5) of the Pali Canon for an early example of this.

18To quote Roger Zelazny’s novel Lord of Light.  One of my favorite works of fiction.

19To confuse matters even more, the venerable Yogacara or “Conscious Only” school in Mahayana Buddhism taught a slightly different doctrine called the Five Natures doctrine, which said that different beings had different capacities in them, which would eventually lead some to become arhats, some to become private buddhas, and only some to become bodhisattvas (and thus fully enlightened Buddhas).  This doctrine was not espoused anywhere outside the Yogacara school and was sharply criticized by adherents of the Lotus Sutra which emphasized the universal potential of Buddhahood.

Chapter Six: A Traveller’s Guide to the Pure Lands
 
As we’ve seen previously, Buddhist cosmology can be vast, complex and confusing.  Actually, daunting is maybe a better way to explain it.  When you look at an ancient map of Europe and beyond, you can’t help but laugh at all the distorted shapes, missing blocks of land, and of course all the dragons, sea monsters and mermaids.  Here be Dragons.  Back then Europeans supposed that the earth was flat, and that the further south you travelled the hotter it got.
We laugh about this, but Indian cosmology at the time also envisioned a vast, flat world, however the scale of it was far larger than what other ancient civilizations such as the Greeks or Egyptians envisioned.  This view of the world had an influence on Mahayana Buddhism, and it’s good to keep it in the back of our mind.
Modern science and astronomy shows us a very different way to look at the world, but that doesn’t mean we can’t learn something from ancient Indian cosmology too.
Lands As Far As The Eye Can See
Indian cosmology varied by time and place, but generally envisioned a world that was flat, with continents connected to other continents, extending in all directions for great distances, maybe even infinitely.  Further, between each of these continents there was a great, central mountain, an axis mundi of sorts.  This was usually called Mount Sumeru.  Around this Mount Sumeru, a ring of mountains, or more than one, that encircles the world.  This varies greatly by text or author.  In the shadow of this Mount Sumeru, one could find various hell realms.
Mount Sumeru is an important symbol in Buddhist literature and is mentioned often for comparisons with other things.  Culturally speaking, Mount Sumeru is to ancient Indian culture as Mount Olympus is to Western civilization.  It was something seen as awesome, an abode of the gods, the root of the world, etc.
Further, depending on which Buddhist text you read, the hell realms took on various aspects: some extremely hot, and some extremely cold.  The punishments would vary in severity from one hell to another.  For example, there might be (hypothetically speaking) a Hell of Hot Iron, followed by a Hell of Really Hot Iron, followed by a Hell of Really, Really Hot Iron and so on.  Perhaps there was even a hell for waiting at the car dealership.  Beings reborn in the worse hell realms would, after their karma was spent, be reborn in slightly less severe hell realms, until their karma was expended there, and so on.  Eventually such beings would complete their time in hell and continue their aimless wandering (see “Samsara” in chapter four) elsewhere.
Fields of Buddhas
As for the interconnected continents, early Buddhists believed that these continents varied in terms of purity and tranquility.  This usually had to do with the influence of the Dharma in that land.  Lands that were impure were thought to be brutal, violent, and beings dwelling therein had short lifespans.  Lands that were more pure were tranquil, peaceful and beings enjoyed longer lifespans.  Early Buddhists called their own hypothetical continent Jambudvipa and felt that it was one of the more defiled continents.
Now imagine a continent where a buddha arose, someone who fulfilled the bodhisattva vows and turned the wheel of the Dharma for the benefit of all beings.  The sheer influence of that being was thought to purify that continent into a Buddha-land or Buddha-field or Pure Land.  This continent or land would be truly peaceful, very tranquil, and any beings that were reborn there would naturally be inclined to follow the Dharma and practice it effortlessly.
Thus, if you look at various Buddhist deities in Mahayana Buddhism, they are usually associated with some kind of Pure Land.  For example, the Medicine Buddha was said to have a pure land to the east of our world that was radiant with the color of lapis lazuli gems (deep blue).  Hence, imagery of the Medicine Buddha tends to show him as a deep blue color.
Akshobhya Buddha, the unmovable Buddha, was said to also have a pure land to the east called “Joyous”.
To the west, the Land of Bliss or Sukhavati, was the pure land of Amitabha Buddha, the Buddha of infinite light.  What made Amitabha Buddha’s Pure Land stand out in Buddhist tradition was both the ease with which one could be reborn there, but also the quality of the Pure Land itself.  It has become so popular in Buddhism that the term Pure Land has become synonymous with Amitabha’s Pure Land, but it’s helpful to remember that any buddha can have a pure land.
Hang on though, you might be thinking: if the coming of a buddha brings about a pure land, and since the historical buddha, Shakyamuni, came to our world, where is his pure land?
Right here.
In the sixteenth chapter of the Lotus Sutra is the famous verse:
When living beings witness the end of a kalpa [aeon]
and all is consumed in a great fire,
this, my land, remains safe and tranquil,
constantly filled with heavenly and human beings.
The halls and pavilions in its gardens and groves
are adorned with various kinds of gems.
...
These living beings with their various offenses,
through causes arising from their evil actions,
spend asamkhya kalpas
without hearing the name of the Three Treasures.
But those who practice meritorious ways,
who are gentle, peaceful, honest and upright,
all of them will see me
here in person, preaching the Law [the Dharma]. (Burton Watson)
What’s interesting about this verse is that the pure land of Shakyamuni Buddha is already here, but for those who’s minds are clouded by ignorance or past misdeeds will simply not see it.  Meanwhile those who live an upright life will in time see it.  
This might sound like a movie cliche (“if your heart is pure…” or “the real treasure are the friends we made along the way...”), but it is helpful to bear in mind because when the Mahayana sutras were first composed, the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, had already passed away 500 years earlier.  They were long removed from the living Buddha, and various Buddhist schools at the time dealt with this problem in different ways.  Some focused on worship and veneration of the relics of the Buddha, pilgrimages and other efforts to respect what the Buddha and his early community did.  However, the Mahayana Buddhists were telling people that the Buddha is never truly gone because the Dharma always exists, and if one puts it into practice, they will see the Buddha again.  There’s no need to look to the past at old, dry bones. The Dharma is our guide, and it will always be there.
This is also why one should not to get hung up on the physical/geographic aspect of Buddhist cosmology.  While early Buddhist texts hypothesized how the world was arranged (and as science has shown, they plainly got it wrong), the intention of these teachings was to show that there is much more to the world than what the mundane eye may see.  
The Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha
Using the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha as an example, let’s look at some excerpts from the Amitabha Sutra, a short sutra that vividly describes the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha, and something we covered previously.  This allows us to get a view of what makes a pure land a pure land:
Again, Shariputra, in the Land of Utmost Bliss there are seven-jewelled ponds, filled with water of the eight excellent qualities. The beds of the ponds are covered solely with gold sand, and from the four sides of each pond rise stairs of gold, silver, beryl and crystal. Above these stand pavilions adorned with gold, silver, beryl, crystal, sapphire, rosy pearls, and carnelian. In the ponds are lotuses as large as chariot-wheels – the blue ones radiating a blue light, the yellow a yellow light, the red a red light and the white ones a white light. (Rev. Hisao Inagaki)
Ok, that’s nice.  So is this just a Buddhist version of Heaven?  How is this any different than the deva realms we saw previously?
Again, Shariputra, in that land there are always many kinds of rare and beautiful birds of various colors, such as swans, peacocks, parrots, sharis, kalavinkas and jivamjivakas. Six times during the day and night birds sing with melodious and delicate sounds, which proclaim such teachings as the five roots of goodness, the five powers, the seven practices leading to Enlightenment, and the Eightfold Noble Path. On hearing them, the people of that land become mindful of the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha….Shariputra, those sentient beings who hear of that land should aspire to be born there. Why? Because they will be able to meet such sages of supreme virtue.
Heaven, in the Western sense, is usually a kind of reward meted out by the almighty creator for living a virtuous life, or through a life of faith.  It is seen as a final resting place after the end of the world.  But the pure lands of the buddhas are more like a refuge and a place to follow the Dharma more easily.  They are not the end goal of Buddhism, but a means to an end.
This might sound a bit silly and superfluous though.  Why go through all that when one can sit and meditate in the here and now?
Because not everyone can do that, especially outside modern, industrialized countries.  In the time of early Buddhism, most people were relegated to life as peasants, farmers, artisans, etc.  Their main struggle was to stay alive, feed their family, etc.  Most people throughout history have spent most of their time, resources and efforts just on food.  It was possible, and sometimes did occur, for one to leave the “householder” life and become a wandering monk or nun, but not everyone could do this.
For such people, they could only hope to follow basic Buddhist conduct and aspire for rebirth in a better state next time, and the Pure Lands provided an attractive alternative.  That’s not to say they didn’t practice Buddhism in their lives, but these were usually limited to certain “sabbath” days called Uposatha holidays.  These would be typically 4 days in the lunar calendar, and would allow monks and lay people to comingle, and practice together.
Even now, outside a dozen or two countries, many people still struggle the same way their ancestors did before.  They cannot attend meditation seminars, cannot buy books online, or do live Youtube streaming with their teacher.  These are luxuries afforded only to a few.
Thus, a pure lands of the buddha serves as a kind of promise and hope for a better future is still relevant in Buddhism today as it was back then.
What the Pure Land Is and Isn’t
But the pure Lands of the buddhas aren’t just a way of keeping the masses happy.  The symbolism of the pure lands, for example as described in the Amitabha Sutra above, should be looked in contrast to this world.
This world, sometimes called the Saha world, is described in terms like strife, impermanence, dissatisfaction, stress and so on.  Sometimes, the Buddhist sutras can describe this in very vivid terms, but generally the meaning is the same.  Contrast this to something like the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha, a place that embodies the Buddhist teachings, which is described as tranquil, peaceful, enduring and secure.  
One influential Chinese Buddhist named Shan-Dao (613-681), used a famous analogy called the “Parable of the Two Rivers and the White Path”.
Imagine, if you will, a man who’s wandering a desolate plain when he is suddenly chased by bandits and savage animals.  This person flees until he comes to a strange river with a narrow, white path running across it to the other side.  Even more unusual is that on one side of this white path, the river is made of fire, and on the other side is turbulent water.
The man stops at the shores and balks.  Behind him the bandits and animals are getting closer and closer, but at the same time, the white path ahead looks very narrow and the river intimidating.  What should he do?
Then out of nowhere, the man hears a voice nearby telling him “Fear not, just follow the white path.”
Further, on the other side of the river, the man hears another voice tell him, “I can protect you. Just follow the white path without fear.”
As the man takes his first steps on the white path, the bandits and animals gather behind him, and yell “that path is dangerous, you’ll fall in!”  However, the man is unfazed and keeps walking along the path until he safely reaches the other side. (Hisao Inagaki)
The Parable of the Two Rivers and White Path is used to describe our current existence (the desolate plain) and the hassles of life as shown by the bandits and wild animals.  The river itself also has meaning in that the river of fire are the anger and hatred that threaten to consume us and everything around us.  The river of turbulent waters are the passions and cravings that threaten to engulf us.
But what of the two voices?
The voice on this shore, the shore of impermanence, craving, frustration, etc is none other than the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, who appeared in this world to teach the way.  The voice on the other shore is Amitabha Buddha offering refuge to anyone willing to come.
As we’ve seen throughout this chapter, the Pure Land of Amitabha (and Pure Lands in general) serves as a kind of haven or refuge along the Buddhist path.  Think of it like one of those exclusive airport lounges, but with better snacks, and more reasonable membership fees.  The journey does not end with achieving rebirth in the Pure Land, but there is a sense of assurance that one has reached a point of no-return and has nowhere to go but onward to full awakening and unbinding (Nirvana as we saw in the Four Dharma Seals).  Some people, both lay people and monks, choose to devote themselves wholeheartedly toward rebirth in the Pure Land in hopes of becoming a Buddha one day, while some prefer to adapt it into their existing Buddhist practices as a kind of insurance for the future.  Alternatively, some people simply prefer not to focus on the Pure Land at all and are content with their practice now.  Expedient Means at its finest.
Are the Pure Lands Real?
This is a fun question to address, because anyone curious about Buddhism will inevitably ask it.  I have asked myself this question many times.  It is also a pretty meaningful question, I think,  because it leads to another, more important question: what is the value of the pure lands (or anything else) within Mahayana Buddhism?
Since the pure lands of the buddhas are not mentioned at all in the chronologically earliest Buddhist sutras, that is to say, the sutras considered closest to the Buddha’s words and deeds, it’s easy to dismiss them as a later fabrication, and something devised by the culture at the time.  Further, in light of science and astronomy, the existence of such realms seems even less likely at least in our material world.
But, dear readers, what causes people to devote themselves to such things, even when they know that such lands might not exist?  Is it a selfish delusion, the same craving that causes us so much grief in the second of the Four Noble Truths, or is there more reasons behind it?
Consider for a moment that when people usually think about Buddhist meditation, they believe it to be sitting on a yoga cushion or under a tree, being mindful of one’s breath, and attaining a sense of peace and oneness with the world.  However, the subject of meditation in Buddhism is surprisingly broad and vast, and includes many other approaches that all have the same basic goal of cultivation.  Meditation in the broadest sense are the collection of tools and mental training that shift the currents of one’s life toward a more wholesome direction, and ultimately fostering the conditions that lead to final liberation if not in this life, then in another life.
Meditation on the qualities of a Buddha (cf. The Ten Recollections) is one such meditation that is found even in the earliest Buddhist texts, and was one tool out of a larger toolbox to help foster positive qualities in oneself by visualizing the wholesome qualities of the Buddha, and his conduct.  WWBD: What Would [the] Buddha Do?
This same logic applies to Buddhist sutras, deities, chants and everything else.  Buddhism doesn’t seek to answer whether they truly exist, or whether they are the unvarnished, unaltered words of the Buddha or not.  Instead, it’s a matter of utility.  Or, put it another way, Expedient Means.
Even if the pure lands of the buddhas don’t necessarily exist in the physical, material sense, why should that stop people from meditating on their qualities?  If the qualities of the Pure Lands stand in contrast to our world, does not holding them in our hearts when life gets you down lead to a moment of peace, and stilling of rage and frustration?  Does that same image in one’s mind not foster compassion toward others?  Further, if we go back to the example of the sixteenth chapter in the Lotus Sutra where Shakyamuni Buddha describes his own pure land as here, even if people can’t always see it, are the authors of the Lotus Sutra not trying to tell us something? 
This has been my experience, at least.  My own personal perspective on the topic has underwent a few changes over the years, but maybe that’s part of the natural growth that comes with the Buddhist path.  If we combine all this with the teachings of karma and rebirth discussed, you might even say we create our own worlds.  Or rather, it’s all in the mind anyway.
Chapter Seven: Let’s Talk About Buddhist Deities
 
We’ve danced around the subject of Buddhist deities in earlier chapters, but now that we’ve covered some ground with respect to sutras, bodhisattvas, pure lands, etc., we can finally bring it all together and talk about Buddhist deities.  Mahayana Buddhism has a lot of them. If you are new to Buddhism, or rediscovering Buddhism from their youth, it can feel pretty daunting.  For example, let’s look at this excerpt from a Mahayana-Buddhist sutra, The Sutra of Innumerable Meanings:
Thus I have heard:
At one time the Buddha was staying on the Gṛdhrakūṭa Mountain, near the city of Rājagṛha, together with 12,000 great bhikṣus and 80,000 Bodhisattva-Mahāsattvas, as well as gods, dragons, yakṣas, gandharvas, asuras, garuḍas, kiṁnaras, and mahoragas. Also present were bhikṣus, bhikṣuṇīs, upāsakas, and upāsikās, as well as great Wheel-Turning Kings and lesser Wheel-Turning Kings, such as gold wheel kings and silver wheel kings, as well as kings, princes, state ministers, citizens, men, women, and elders, surrounded by their retinues in the billions. They all came to the Buddha, bowed their heads down at His feet, and circled Him 100,000 times. They burned incense, scattered flowers, and presented various kinds of offerings. Having made their offerings to the Buddha, they stepped back and sat on one side.
Among the 80,000 Bodhisattva-Mahāsattvas were Mañjuśrī the Dharma Prince, Great Awesome Virtue Store the Dharma Prince, Carefree Store the Dharma Prince, Great Eloquence Store the Dharma Prince, Maitreya Bodhisattva, Guiding Leader Bodhisattva, Medicine King Bodhisattva, Medicine Superior Bodhisattva, Flower Banner Bodhisattva  (source: http://www.sutrasmantras.info/sutra20.html)
This excerpt introduces many different figures, deities and mythical creatures.  Many of them are only periphery characters in Buddhism, like the backup singers in a band, but some are central to the tradition and worth looking at later in this chapter.  It’s not necessary to analyze each and every one.  But let’s look at some common elements.
Why So Many Deities?
Where many people are used to the concept of a single deity that is the center of a worship and devotion, this is not the case with Buddhism.  Not even close.  However, Buddhism is not a “deistic” religions either, in that everything revolves around a specific deity.  There’s no creator deity, no one demands worship and praise.  You could spend your entire life ignoring all of them apart from Shakyamuni Buddha, and still be a good Buddhist (in fact, many people do).
And yet, Buddhism, especially Mahayana Buddhism, does have many, many deities.  Why?
Each of these figures represents various teachings and aspects within Buddhism, either through their actions or their nature, and when you look at Buddhist art (which we will shortly) you will see that it is infused with symbol and meaning.  The origins of some of these figures is obscure though.  For over Buddhism’s 2,500 year history it has picked up various local deities from parts of India and beyond, but then absorbed those deities and given them a Buddhist interpretation.  We might call this process “Buddhification”. Given enough time, we may even see Western figures like Santa Claus, Mr Spock, or the Easter Bunny become Buddhified, but that’s a story for future generations. Such things happen organically, and only time will tell.
This variety of deities and the Buddhist teachings they embody is another great example of the Mahayana Buddhist concept of Expedient Means: not everyone may respond to this deity or that, but the sheer variety of deities in Buddhism means that there’s something for everyone.
Some might read this and think “that’s all well and good, but why do people make altars of the Buddha, pray, and so on?”.  To better understand this, let’s look at what a buddha is, and what it is not.
What Is A Buddha?
In the most simplest sense, a buddha (not the Buddha) is one who has fully awakened to the truth.  More concretely, they have fully completed the Buddhist path, fully intuited the nature of all phenomena, attained Nirvana (“unbinding” as we saw in chapter two) and are fully released.  A buddha starts as a mundane being, but through their efforts, insight, and countless lifetimes seeking the truth, they become great, compassionate teachers or bodhisattvas.  As we saw in earlier chapters, these bodhisattvas make a series of vows to teach and liberate others, and once these vows are completed they complete the final step and become buddhas.  Liberated from the aimless wandering of Samsara, they are a living example to others that it is possible for anyone.
But as we also discussed in chapter four, the cycle of time is very, very long, and the numerous conditions that allow a buddha to appear are extremely rare.  Having a grasp of the truth and being a good teacher isn’t enough; a buddha has developed additional qualities above and beyond that make them a superb teacher plus they have fully uprooted ignorance.  This is where the term “turning the wheel of the Dharma” comes into play.  This is a frequent expression in Buddhism to describe how the Dharma, previously hidden and unknown to people, is rediscovered, set in motion once more through that buddha’s teaching and efforts.  In time, like a real wheel, things slow down, and eventually slow to a stop once more.
In any case, consider these words from the Dhammapada, a collection of sayings attributed to the Buddha:
154. O house-builder, you are seen! You will not build this house again. For your rafters are broken and your ridgepole shattered. My mind has reached the Unconditioned; I have attained the destruction of craving. (trans. Acharya Buddharakkhita)
The historical Buddha, Shakyamuni, fulfilled the culmination of a very long path, he has pierced through the veil, so to speak, and seeing things for what they are has completely let go.  He is thus, unbound.  This is why a buddha, any buddha, is worthy of praise: they represent the culmination of the Buddhist path, and their accomplishments are for everyone to rejoice.  If they can do it, we need only to do the same.
Further, the qualities of a buddha are one of the many useful tools in Buddhism to cultivate wholesome states of mind.  In one of the early sutras in the Pali Canon is the following passage:
At any time when a disciple of the noble ones is recollecting the Tathagata [the Buddha], his mind is not overcome with passion, not overcome with aversion, not overcome with delusion. His mind heads straight, based on the Tathagata. And when the mind is headed straight, the disciple of the noble ones gains a sense of the goal, gains a sense of the Dhamma20 [the teachings of the Buddha], gains joy connected with the Dhamma. In one who is joyful, rapture arises. In one who is rapturous, the body grows calm. One whose body is calmed senses pleasure. In one sensing pleasure, the mind becomes concentrated.  (Mahanama Sutta, AN 11.13, trans. Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
As time goes on, the description of the buddhas become more elaborate and vivid in the Buddhist sutras, but they serve the same practical use: as a focal point for meditation or as a simple tool to calm one’s mind for a moment and regain balance. Again, the existence of the buddhas is a contrast to the mundane life of strife, craving and frustration and their efforts can be something we all emulate and draw inspiration from.  As an expedient means, it is just one tool in the ol’ Buddhist toolkit.
The Timeless Dharma
Even so, as I said earlier in this chapter, Buddhism is not a deistic religion.  The buddhas did not create the universe, nor do they control it.  Going back to the Parable of the Burning House in the Lotus Sutra, they stand outside the burning house, calling to us and guiding us out of danger through the Dharma.  They don’t need worship; they are motivated by selfless compassion, not vanity.  Consider this small sutra in the Pali Canon called the Vakkali Sutta (SN 22.87).  A disciple named Vakkali who’s dying of illness wants to see the Buddha one last time before he dies:
[Vakkali:] "For a long time, Lord, I have wanted to come and set eyes on the Blessed One, but I had not the strength in this body to come and see the Blessed One."
[The Buddha:] "Enough, Vakkali! What is there to see in this vile body? He who sees Dhamma, Vakkali, sees me; he who sees me sees Dhamma. Truly seeing Dhamma, one sees me; seeing me one sees Dhamma."  (trans. Maurice O'Connell Walshe)
The Buddha is reminding Vakkali that what matters most in Buddhism is the Dharma, not the Buddha.  If one appreciates the Dharma, one can see the Buddha because all buddhas embody the Dharma at its finest.  Compare with a Mahayana Sutra, the Diamond Sutra:
“What do you think, Subhuti? Can someone meditate on the Tathagata by means of the thirty-two marks?”
Subhuti said, “Yes, World-Honored One. We should use the thirty-two marks to meditate on the Tathagata.”
The Buddha said, “If you say that you can use the thirty-two marks to see the Tathagata, then the Cakravartin is also a Tathagata?”
Subhuti said, “World-Honored One, I understand your teaching. One should not use the thirty-two marks to meditate on the Tathagata.”
Then the World-Honored One spoke this verse:
“Someone who looks for me in form
or seeks me in sound
is on a mistaken path
and cannot see the Tathagata.”
(translation by Thich Nhat Hanh)
Here, the Buddha in the Diamond Sutra warns us that the moment one becomes hung up on the signs and appearances of the Buddha, which were traditionally described Thirty Two Marks of the Buddha21, then we’re losing grasp of the Dharma.  We’ve gone off the trail.
In other, later Mahayana sutras, this gets abstracted out further in such sutras as the Mahayana Brahma Net Sutra:22
At that time, from his Lion's Throne in the Lotus Treasury World, Vairocana Buddha emitted rays of light. A voice among the rays is heard telling the Buddhas seated on thousands of lotus petals, "You should practice and uphold the Mind-Ground Dharma Door and transmit it to the innumerable Sakyamuni Buddhas, one after another, as well as to all sentient beings. Everyone should uphold, read, recite, and singlemindedly put its teachings into practice."  (trans. Buddhist Text Translation Society)
Here we see a buddha named Vairocana. In the Buddhist tradition, Vairocana, is unusual in that he is less of a buddha in the sense we’ve discussed so far, and more of personification of the Dharma and the totality of reality itself.  Vairocana is often popular in the esoteric schools we described previously, especially the Shingon school in Japan.  Here, Vairocana emits a great light and in this light one can then see countless buddhas all preaching the Dharma, with Shakyamuni Buddha being just one of many.  This is a very symbolic passage but it shows very Mahayana-Buddhist thinking in that one buddhas is, in terms of quality, as good as another because they are all preaching the Dharma.  If one venerated Shakyamuni Buddha, Amitabha Buddha, the Medicine Buddha, or any other, it would make no real difference.
Also compare the passage above to chapter eleven of the Lotus Sutra:
At that time the Buddha emitted a ray of light from the tuft of white hair [between his eyebrows], immediately making visible the Buddhas in the eastern region in lands as numerous as five hundred ten thousand million nayutas of Ganges sands. The earth in all these lands was made of crystal, and the lands were adorned with jeweled trees and jeweled robes. Countless thousands, ten thousands, millions of bodhisattvas filled them, and everywhere were hung jeweled curtains, with jeweled nets covering them over. The Buddhas in these lands preached the various doctrines of the Law with great and wonderful voices, and one could see immeasurable thousands, ten thousands, millions of bodhisattvas filling all these lands and preaching the Law for the assembly. In the southern, western and northern regions as well, and in the four intermediate quarters and up and down, wherever the beam from the tuft of white hair, a characteristic feature of the Buddha, shone, the same was true.  (trans. Burton Watson)
Just as the Brahma Net Sutra used Vairocana to represent and personify the Dharma, in the same way, the Lotus Sutra progressively uses the same imagery albeit using Shakyamuni instead.  No the historical Shakyamuni, but a timeless version.  If you ever played video games, and fought the last boss of the game, think of this as “final form Shakyamuni”.
Again, the buddhas in these texts are entirely interchangeable, and that’s perfectly fine.  Only the Dharma matters.  Otherwise, Buddhism risks falling into a cult of personality.  Even with the best of intentions, it often does, as we’ll discuss in a later chapter.
The point of these passages is that, even in a great span of time such as this universe, buddhas come and go, but the Dharma they preach is the same and doesn’t depend on any one buddha.  All of them are of the same basic qualities, and all teach the same basic Dharma.  For this reason, it is not necessary to chose one buddha or another in one’s devotion.  Any buddha is fine, whether it be the historical Buddha Shakyamuni, or one of the more “ethereal” Buddhas we’ll see shortly.  What matters is the Dharma they represent, and their qualities which we as Buddhists can choose to emulate and learn from.
In the same way, the Dharma seemingly appears and disappears at times, but as we saw in the chapter on Buddha Lands, the Pure Land of Shakyamuni Buddha as described in the Lotus Sutra is always here regardless of whether people believe it or not.  If someone tried to hide the laws of gravity, or church authorities tried to assert that the sun orbits the earth, it doesn’t change anything.  The truth is still there, and sooner or later, someone will discover it again.  The buddhas are in no hurry, and neither should we be.
Having said that, let’s talk about other examples of Buddhist deities.
Examples of Buddhist Deities
Here, we’re going to explore some examples of well-known Buddhist deities, both buddhas and bodhisattvas, and learn more about how they fit into aspects of Mahayana Buddhism that we’ve explored so far.  I have tried to keep things somewhat brief to make reference easier.  Also, keep in mind that many of these deities do appear in various Mahayana-Buddhist cultures under different names, and slightly different styles.  Comparing, for example Avalokitesvara in Tibet with Japan you’ll notice some differences.
Most of these photos are my own, and taken in Japan, simply because it is the place and culture that I have the most personal experience with.  Others were taken with permission in 2013 by the Dia Tang Buddhist temple in Lynnwood, WA. If you would like to learn more, please consult the Buddhist tradition you are interested in, or feel free to do additional research.
It’s also important to keep in mind that Buddhist deities tend to be very fluid in terms of names and gender.  Spellings used here are Sanskrit spellings, but even Sanskrit gets spelled differently in English depending on who does it.  Languages are fun, aren’t they?
Anyhow, let’s proceed.
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Figure 1: Jizo (Ksitigarbha) Bodhisattva statue in Ueno Park, photographed in Tokyo, Japan
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Figure 2: Địa Tạng (Ksitigarbha) Bodhisattva statue photographed at Ksitigarbha Buddhist Temple in Lynnwood, WA.



 
Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva
 
- Other names: Jizo (Japanese), Dizang (Chinese), Địa Tạng (Vietnamese), etc.
- Sutras: Appears in only one sutra, the Sutra of the Earth-Store Bodhisattva
- Associations: children, travel, liberation from Hell.
Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva is a popular bodhisattva in Japan, China and Vietnam among other places.  Although she/he only appears in a single sutra, he remains a popular devotional figure.  According to the sutra, Ksitigarbha first began as a high-caste (e.g. “brahmin”) girl who was concerned about her deceased mother, for slandering the Dharma and other unwholesome deeds.  The girl had a vision where she journeyed to one of the Buddhist hells and learned that her mother had already been freed by her good deeds.  She then resolved to rescue and liberate others from the hell-realms, until they were completely empty.
In order to accomplish this, Ksitigarbha projects thousands if not millions of bodies that each assist or guide someone.  This is a common ability described in Mahayana literature for very advanced beings or Buddhas, and we can see some examples of this described previously with Vairocana Buddha and such.
In popular Buddhist culture, Ksitigarbha is a protector of children, especially children who died young.  Ksitigarbha also protects travelers, and will take the place of others when they are about to be harmed.  The staff that Ksitigarbha carries (figure 1) with the rings used by Buddhist monks in east Asia, with the clacking of the rings though to drive away evil, while also warning small animals to get to safety and avoid being trampled.
In figure 1, you can see Ksitigarbha holding a ball in his left-hand.  This is the mythical wish-fulfilling jewel, or Cintamani, that is said to grant one’s needs.  In the context of Buddhism, this is symbolic of Ksitigarbha’s efforts to bring happiness and well-being to others.  Sometimes you see Ksitigarbha with the jewel only, and no staff.
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Figure 3: A statue of Kannon (Avalokitesvara) Bodhisattva, taken in the Meguro Ward of Tokyo, Japan.




[image: OEBPS/images/image0005.png]
Figure 4: A depiction of Quan Âm (Avalokitesvara) in her more motherly form.  Taken at Ksitigarbha Buddhist Temple in Lynnwood, WA.
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Figure 5: Quan Âm (Avalokitesvara) depicted in a more princely form, with 1,000 arms and 11 heads.  Taken at Ksitigarbha Buddhis Temple in Lynnwood, WA.



[image: OEBPS/images/image0007.png]
Figure 6: Image of Kannon (Avalokitesvara) with crown on his head, bearing an image of Amitabha Buddha.  Taken at Zojoji Temple in Tokyo, Japan.


Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva 
 
- Other names: Kannon (Japanese), Guan-Yin (Chinese), Quan Âm (Vietnamese), Gwan-eum (Korean), Chenrezig  (Tibetan) etc.
- Sutras: Many, but primarily the 25th chapter of the Lotus Sutra, and the Heart Sutra.
- Associations: compassion, expedient means, teaching the Dharma
Avalokitesvara is arguably the most popular Bodhisattva in all of Mahayana Buddhism, and appears in a large number of sutras.  The principal source, though, is the 25th chapter of the Lotus Sutra, which is sometimes treated as a separate sutra in its own right, and is used to introduce who Avalokitesvara is.
The origins of Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva are not explained, however, he/she is regularly depicted either as a princely male, or as a compassionate female.  Depending on the particular culture, you might tend to see one or the other.  In China for example, the compassionate, motherly figure (figure 4) is very popular, while in Japan (figure 3) or Tibet, the male version is more common.  In some artwork, Avalokitesvara will appear with 1,000 arms and 11 heads, signifying Avalokitesvara’s tireless efforts to help all beings using various, expedient means. (figure 5)
Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva is described in the Lotus Sutra as transforming to whatever form is most appropriate to teach or help someone: whether that be a monk, a demon, or a friendly teacher.  Here, we see a prime example of “expedient means” in Mahayana Buddhism, where Avalokitesvara delivers people from fear and ignorance toward wisdom and compassion, using whatever form is most appropriate for that person.
In addition to all this, Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva is one of two attendants to Amitabha (“Amida”) Buddha in the Pure Land.  In figure 4 and figure 6, you can see a small image of a buddha on Avalokitesvara’s crown.  In this capacity Avalokitesvara helps to welcome people being reborn in the Pure Land, and to help and guide beings there.
Imagery for Avalokitesvara varies considerably, but there are often some themes.  Avalokitesvara is often depicted holding a lotus flower, an important symbol in Buddhism, symbolizing a beautiful mind (anyone who trains in the Buddhist path) arising from the mud.  In some examples, often used in esoteric schools of Buddhism, Avalokitesvara is depicted holding the Cintamani wish-fulfilling jewel similar to Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva.
More so than probably any other figure, Avalokitesvara’s devotion is almost universal and not limited to one particular school.
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Figure 7: An image of Amida Buddha from a Buddhist altar (owned by author).
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Figure 8: The Great Buddha of Kamakura, whose central image is also Amitabha Buddha.


 
Amitabha Buddha
 
- Other names: Amida Nyorai (Japanese), Ēmítuó fó (Chinese), A Di Đà Phật (Vietnamese), Amita Bul (Korean), Öpakmé  (Tibetan) etc.
- Sutras: Many, in particular the three Pure Land Sutras, and in particular the Sutra on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life
- Associations: compassion, refuge, light, freedom from fear
Amitabha Buddha is a very popular Buddha in the Mahayana Buddhist tradition, and an object of devotion in many Pure Land traditions.
According to the Sutra on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life, many kalpas (aeons) ago, there was a king who encountered another buddha named Lokesvararaja (“World Sovereign”).  The king was so deeply moved by Lokesvararaja’s explanation of the Dharma, that he renounced the throne and vowed to become the greatest of all Buddhas.
In order to accomplish this, the former king, now a monk named Dharmakara Bodhisattva, made a series of 48 vows to provide a refuge for all beings called the Pure Land, and that beings could easily be reborn there even if they only contemplated his image, or recited his name.  If he failed to provide such a refuge, Dharmakara Bodhisattva would not reach Enlightenment.  Through countless kalpas of practice and effort, the Pure Land was indeed established, and having fulfilled his vows, he became a fully-awakened Buddha of great renown.
Although Dharmakara Bodhisattva is venerated as a Buddha, not a Bodhisattva, the story of his great aspiration is a frequent inspiration for Buddhists, and is frequently chanted in Buddhist liturgy.  Further, up to 40% of the entire Mahayana Buddhist canon either describes or mentions Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land attesting to his influence.
Imagery around Amitabha Buddha/Dharmakara Bodhisattva, frequently uses the color gold, and shows a great many rays of light emanating from the Buddha (figure 7), although in Tibetan Buddhist art, this buddha is often depicted as having red skin, not gold.  The gold color is likely inspired by a passage in the Sutra on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life and his third vow in particular:
If, when I attain Buddhahood, humans and devas in my land should not all be the color of pure gold, may I not attain perfect Enlightenment. (Hisao Inagaki)
And the rays of light are mentioned in a different passage in the same sutra:
The Buddha said to Ananda, "The majestic light of the Buddha Amitayus is the most exalted..."If, sentient beings encounter his light, their three defilements are removed; they feel tenderness, joy and pleasure; and good thoughts arise. If sentient beings in the three realms of suffering see his light, they will all be relieved and freed from affliction. At the end of their lives, they all reach emancipation.
Thus many venerate Amitabha Buddha either as sole, dedicated practice, or as part of other traditions and practices.  Interpretations of who or what Amitabha Buddha is also run the gamut, as we alluded to in the chapter on Buddha Lands.
One other note is that Amitabha Buddha is often described in the sutras as having two attendant bodhisattvas in the Pure Land, the first being Avalokitesvara above, while the other is Mahasthamaprapta.  The latter is less prominent in Buddhist literature, but is said to have become a bodhisattva through his singlminded focus on Amitabha Buddha.
Together, Amitabha Buddha and his two attendant bodhisattvas are often depicted as a kind of trinity.  We’ll see this again with the Medicine Buddha later, and even Shakyamuni Buddha is depicted with a trinity some times.23
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Figure 9: A Japanese statuette of the Medicine Buddha, note the jar of medicine he is holding in his hand.
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Figure 10: A Tibetan-Buddhist image of the Medicine Buddha in the famous "The Blue Beryl-Medicine Buddha", courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.


 
The Medicine Buddha
 
- Other names: Yakushi Nyorai (Japanese), Yàoshīfó (Chinese), Dược Sư Phật (Vietnamese), Yagsa Yeorae (Korean), Sangyé Menla (Tibetan) etc.
- Sutras: the Medicine Buddha Sutra
- Associations: compassion, well-being, fortitude, material contentment
 
The Medicine Buddha, sometimes called Bhaisajyaguru, does not appear very often in Buddhist literature, but is a popular figure of devotion and is an interesting contrast to Amitabha Buddha cited previously.  The Medicine Buddha, like Amitabha Buddha, made a series of vows as a bodhisattva, but his vows were focused more on providing material comfort and good health to sentient beings, as well as mental well-being and fortitude to uphold personal conduct and vows.  Whereas Amitabha Buddha’s Pure Land is said to to be in the west, the Medicine Buddha’s pure land is said to be to the east and is the color of lapis-lazuli (deep blue) rather than gold.  Sometimes the Medicine Buddha himself will also be depicted as lapis-lazuli color (figure 10), but this is not always the case, and frequently varies country by country, or even by artist.
Although, imagery of the Medicine Buddha varies considerably, he is always depicted holding a jar of medicine in his left hand, as shown in both figure 9 and figure 10.  In figure 9, the other hand is held upward, symbolizing wisdom (you can see Amitabha Buddha using the same gesture in figure 7), while in figure 10, the Medicine Buddha is holding a lotus, not unlike Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva.
The Medicine Buddha symbolizes the healing aspect of the Dharma.  If we look at the twelve vows of the Medicine Buddha we see mundane forms of healing like the seventh vow:
“I vow that in a future life, when I have attained Supreme Enlightenment,  sentient beings afflicted with various ill-nesses, with no one to help them, nowhere to turn, no physicians, no medicine, no family, no home  –  who are destitute and miserable –  will, as soon as my name passes through their ears, be relieved of all their illnesses. With mind and body peaceful and contented, they will enjoy home, family and property in abundance and eventually realize Unsurpassed Supreme Enlightenment. (Minh Thành and P.D. Leigh)
Compare with the fifth vow:
“I vow that in a future life, when I have attained Supreme Enlightenment, I will help all the countless sentient beings who cultivate the path of morality in accordance with my Dharma to observe the rules of conduct  (Precepts)  to perfection, in conformity with the Three Root Precepts.  Even those guilty of disparaging or violating the Precepts will regain their purity upon hearing my name, and avoid descending upon the Evil Paths
Sometimes the Medicine Buddha is depicted being flanked with the Twelve Heavenly Generals, celestial guardians mentioned in the sutra, and like Amitabha Buddha, the Medicine Buddha has two “attendant” bodhisattvas named Sunlight and Moonlight, thus forming a trinity.
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Figure 11: A statue of Maitreya Bodhisattva looking down from the Tushita Heaven realm, contemplating his rebirth as the next Buddha.  Photo courtesy of Wikipedia, originally taken in 1942 at Koryu-ji Temple in Japan.


 
Maitreya Bodhisattva
- Other names: Miroku (Japanese), Mílè (Chinese), Di lặc  (Vietnamese), Mireuk (Korean), Jampa (Tibetan) etc.
- Sutras: Cakkavatti-Sīhanāda Sutta (Pali Canon, DN 26), the Buddha of Immeasurable Life Sutra, the Lotus Sutra, etc.
- Associations: compassion, well-being, fortitude, material contentment
 
One last figure I’d like to cover here is a bodhisattva named Maitreya (or Metteya in the Pali Canon). Maitreya is said to be the next buddha to come after Shakyamuni, and is thus in the process of fulfilling his vows before eventually coming to the earth.  According to tradition, he dwells in one of deva realms we covered previously, the Tushita heaven, where he is often depicted as contemplating his and final rebirth (figure 11).
Maitreya is somewhat unusual in that he appears not just in Mahayana literature, but also in older texts such as the Pali Canon.  Thus, as a Buddhist deity, you can find depictions of him in both Mahayana and Theravada Buddhism.  He often appears in Mahayana Sutras as a student and interlocutor, asking questions to Shakyamuni Buddha, while also receiving explanations from Shakyamuni, yet apart from the mention in the Pali Canon, is usually not the central figure of a Buddhist sutra.
The idea behind Maitreya, which we’ve touched on previously, is that buddhas inevitably appears when the “wheel of the Dharma” has slowed to a stop, and the Dharma is no longer practiced, or is forgotten, or obscured.  Thus, Maitreya is thought to appear sometime after the Dharma taught by Shakyamuni Buddha (e.g. the Buddhist religion we know today) has completely faded and is forgotten.  This hasn’t stopped plenty of frauds and claimants.  However, given what we described above, it wouldn’t make sense for one buddha to appear while another’s Dharma is still alive and well, and sicne the appearances of buddhas is though to be extremely rare (i.e. on a cosmic timeline), one shouldn’t expect Maitreya for many, many years.
In earlier Buddhist history, including India, Maitreya was a popular devotional figure, and one could find plenty of Buddhist statuary depicting him, however, over time the popular of Amitabha Buddha and such has gradually eclipsed him.  Both fulfill a similar role in that they offer future Buddhahood (e.g. enlightenment), though they differ on means: Amitabha provides refuge in his Pure Land, Maitreya will be a buddha in this world, hence devotees hope to be reborn in his era.
Other Figures
 
A number of other figures appear in Buddhist sutras, often gods or other fantastical creatures, too many to cover here, but generally these are imported from Indian mythology and function either as devotees of the Dharma, or guardians.  A few noteworthy mentions you might run into:
- Hindu gods – Two gods from ancient Indian religion, predating modern Hinduism as we know it are Shakra (Indra) and Brahma.  They are often depicted as guardians and attendants of Shakyamuni Buddha and often briefly mentioned in sutras.  Most famously, when Shakyamuni Buddha first attained enlightenment, and was unbound, they are said in the Pali Canon to have pleaded with Shakyamuni to share that teaching with others, rather than stay in the woods by himself.
- Arhats – When we talked about Buddhist path, we mentioned arhats as an important stage in Buddhism where one has made great accomplishment and is considered a “noble one”.  In particular the disciples of the Buddha who made great attainment such as Shariputra, Maha-Kasyapa, Mahāmaudgalyāyana (a.k.a. Mogallana), Ananda are all arhats, and thus the most important of Shakyamuni’s terrestrial disciples in the sutras.  Like Maitreya above, they often appear in sutras as interlocutors, or receives of the Buddha’s wisdom.  Though even in the Pali Canon they fulfilled different roles within the Buddhist community.
- Wisdom Kings – These figures often appear in esoteric Buddhist traditions as fierce, grim or angry figures with many arms, halos of flame, weapons, and so on.  The nature of these figures varies by tradition, and due to their esoteric nature, is not often explained in detail, but technically they are neither bodhisattvas nor buddhas.
The arhats in particular have many stories and traditions around them, that have grown over time, just as stories around Jesus’s Twelve Apostles gradually grew over the ages.  They are usually not objects of veneration in Buddhism, but often depicted in Buddhist art and like everything else we’ve described so far, help to convey particular Buddhist messages.
Conclusion
 
We have only just begun to scratch the surface here. There are quite a few important figures that we have not covered that are prominent in one Buddhist tradition or another.  But one overriding theme that we can see is that they all point to the Dharma, and the Dharma is what matters most.  There would be no buddhas and bodhisattvas without the Dharma, and so each one expresses the dharma in their own way.
Because of the broad, inclusive nature of Mahayana Buddhism, people new to Buddhism may find something or someone that inspires them along the Buddhist path while at the same time venerating other deities as well.  One is not forced to choose.  In fact, many Buddhists simply ignore them, which is fine too.  For my part, I have often been devoted to Avalokitesvara, but also pay homage to Shakyamuni Buddha, Amitabha Buddha and the Medicine Buddha.
Speaking of how one chooses to conduct oneself, let’s look at the Buddhist precepts next.
20Why “dhamma” not “dharma”?  The difference is between Pali language and Sanskrit, just like the difference between, say, Italian and Latin.  Pali was a popular, spoken language at the time in India, while the much older Sanskrit language was already elevated to a religious, literary language.

21The Thirty Two Marks of the Buddha if taken at face-value seem bizarre by today’s standards, but each one symbolizes some virtue of the Buddha.  The enormously long earlobes, the lump on his head, a tuft of white hair between the eyes, and the spoked-wheel impression on the soles of his feet.  But these are great examples of how early Indian Buddhists infused meaning within their artwork and literature.  You also see them in Buddhist statuary as well: the lump on his head, long earlobes, and so on.

22Confusingly, there are two Brahma Net Sutras, one in the Pali Canon and a Mahayana version.  Apart from their names, they have nothing in common.  Too bad they didn’t have Google back then.

23In such cases, Shakyamuni’s attendant bodhisattvas are Manjushri, a bodhisattva who embodies wisdom, and Samantabhadra, a bodhisattva who embodies Buddhist practice. 

Chapter Eight: Conducting Oneself as a Buddhist
 
Personal conduct is probably the last reason people explore Buddhism, but it’s important to remember that Buddhism is all about personal transformation.  The mind and body relate to one another (they’re both compounded things, remember the Four Dharma Seals?), so what happens to one tends to affect the other.  If you discipline the body, you thus discipline the mind, and vice-versa.  Similarly, as we saw in other chapters the Mahayana Buddhist ideal is that we’re all related to one another in some way, so how we think, speak and act affects others we may never directly.  Thus, if conduct ourselves in a wholesome way, others benefit.
Think of personal conduct, or sila, as the foundation for a house: it’s pretty bland-looking, but a solid foundation makes the rest of the house much better, and last much longer.
Why Bother?
 
A lot of people who come to Buddhism come from other religions, possibly with some traumatic experiences in the past, or they just come looking to relax through meditation.  The idea conduct makes them uneasy, or makes react negatively.  Buddhism is not oppressive, but it does expect people to conduct themselves as responsible adults.
The Buddha didn’t just meditate a lot, he also conducted himself very strictly, and imposed similar restrictions on his monastic disciples.  This wasn’t just for the sake of spiritual progress, it was also necessary to ensure the monks did not abuse the goodwill of the larger lay community.  Hence the monks and nuns had hundreds or rules, many of which continue today.
Through mindfulness meditation, people learn to observe their own mind, and thereby see some of the destructive habits that they do over and over again without being consciously aware, yet observing isn’t sufficient.  One has to resolve to shift the currents of their lives to a newer, more wholesome course.  Shifting the course of a river isn’t easy, but with concerted effort it can be done.
Another way to look at it is when the doctor tells you to eat right, and exercise more.  A patient can completely ignore this advice, and continue on as they do, eating their favorite foods, sitting on the couch, enjoying their favorite TV shows, and so on. That is their choice. However, by ignoring such advice, in time they will probably develop heart disease, diabetes, or cancer, among other problems.  Living in the moment and enjoying life is great until the bill comes due.  And if karma teaches us nothing else, the bill always comes due.
Since most readers are not monastic disciples though, let me introduce the Five Precepts.
The Five Precepts
The most fundamental and universal standard for personal conduct across all Buddhist traditions, both Mahayana and Theravada, is the Five Precepts. In the words of the Buddha from the Abhisanda Sutta (AN 8.39) of the Pali Canon:
"There are these five gifts, five great gifts — original, long-standing, traditional, ancient, unadulterated, unadulterated from the beginning — that are not open to suspicion, will never be open to suspicion, and are unfaulted by knowledgeable contemplatives & brahmans. (Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
People frequently compare the Five Precepts to something like the Ten Commandments, but there are some key differences to be aware of.  First, the Ten Commandments are imposed by a higher deity as part of covenant; the Five Precepts are personal vows one chooses to undertake.  Further, violating the Ten Commandments leads to “sin” which is contravening that higher deity and its commands; violating the Five Precepts leads to personal shame or regret or unease that interferes with one’s Buddhist practice.
The Five Precepts are something that Buddhists choose to undertake as a standard of conduct. Elsewhere in the sutras, especially the Pali Canon, the Buddha describes them as “training rules”.  This is because monastic disciples of the Buddha undergo a longer, more extensive set of training rules called the Prathimoksa, but these rules are simply not practical for lay people.  Thus for lay people, the Buddha taught a simpler set of training rules that one can undertake in daily life that have clear and practical benefits for oneself and others.  The focus of the Five Precepts is not doing harm to others, and through this one gains freedom from guilt, self-respect, and peace of mind.
These Five Precepts are:
1) I will undertake the precept to not take life (or induce others to do the same).
2) I will undertake the precept to not take what’s not given to me (i.e. stealing)
3) I will undertake the precept to not engage in illicit sex (more on that shortly)
4) I will undertake the precept to not speak falsely.
5) I will undertake the precept to consume intoxicants (more on that shortly)
There are variations in how this is expressed, differing translations, and such, but the text above provides the essence of what the Buddha insisted over and over again in the sutras.  It’s important to note that they all being with “I will undertake the precept to…” because it is intended to be a voluntary choice, and expression of one’s commitment to the path.
Some of these precepts are fairly clear-cut, but others require more clarification.  For example the precept on illicit sex.  This precept is to prevent one from engaging in sexual activity that is harmful to others, and/or leads to a damaged reputation for oneself or others.  Adultery is clearly harmful, and so is sexual abuse.  On the other hand, sexual orientation is not a violation of the precept.  It’s all question of how one uses their sexuality and whether they harm others or not.  Buddhist literature had little to say about sex especially for lay people.  This has led to plenty of interpretations, often colored by social mores at the time, but generally Buddhism has been fairly hands-off about it, except where it overtly harms others, or when discussing monastic conduct since monks and nuns must abstain entirely.
In crass terms, the Buddha did not care where a lay disciple put their wang, so long as no one was getting hurt (physically or emotionally), or being humiliated.
The precept on not harming life is sometimes conflated with the Buddhist practice of vegetarianism, but this can be a bit confusing.  Buddhism technically doesn’t require vegetarianism as a dietary choice even for monks and nuns (it is not listed in the original Prathimoksa monastic rules), but it is widely practiced as an expression of compassion toward living beings and the harm they would suffer from being exploited for food.  This is especially true in Mahayana Buddhist monastic communities, where disciples often eat a diet that closely overlaps with veganism.  However, as with sexual behavior, lay people are given much wider latitude.
Thus, the precept on harming life is usually limited to overly harming other living beings, or overtly inducing others to do it for you.  Buying some chicken at the grocery store wouldn’t violate this precept since you had nothing to do with it, but you may still choose to abstain anyway as a personal statement against the meat industry.24
This is also more clear if we look at a different set of Buddhist precepts, the precepts listed in the Mahayana Brahma Net Sutra where there are separate precepts for taking life and eating meat.
Finally, the precept on intoxicants can be a tough one.  I have heard plenty of Buddhists balk at the idea of giving up wine or beer.  “I only drink occasionally, and not enough to be drunk,” they say.  The Buddha’s precept was to refrain from intoxicants, in particular intoxicants that “cause heedlessness” which would include alcohol.  It was not a question of one’s blood-alcohol level; the Buddha suggested that Buddhists simply refrain from it.
This rubs against the grain of popular culture, including many Buddhist cultures where people drink heavily, but it does have some tangible, clear benefits in saving money, and one’s liver.  Medical science also shows that alcohol and other intoxicants are a leading cause of heart disease too.
As with all the precepts, ultimately the choice is yours.  Whether you choose to undertake them or not is at your discretion, and you should choose to do so because you want to, and not because you are under pressure or obligation to.  If one feels they cannot follow all five precepts, they can choose to follow four, three, two or even one.  That can be the basis for which one grows as a person, and one can undertake additional precepts later.  As I wrote earlier in this book, Buddhists are encouraged to start as they are, and adopt the teachings at their own pace.
However, it’s important to understand what the precepts are and not reinterpret them to suit one’s preference.  The Buddha’s explanation of the precepts were generally clear-cut and were offered as a kind of benchmark, or gold-standard to weigh one’s conduct against.  Better to not undertake a precept you don’t want to follow, rather than reinterpret it to suit your needs.
Violating the Precepts
Unless you have amazing fortitude and determination, chances are you will inevitably make a mistake in upholding the precepts.  Chances are, you’ll do it a lot.  People are people.  It can’t be helped.  As homo sapiens, our fundamental biological instincts are to eat, fight, and have sex.  You can’t exactly turn off these biological instincts either.  They are a part of us from the cradle to the grave.
However, we aren’t just hairless apes either.  Our capacity to think and reason means we can see into our own nature, and either shift the focus, or control it if needed.  A dog cannot readily do this, a human can.  This is why in the traditional Buddhist cosmology regarding rebirth, the animal realms and human realm were treated as separate.  We might live in the same physical realm, but our minds and outlooks are on different spheres.
When people first follow the precepts, they may fall into one of two categories.  The perfectionists will probably be excessively harsh toward themselves, while the laid-back types will probably not pay attention.  However, it’s important to develop a healthy attitude toward oneself and one’s upholding of the precepts.  In Western society, we tend to grow up with a strong sense of shame and self-loathing, but this is not the intent behind the Buddhist path.  It is meant to take yourself out of the equation for a moment and analyze things from the perspective of the Dharma.
The precepts are, as we saw previously, intended as training rules.  So, if you think about riding a bicycle, you will almost certainly fall down and get hurt, but you just pick yourself up and try again.  After a while, you fall down less and less and riding a bicycle gets easier.
In the same way with the precepts, if you choose to uphold them, you have to get used to following them, which means old habits die hard.  The notion of “habit energy” is a powerful concept in Buddhism; it is the cyclical habits we do that reinforce themselves over and over again, like a river that does not change course easily.
So, if you consider the precepts like riding a bicycle or as training rules, if you make a mistake, simply pick yourself up and try again.  Every time you make a mistake, it’s just a rehearsal for the next time.  An actor can memorize all the lines of Hamlet if given enough time and practice and belief in oneself.
There’s no need to tell yourself you’re a bad Buddhist, or a bad person.  Simply take a moment to reflect on your actions and what the results were, and resolve to try again.  
How To Take The Five Precepts
 
If you decide to undertake the Five Precepts, good for you.  Depending on what tradition you wish to follow, there are slightly different ways to do it.
The simplest way by far, is to simply make an open vow before an image or statue of the Buddha.  Here you are openly declaring your intent.  Alternatively, you can take the Five Precepts before a monk or a nun.  This is the more traditional way to do it, but this is not always feasible.
Finally, some traditions have a periodic ceremony to recite the precepts, and you can do it there too
The mechanics of taking the precepts are less important than actually following the precepts.  So, if you want to undertake the Five Precepts, take a moment to declare them as a personal vow, and take them again later in a more formal ceremony.  In fact, it’s quite common to renew your commitment to the Five Precepts from time to time.
Alternatives to the Five Precepts
Over the course of Buddhism’s evolution, the precepts have evolved and changed in myriad ways, so that in some Buddhist traditions you might see various other precept “lists”.  The essence and practice of upholding these various precepts are all the same, you are not forced to choose one or another, but it’s worth noting their origins.
 
The Ten Wholesome Deeds
Another conduct “list” you might often see in Buddhism are the Ten Wholesome Deeds, or alternatively, the Ten Unwholesome Deeds.  Unlike the Five Precepts, these are not vows you undertake, but ten general guidelines the Buddha promoted for one’s own happiness and well-being. You can also think of them as an extension of the Five Precepts since they overlap quite a bit.  The Ten Wholesome Deeds are:
1) Not to take life.
2) Not to take what’s not given to you.
3) Not to engage in illicit sex.
4) Not to use false speech.
5) Not to use malicious speech.
6) Not to use harsh speech.
7) Not to gossip or “talk out of season”.
8) Not to entertain greed.
9) Not to be angry.
10) Not to entertain wrong views with respect to the Dharma.
You can see how some of these are the same as the Five Precepts, while others are not.  These wholesome deeds have their counterparts in the Ten Unwholesome Deeds (e.g. taking life, gossiping, etc), so you can look at it from either perspective.  The Buddha assures us that beings who strive to cultivate the Ten Wholesome Deeds can await a more positive rebirth in the future, but also in this life it leads to a greater sense security and peace.
In some traditions, such as Soto Zen in Japan, the Ten Wholesome Deeds morphed into an actual set or precepts to undertake, along with a few others to form sixteen precepts total.  As with any other precepts you undertake in other traditions, it’s a gold-standard to work towards, and it doesn’t take much thought either to realize the benefits.  Malicious speech (e.g. back-biting) might feel good at the time, but inevitably poisons the well for everyone, and if you get caught you can get into a lot of trouble.  Similarly, anger is almost always something we regret once the feelings have ebbed.
The Bodhisattva Precepts
In earlier chapters, we have briefly touched on a Mahyana-Buddhist sutra called the Brahma Net Sutra. The sutra covers a few different topics, but the main theme is that it lists 10 major and 48 minor precepts for a prospective Bodhisattva to follow.  The precepts were frequently given to monastic disciples on top of the more general monastic rules that monks and nuns vowed to uphold in the aforementioned Prathimoksa.  In a sense, they were a kind of “extra credit” or taken another way, they redefined the more mundane training rules of the Prathimoksa into a more Mahayana-focused set of training rules.
In any case, the ten major precepts25 have become what we now call the Bodhisattva Precepts and you will now find these in many Buddhists traditions, and frequently upheld by lay followers too:
1) Not to kill or encourage others to kill. 
2) Not to steal or encourage others to steal. 
3) Not to engage in illicit sex, or encourage others to do so. A monk is expected to abstain from sexual conduct entirely.
4) Not to use false words and speech, or encourage others to do so. 
5) Not to trade or sell alcoholic beverages or encourage others to do so. 
6) Not to broadcast the misdeeds or faults of the Buddhist assembly, nor encourage others to do so.
7) Not to praise oneself and speak ill of others, or encourage others to do so. 
8) Not to be miserly, or encourage others to do so. 
9) Not to harbor anger or encourage others to be angry. 
10) Not to debase the Buddha, the Dharma or the Sangha or encourage others to do so.
Again, notice how similar these are to the Five Precepts, and to some degree the Ten Wholesome Deeds.  You can kind of see the evolution at work here.  Some precepts are different (for example broadcasting the faults of the Buddhist assembly) but otherwise the expectations for Buddhist disciples largely remains the same.
One precept of note that has often puzzled me personally is the precept on not broadcasting the faults of the assembly.  Given that Buddhist teachers are sometimes embroiled in scandals, it would make sense to make these publicly known so that other students can avoid potential harm, especially where abuse and harassment are concerned.  This sounds, at least at first glance, like it is meant to “keep it internal”, which is subject to abuse and control as well.
For me, I think there is a difference between concrete disciplinary action toward a bad Sangha member, especially a teacher, even if it involves law enforcement (which it often should, but doesn’t), and airing dirty laundry and bad-mouthing people you don’t like.  Then again, if a Sangha is covering up bad conduct and refuses to take action, then I think it’s appropriate to warn others so that they avoid harm.
The line here between doing what is right and what’s petty might be hard to discern, but I think it comes down to intention.  However, that is strictly my opinion.
Conclusion
All of the precepts, training rules, and suggestions for Buddhist conduct we’ve looked at thus far have the same basic intention: to keep one from harming themselves and others.  They are administered by priests voluntarily, and should be upheld voluntarily.  At the same time, one should vow to take these precepts when one is ready, not out of obligation, but once they commit, they should at least make a good faith effort.
Further, the benefits of upholding even a single precept can be seen in one’s own life through greater self-confidence, peace of mind and a kind of spiritual healing.  They also benefit the Buddhist path much later on in determine one’s rebirth as well.
Finally, if one makes mistakes or has a moment of weakness, this is not a time to flog oneself.  Instead, use the wisdom of the Dharma to analyze one’s conduct, learn from the experience and just try again.  One of these days, you’ll get it right.  Over time, it sinks in and becomes second nature too.
Since we’re on the subject of the Buddhist path, let’s talk about DIY Buddhism...
24For the record, I am not vegetarian, though having been Buddhist for almost 20 years, it has gradually shaped my dietary habits more and more over time.  Also, the spiders in my house tend to live longer than they would have in the past.  Glaciers move slow, but they do shift and move given enough time...

25The 48 minor precepts are only used in Mahayana-Buddhist monastic settings, as far as I know.

Chapter Nine: DIY Buddhism
 
If you have managed to read through the entire book thus far, congrats!  If you’re skipping around, welcome!
Most of our discussion thus far has focused a great deal on the teachings of Mahayana Buddhism in its various forms, but if you’re new to Buddhism, or rediscovering it, you may also want to know how to get started in a practical sense.  This chapter is for you.
The decision to do the chapters in the order I did was partly motivated to provide enough background for new (or rediscovering) Buddhists to make informed decisions on their own.  Buddhism as a religion is fiendishly simple in teaching, yet frightfully complicated in complexity.  In time, it all makes sense, but it feels daunting when you first jump into it.  However, once you have that information, even if you don’t remember all of it, it’ll stay with you through your Buddhist career.
Some people who are interested in Buddhism are fortunate enough to find a healthy, vibrant community nearby, but in the Information Age Buddhist teachings and information often spread faster than communities can grow, thus many interested people are not so lucky.  They may feel isolated as the only Buddhist in the area, and have no resources to get started.  In my past experience, I have met Buddhists online from as far away as rural Sweden, to the Middle East, and Uganda.  In many of these places, Buddhist resources are quite scarce.
Hopefully this book has provided a comprehensive, helpful overview of the vast tradition of Mahayana Buddhism, but from here on out our focus will be on getting on one’s feet, and learning to do practical Buddhist things, while taking the first steps along the path.  If you need to reread other chapters later (months, years later), that’s completely fine.
Building an Altar
One very common practice in Buddhism for lay followers is to make a home altar.  Due to the wide variety of Buddhist traditions and schools, there are many ways to do this, and if unsure, don’t hesitate to contact a temple you trust to learn more.  Some people like to make their altars their own way, others prefer to follow tradition carefully.  Both choices are perfectly fine.
The key is to remember that the altar is like a mirror reflecting your own mind.  When you are offering tea or water to the Buddha, you are expressing generosity.  When you are chanting, you are expressing the teachings not just to the Buddha, but also to oneself, thus reinforcing them.  Similarly whether your altar is kept neat and tidy or not is a reflection too.  You can learn a lot about yourself through maintaining a Buddhist altar.
While traditions vary quite a bit, there are certain common themes:
Location
Traditions generally agree that the altar should, wherever possible, be placed in a position of reverence and respect.  In some cultures, you might the altar place in a high alcove in the room,26 while in other cultures it’s placed in a cabinet box that closes in the front.  In either case, the altar is not placed on the floor or near people’s feet.
The size of the altar is not so important so much as the position.  If you are living in a very small space, it may be enough to place it on a bookshelf, or even inside a bookshelf.  In some cultures, especially influenced by Chinese feng-shui, the altar and image may be placed so that it faces certain directions, but this is not a hard-fast rule either.
Another suggestion is to avoid noisy, congested areas, or areas where you eat and sleep.  This is not always possible though, but it helps when the Buddhist altar is in a quiet, peaceful place so this is just a best-effort.
Finally, it’s often wise to place something underneath the altar if it is not already in a box or shelf.  This can be a clean cloth, or if you don’t have that, simply use a clean folded piece of paper.  Place that cloth or paper first, then place the altar on top of that.
Offerings
Buddhist traditions generally agree on what to offer at the altar.  For example, flowers, fresh fruit and/or incense are pretty universal.  Incense is very common too, as is water or some kind of tea.  Many Buddhists will offer grains such as rice or rice cakes too, but I have also seen western Buddhists offer breakfast cereal too!  Any such staple food offering is fine.  If you imagine the Buddha as an honored teacher visiting, what would be a suitable offering to your guest?  It helps to think in those terms.
Things you should never offer are meat and alcohol.  The first symbolizes the taking of life which is something Buddha did not encourage, and the second was proscribed by the Buddha because it causes heedlessness.  Both of these are reflect in the Five Precepts we saw previously.
One question that often comes up is when to throw away food or if it’s possible to eat it.  This can vary by tradition, but one suggestion is to offer something in the morning, and either consume it or dispose of it by the end of the day.  If the food can be reused or consumed, that’s preferable since there’s no waste.  If that’s not possible, consider composting it if possible so it returns to the earth.
Another thing to consider is fire safety.  If you light candles at your altar, be sure to properly extinguish them every time.  Nowadays you can sometimes buy LED lights that look like flickering candles for a Buddhist altar.  I own one of these myself and use that in place of a candle.  You’ll see a picture of the candle below when I show some example Buddhist altars.
Finally, there is a common tradition regarding sticks of incense.  In some Buddhist cultures, it is recommended to extinguish the flame by waving your hand at it, instead of blowing directly on it.  This comes from a belief that the breath is dirty, and thus blowing on the offering defiles it a little.  While not all Buddhists may practice this, but it’s good to be aware, or even a habit to adopt yourself.
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Figure 12: My first Buddhist home altar I made back in 2008.  Here, I had just taken an image of Amitabha Buddha and taped it into the side of a balsawood box lid.


 
Central Figure
This can be a difficult decision to make if you are not sure what Buddhist tradition to follow, or if you don’t have a lot of options.  From the perspective of Mahayana Buddhism, all buddhas have the same qualities as we saw in previous chapters, so it is perfectly fine to venerate one buddha or another, or even a bodhisattva if you prefer.  So while it is important to make a choice that inspires you, if you have limited options, simply choose something suitable for now.  You can always change later.
If you are unable to find a buddha or bodhisattva statue, you can use an image too.  If an image is hard to obtain, you can simply print out one from the Internet, or even draw one for the time being.  My first Buddhist altar was very simple due to lack of experience (and lack of books like this one), so I simply taped an image of the Buddha on the inside of a balsa-wood box lid (figure 12).  It was crude, but it was a good start.  Since the altar is a mirror reflecting your practice back onto yourself, whatever central image you use is an expression of devotion, but also expresses the better qualities of the mind too.
Shrine Example
 
What follows is a few examples of what a home Buddhist shrine might look like.  If this differs from your own Buddhist tradition, feel free to adjust.  This is just an example.
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Figure 13: A simple Buddhist altar with flowers, incence holder, and LED candle.  Central image is Amitabha Buddha in a small cabinet.
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Figure 14: A simple Buddhist altar with flowers, incence holder, and LED candle.  Central image is Shakyamuni Buddha seated on a small platform.


In the examples shown above, there are three accoutrements usually placed before an image of the Buddha (figure 13) or a statue (figure 14).  The flowers are placed on the left, the incense burner in the middle, and candle on the right.  Again, this will vary greatly by tradition.  However, these three accoutrements are very commonly seen in some arrangement or another.
Here is a more detailed example:
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Figure 15: A more elaborate example of a Buddhist home altar, this time with bell, sutra book and rosary.
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Figure 16: Same as above, but with a statue as central image instead.


In the previous two examples, we’ve added some additional items: a small bell for ringing, a Buddhist rosary and a sutra book underneath it.  These items are not required, though having a sutra book of some kind is pretty handy.  You can even make your own sutra book by copying sutra passages or liturgies you know into a notebook or something portable you can use.
Where to Get Buddhist Home Altar Goods
 
Depending on your situation, this can be very easy to do, or very difficult.  If you live in Japan, there are Buddhist “altar stores” available just down the street, but if you live in Nebraska, maybe not.
It took me quite a bit of time to gather what altar materials I have, but generally I had luck through the following methods:
- Asian markets often have a section for statues and other altar goods.  This is a good way to support local businesses, but also see before you purchase.
- Adopt old Buddhist altars.  Some temples, especially among immigrant communities, have altars and altar goods that are used by past members, and are eager to give them to a good home.
- Online, you can find various Buddhist goods as well, but shipping may be an issue.  Also, pay attention to size in case you get something too large or too small for your needs.
- In some cases, you can improvise and make your own.  My flowers are fake flowers purchased at a local crafts store, and then place in a small vase.
Home Service
Buddhism isn’t just something you do in a temple setting.  Over time it becomes a part of your life and shapes your habits and your thinking.  However, if you’re new to Buddhism you need some way to strengthen your faith and to develop a foundation for the path you choose to walk.  This is where a home service can be beneficial.  If you are in a situation where it is hard to get to a Buddhist temple, or if you’re busy raising a family, then a home service becomes even more important.
The tricky part though is that home services can vary quite a bit depending on the tradition.  First and foremost, contact a temple from a tradition you are interested in to learn more about their home liturgy.  Sometimes these services can be very elaborate, and other times they are not.
If you are unable to contact a temple regarding home services, here are some general guidelines you can follow to get the most out of the experience. A typical service, particularly in Mahayana Buddhism often follows this format to some degree or another.
- Taking refuge in the Three Treasures
- Admitting one’s faults
- Acknowledging the benefit of receiving teachings
- Reciting a sutra verse
- Optional: veneration of the central figure
- Dedicating the good merit towards others
- The Four Bodhisattva Vows
Let’s look at these in detail.
Taking Refuge, Again
First, you can always start by taking refuge in the Three Treasures: the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha which we saw all the way back in the first chapter.  This is such a universal practice, so you can’t really go wrong.  Plus, it is a wholesome renewal of one’s commitment, and also humility since you are admitting that you cannot face the ups and downs of life alone.  As human beings, none of us really can.
Acknowledgement of One’s Faults
Second, an optional but common practice is to admit one’s transgressions.  As we discussed in the chapter on Buddhist conduct, this is not a ceremony of self-flagellation or self-criticism.  Instead, using the Dharma as an unbiased, independent guide, you are evaluating your past actions in light of whether they have been “skillful” or “unskillful”, wholesome or unwholesome, and so on.  Think of this as a more practical, scientific evaluation.
Since we’re all human, and we’re all learning as we go, we have all committed some act, thought or said something that we come to regret.  Part of the suffering of life the Buddha spoke of are these moments of self-inflicted misery, and so this is an opportunity to clear the air, admit one’s mistakes, and move on.  This is particular helpful if one chooses to undertake the precepts we discussed previously.
Thus, you’ll often see recitations like this one in chapter four of a Mahayana sutra called the Golden Light Sutra:
Through misdeeds of body, speech and mind,
I have amassed threefold wrong acts.
In these three ways, whatever I have done,
These deeds I confess in full.
(Translation by the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition)
This is acknowledging not just the faults one might have committed recently, but the accumulated faults of the past, including past lives.  It is thought, especially in the Mahayana Buddhist tradition, that by confessing one’s transgressions, that this helps prevent bad seeds of karma planted in the past from coming to fruition (like depriving a seed of water to prevent it growing), or at least lessen the impact a little.
This might seem overkill, but it’s also an opportunity to reflect on how you got to this point in the first place, starting from your earliest days to where you are now.  Setting aside the aimless wandering of Samsara (covered previously), one’s life is a long series of countless decisions, actions and thoughts that have culminated in this moment.  Some are said to be skillful, that is to say, praiseworthy or conducive to Buddhist practice, while some are unskillful.  Many are simply neutral. But while can’t remember everything we did, good or bad, it’s good to recognize that we’ve made mistakes along the way and that we’re willing to learn and grow from it.  This is the sort of emotional maturity that religion is meant to foster.27
For the purposes of a home service, you can borrow the quotation above from the Golden Light Sutra, or if you prefer a more simple liturgy, you can simply recite something like:
Those unwholesome deeds I’ve committed in the past,
I confess these in full, and vow not to repeat.
Flowery speech isn’t necessary, sincerity and intention are.  If one sincerely reflects on their misdeeds in the light of the Dharma, and then lets them go, one will be a better person for it.
There is no absolution in Buddhism.  Since there is no god to forgive you (or punish if you have done wrong), the responsibility of one’s actions rests squarely on oneself.  This means that if you are carrying the burden of guilt from past misdeeds, now is the time to clear the air and move on.  You are not the same person now as you were then (think back to Four Dharma Seals) and since all things are impermanent anyway, any negative aspects of your personality can be transformed under the right causes and conditions (again, Four Dharma Seals) into something wholesome.28
From here we acknowledge the benefit of receiving the Dharma…
Acknowledging the benefit of receiving the Dharma
 
As we saw in the chapter on rebirth, the different realms of existence, and so on, being reborn as a human is thought to be extremely rare.  It’s an opportunity not to miss. If you encounter the Dharma of the Buddha, even better.  Hence, many Buddhist liturgies have something like the following:
The supreme, profound, subtle and fine Dharma,
Is rare to encounter, even in hundreds of millions of kalpas29
Now I am privileged to hear and receive it,
May I fully understand the real meaning of the Tathagata's30 teaching.
This is another liturgy with many variations, so do not be alarmed if your translation is different.  It’s simply an expression of gratitude toward having access to the Dharma, and a sincere desire to put it into practice.
Sutra Recitation
Reciting sutras is a time-honored tradition dating back to the very earliest traditions in Buddhism.  As we saw before with the sutras, the teachings of the Buddha were handed down and recited by disciples for generations until they were written down centuries later.  The act of reciting a sutra carries on today, even though we have access to books and the Internet.  If nothing else, it is a tradition that binds the Sangha together as it always has.
But there is another practical aspect of reciting sutras: it helps the teachings sink into your mind more.  Reading a sutra is one thing, but reciting over and over again helps it make an impression on your mind and, speaking from personal experience, those teachings can stay with you your whole life and help reveal all kinds of things you might miss in your daily life.  This is how Buddhism comes alive in your life, and not just “on the cushion” or at weekly services.
Finally, you can learn a lot about yourself and your own mind when reciting a sutra.  You can see how the mind quickly shifts back and forth to peacefulness, agitation, hunger, lust, self-criticism, zeal, and so on.  All in the span of a single sutra recitation.  Mindfulness isn’t just for sitting on a cushion in meditation.
But what should you recite?  Again, your preferred tradition may already have some core sutras or verses already, and you are encouraged to use those as your starting point.  Alternatively, if you have a sutra or verse that you are mulling over or that really inspires you, recite that one.
If you happen to have a Buddhist bell, the small, metal bowl on a cushion, as shown in figures 15 and 16, you can ring that before and after the sutra recitation.  Depending on the tradition, there may be different ways to ring it, but usually it’s fine to just ring once or twice and loud enough to grab your attention for a moment, but not rung forcefully.  Don’t whack the bell.
As for reciting the sutra, there are many ways to do it.  You can do it using the liturgical language of your tradition, or recite in your own native language.  You can also trade off between the two.
Your voice should be firm but not yelling (especially if you live in close quarters with others), and your pace should be even.  If you have a terrible singing voice like me, do not worry.  You’re not graded on how you sound.  Some people chant in their native language using some kind of melody, but this doesn’t always sound good, or might sound stodgy or strange.  Alternatively, when reciting the sutra in your native language, you can read it aloud the way you might do a poetry-reading in front of an audience.
One other thing to mention, the amount of verses you recite isn’t important either.  For some people, it is enough to recite a few lines of verse, while others prefer to recite a whole sutra.
Examples that are popular recited in Mahayana Buddhism include:31
The Heart Sutra – this very popular sutra is very short and easy to recite, but deep and profound too.  It is commonly recited across many traditions.
Verses from the Lotus Sutra – in particular chapters 2, 16 and 25 (devoted to Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva).  Note that the Lotus Sutra is written in a combination of narrative form, and verse form.  The verses usually restate the narrative in a simpler, more poetic way.  Since the narrative sections are so long, reciting only the verses is sufficient.
Verses from the Diamond Sutra – this is another sutra that’s good to recite verses from, rather than the entire sutra which is a bit too long to be practical.
The Amitabha Sutra – this is mostly recited in the Pure Land traditions, but it is short enough to fully recite in a reasonable time, though somewhat longer than the Heart Sutra.  Again, if reciting the whole thing is too much, recite part of it.
Verses from the Sutra on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life – this sutra is mostly recited in the Pure Land traditions only, and usually only select verses are recite due to length. Again, check with your tradition if unsure.
 
Veneration of Central Deity
Oftentimes after reciting the sutra (and sometimes before), traditions will recite a special mantra, dharani or the name of a particular Buddha or Sutra.  If you are interested in following an esoteric tradition, it’s a good idea to determine which mantra is appropriate to recite.  In other traditions, it’s appropriate to recite the name of particular Buddha, or the name of the Lotus Sutra.  Again, check with the tradition you are interested for further detail.
Depending on your tradition, even if two people venerate the same deity, they may use different phrases to venerate him/her.  For example in Tibetan-Buddhism they might say Om Mani Padme Hum, while in Japanese Buddhism they might say Namu Kanzeon Bosatsu.  It’s best to check with your preferred tradition if possible.
If that is not possible, it is enough to say “Praise to [Deity Name]” three times.
In some cases, mantras are recited instead.  Mantras are a specialty of esoteric Buddhist schools, but sometimes appear in other traditions in a limited form.  Mantras are not usually translated due to their esoteric nature (i.e. you have to work with your teacher to unravel what it means), so they’re recited verbatim.
Some mantras are very short, such as Om Mani Padme Hum above, while others are longer, such as the Mantra of Light used in Japanese Buddhism:
On abogya beiroshanō makabodara mani handoma jinbara harabari taya un
Dedication of Merit
A very common practice in Mahayana Buddhism is to dedicate the good merit you have accumulated from this service to all beings.
Why is this so prominent in Mahayana Buddhism?
As we saw in previous chapters covering Sunyata, Mahayana Buddhism sees all beings as inter-related in that they depend on one another, and arise and are shaped by one another.  This is an expression of Emptiness.  Thus, when we commit a good deed, it raises that quality of life that much, while a negative, selfish act degrades it.
But more importantly, Mahayana Buddhism sees all beings as worthy of compassion and that given enough time and the right conditions they too will become enlightened beings.  In early Buddhism, this was called metta or “goodwill”.32  It does’t you have to be best pals with that person or being, but it does mean simply that at least wish them well, and free from harm.  However, many such beings are suffering and miserable.  So, by sharing this merit with others, who are related to you one way or another, you’re wishing that they benefit from this good merit and maybe also help relieve their suffering every so much.
A common formula you might see are verses like these:
I dedicate this merit to the benefit of all sentient beings; 
may they be well, free from harm, and may they all attain the Buddha Way.
There are many variations to this, so find a verse that is suitable for you.  In any case, the meaning is to wish all beings well and share your good merit with them for their benefit.
Making a Liturgy Book
 
Many traditions will provide some kind of service book, but depending on your situation, it might not be easy to get one.  So, instead, you can just make your own!  Since you need to be able to hold the book while reciting the liturgy, it should be small, easy to hold and fold open easily.  This can be a small spiral notebook, or journal book, or even printed out sheets of paper.
Once you have a book, find a suitable liturgy and write it down.  You can write it down using the liturgical language used, or use a translated version if you prefer.
Buddhist Holidays
Holidays are a surprisingly tricky subject to cover in Buddhism because of the sheer variation in traditions, calendars, and so on.  As with many other things in this book, it’s best to consult with someone in your preferred tradition first.  However the “Core Holidays” listed below are a very general guideline that applies to Mahayana Buddhism as much as possible.
A Note on calendars: Many Mahayana Buddhist traditions use a lunar calendar to mark holidays, typically the Chinese lunar calendar or some variation (for example the Vietnamese lunar calendar).  Hence the holidays below might originally be the 8th day of the 12th (lunar) month, and so on.
One exception to this rule is in Japanese Buddhism where the solar calendar has been adopted since the late 1800’s.  Thus, the same holidays will occur in Japanese Buddhism on completely different days than mainland traditions because of the use of the solar calendar versus the lunar calendar.  Apart from that, the holidays are typically the same.
Finally the lunar calendar used in Chinese, and Chinese-influeced cultures, differs entirely from the lunar calendar used in the Theravadin Buddhist tradition. 
Core Holidays
There holidays that are frequently observed across all Mahayana Buddhist traditions are the birth, death and awakening of the Buddha:
- The death of the Buddha or Nirvana Day – this is usually celebrated on the 15th day of the second month (February 15th in the solar calendar).  This marks the day the Buddha breathed his last, and having achieved Nirvana previously, he become fully unbound.  Since it is treated as a day of mourning, some traditions abstain from meat that day out of reverence toward life.
- The birth of the Buddha – as we saw in previous chapters, the appearance of a buddha is said to be extremely rare, and priceless since they are able to articulate the Dharma and teach many others.  For this reason, the birthday of the historical Buddha (a.k.a. Shakyamuni Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama) is a typically festive event.  Accordingly to one tradition, after the baby was born, he immediately took six steps and with one hand pointing up and one pointing downward, he declared “By heaven above, and earth below, I alone am the world-honored one.”  This tradition is meant to illustrate how rare and priceless the appearance of a buddha is.  Many traditions celebrate the birth of the historical Buddha with flowers and sometimes the sprinkling of sweat tea of a statue of the infant Buddha.  This holiday is typically celebrate on the 8th day of the fourth month or April 8th in the solar calendar.
- The Enlightenment of the Buddha or Bodhi Day – this holiday celebrates the night that the former prince known as Siddhartha Gautama mediated under the Bodhi Tree and attained the necessary awakening to become Shakyamuni Buddha.  Many stories surround this famous night, but they all end the same way: in the early hours of the morning, as the Morning Star arose on the horizon, the Buddha was fully awakened.  In Japanese Zen traditions, this is sometimes called Rohatsu and culminates 8 days of meditation retreat.  This holiday is celebrated the 8th day of the twelfth month, or December 8th.
Other Holidays
You will often find holidays for other Buddhist deities as well, such as the birthday of Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva or the enlightenment of Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva.  In Japan, the spring and autumnal equinoxes are treated as a Buddhist holiday called Ohigan, due to mild climate at the time.  Again, these will vary greatly by tradition, but are frequently observed by temples that are devoted to a particular deity as a supplement to the holidays mentioned above.
26I have noticed this in Thai restaurants as well.

27Simply professing to faith in a religion, no matter how fervent that faith is, doesn’t mean anything if one doesn’t grow and mature from it.

28Of course, the converse is true too: under the right causes and conditions, we can commit all kinds of terrible, unthinkable evil.  It’s important we recognize the demon in ourselves before we go looking for the demons in others.

29Eons, see previous chapter on Big Enchilada.  Trust me, that metaphorical enchilada is HUGE.

30Another term for a buddha.  You will hear this one a lot, but for practical purposes, it just means “a buddha”.

31It is also possible to recite sutras from the Pali Canon, such as the Metta Sutta, or the Maha-Mangala Sutta, or the Dhammapada itself.  These aren’t normally part of the Mahayana tradition, but as Buddhist sutras they’re just as good.

32Sometimes this gets translated as “loving-kindness”, but I think that “loving-kindness”, apart from being hard to say, implies a more irrational, “bleeding heart” love toward all beings, rather than a more calm, rational sense of goodwill. Translations and nuances aren’t easy.

Chapter Ten: Finding a Buddhist Temple
 
In the last chapter, we focused on home practice and liturgy, but how does one find a Samgha or Buddhist community?  If you live somewhere with a vibrant Buddhist culture, this can be easy to do, but if you live somewhere else this can be difficult, or nearly impossible.
These section covers some basic guidelines on finding Buddhist communities, and avoiding cult groups.
What Buddhist Temples Are Not
 
Picture if you will a temple set in a quiet, remote location where the students are attentively sitting in neat rows, with beatific looks on their faces. An inquisitive student poses a question to the kindly, venerable old teacher.  The teacher replies with something pithy, but deeply profound.  Silence falls over the room, as rain drops patter on the roof outside.  The students, wide-eyed with realization, bow and file away to contemplate the deeper truths of life.
Sadly, this is just a fantasy.
If you ever find a community like this, and it’s not a cult, please let me know.
The Buddhist community is, and always has been, messy, its people fraught with conflict, strife, petty disagreements, and backbiting.  There are power-hungry authoritarians on the one hand, slackers on the other, well-meaning people in the middle who make bad decisions, and people who don’t get the credit they deserve.
In other words, it is a community of people.
In any situation, try and get three people together long enough, and sooner or later they’ll start to disagree with one another.  For every person you add, the situation becomes exponentially more complicated until you get a community large enough to have factions, schisms and so on.
The Buddha, Shakyamuni (a.k.a. Siddhartha Gautama), may have realized the highest and most profound awakening which we call Enlightenment, but he was also shepherding an ever-growing community of students of various levels of emotional maturity.  In a famous sutra called the Alagaddupama Sutta,33 the Buddha has to deal with a student named Arittha who was asserting certain false teachings as if coming from the Buddha, but weren’t.  Finally, the Buddha himself had to intervene calling him a “worthless man”.
Elsewhere, the venerable Kasyapa asks the Buddha why the monastic’s training rules keep growing.  The Buddha laments in the Saddhammapatirupaka Sutta:34
"That's the way it is, Kassapa. When beings are degenerating and the true Dhamma is disappearing, there are more training rules and yet fewer monks established in final gnosis. (Ven. Thanissaro Bhikkhu)
Finally, in the famous Dhammapada, there is a quote from the Buddha:
9) Whoever being depraved, devoid of self-control and truthfulness, should don the monk's yellow robe, he surely is not worthy of the robe. (Ven. Acharya Buddharakkhita)
Needless to say, the Sangha, even with a living, breathing buddha living amongst them, had plenty of personnel problems, scalawags, and well-meaning, but misguided students, to say nothing of the Buddha’s cousin who tried to split the Sangha, and schemed to have the Buddha killed.  
Why do I go at such lengths to air out the dirty laundry of the Buddhist Sangha especially after discussing the Bodhisattva precept about not broadcasting faults of the assembly?  Because a lot of people who are lost and seeking spiritual refuge will inevitably come to Buddhism, fall at its feet, hoping it will solve all their problems.  While some do find meaning, others become easy prey for cults and dubious teachers.  Such students are so desperate to have someone solve their problems, they’re willing to suspend disbelief and skepticism, and hand over control of their lives for a time in hopes that their pains and suffering will finally be relieved.  Many such people live in communities that are have few, if any, opportunities to learn about Buddhism, and that may make them even more willing to cling to anything that has the trappings of Buddhism.
This is not necessarily a fault of the Dharma, the teachings of the Buddha, themselves.  It’s a problem of people who have inherited this teaching, and even when their intentions are genuine and good, are unable to apply it correctly in their own lives, let alone as a community.  In the Alagaddupama Sutta above, the Buddha describes grasping the Dharma as if trying to grasp a water viper.  Water vipers in India are quite aggressive and poisonous, and if you grab one incorrectly, you will be bitten and almost certainly dead.  If grasped properly though, you will be safe.  I am willing to bet some cult leaders out there who openly exploit their students for sex and money sincerely, like the Buddha’s disciple Arittha, believe they’re doing the right thing.  
In other words, the road to Hell is paved with Buddhists who proclaim a better, more “pure” or “correct” form of the Dharma, and there are plenty of normal, intelligent people who will follow them all the way.  Please do not be one of them.  It is perfectly fine to treat this book with similar skepticism as well.
The Buddha encouraged people to do the homework themselves, through following the precepts, developing a meditation practice, and studying the Dharma with reputable teachers.  This advice was true in 500 BCE India as it is now in the 21 century.  We’ll revisit this topic again a little later.
Finally, it should be noted that people are people.  If people could properly conduct themselves all the time, and always act in the best interests of the Sangha, they wouldn’t need the Buddhist path to begin with.  When we talked about buddha lands in a previous chapter, we talked about the contrast that a buddha land offers between this world of strife, pettiness and craving, to the peaceful world of a buddha land that offers rest and safety.  Same with the Parable of the Burning House.  There are not just symbolic exercises, they are powerful symbols in Mahayana Buddhism because it sheds light on our own behavior, and reminds us who we are, warts and all.  It’s not necessarily a good thing to hear, but like the doctor who tells you to lose weight and exercise, it’s important.
The precepts, monastic rules, studying the sutras, etc, are all designed to curb people’s worst excesses, and hopefully train them to be better people.
What Buddhist Temples Are
 
First and foremost, think of a Buddhist communities as a clinic. In spite of my harsh assessment earlier the Sangha we would literally have no Buddhism today.  As messy and imperfect the tradition today might be, it doesn’t take away from the collective effort of past Buddhist generations who across many places, cultures and periods of history who helped keep the transmission going.  If anything, it’s remarkable that we still have a thriving Buddhist tradition today!  The wheel of the Dharma is still turning!  There are countless, unsung men and women we’ll never know about who helped us enjoy the teachings we now have online and other mediums.
I find it helpful to see a Buddhist temple and its community as a kind of “clinic”.  People go to such “clinics” to find healing, and when a community is healthy and functional, it does help facilitate healing.  This healing can come in the form of providing useful resources for Buddhist education, quiet time away from the hassles of life, or just talking with people.  People often undervalue the importance of just being around others, even when they are petty and annoying.  In a previous chapter we learned about the concept of Samsara or “aimless wandering”.  It’s important to realize that just as you are  wandering from lifetime to lifetime, day to day, moment to moment in a kind of aimless pursuit to fill the hole in your life, so is everyone else.  Without consciously realizing it, you are trying to fill a bucket with a small hole in it with water, over and over.  If you look around enough, you’ll realize that everyone else is too.  If the Flower Garland Sutra taught us nothing else, it teaches that all beings relate to one another in one way or another, and thus every person we meet, even the nasty old “church ladies” who gossip and fall asleep during service, enrich us in some way.  Likewise, we enrich their lives even when it’s not obvious how.
Simply being at a temple, if nothing else but to eat donuts and gossip, can still be a powerful tool for finding healing.
But like all clinics, you go when you need to.  Some people feel it necessary to go all the time, some only come during holidays, or even just on occasion.  This is fine.  There should never be a sense of obligation from the community imposed upon you.  Each person arises, like all phenomena, from different circumstances and environments, and must walk the path themselves in the way that is most suitable for them.  When dealing with people who’s approach to Buddhism differs from yours, all you can really (and should) do is let them go in peace.
Finally, it’s to reiterate that the people around you are likewise aimlessly wandering in Samsara, and thus they can be just as deluded and petty as anyone.  The charismatic teacher who makes you feel so good when he or she says something profound, likely suffers from self-doubt and niggling, selfish needs as much as the next person.  The metaphorical hole in their bucket might be larger, and drain water faster.  Training in chants, liturgy and ecclesiastical matters is no substitute for life experience, self-reflection, and admitting when you make mistakes.
Warning Signs of an Unhealthy Community
 
Having said all that, these are some common signs you might find with temple communities that are either charismatic cults, or just unhealthy communities:
- The more a community proclaims the accomplishments of their teacher, the more you should be concerned.  If a teacher proclaims to somehow have mastered multiple transmissions or lineages, just walk away.
- Communities or sects that have a bad reputation online.  People often forget that where there’s smoke, there’s fire.
- Communities that impose a sense of obligation on their members.  These are not necessarily a sign of a cult, but communities should be made up of people who are willing to put in the time and effort into making a community grow, not because they feel they compelled to.
- Communities that boldly assert the purity of their Dharma teachings or transmission, especially over communities.  No matter how good their teachings might be, their attitude poisons the well, and no good will come of it.
- Communities that insist on excessive membership fees.  Such communities are not necessarily cults, but may have questionable financial practices, and chances are, don’t offer anything better than another temple down the street.  Temples that offer financial assistance, or fees based on income, or other reasonable solutions are probably OK though.
- Communities or teachers that subtly criticize you, or shame you to be a better, “more compassionate” person. Compassion should never be forced or imposed.
These are just some of the warning signs out there, and there may be others, but take these as a starting point in your search for a healthy, wholesome Buddhist community.
Finding Healthy Buddhist Communities
 
If we go back to the simile of the water viper before, it’s a good metaphor for approaching religious communities, not just Buddhist ones.  One should approach a water viper cautiously, and carefully.  In the same way, it’s perfectly fine to approach try various communities in Buddhism, slowly, gradually, until you find one that fits you best.
Ideally, you will want to find a physical temple community in your area that you can visit from time to time.  There’s no substitute for being around people, and the sense of community that brings.  Sometimes, a community will be close enough that you can easily attend weekly if needed, however, in some areas, you might have to drive a few hours to get there.  Thus, you might only be able to attend rarely.  If you can visit even once or twice a year, though, that’s still helpful.
Online communities are more accessible for some, but have some drawbacks.  Online discussions tend to bring out the worst in some people, and its easier to misconstrue things through the Internet than it is in person.  However, for some this may be the only option.  Since the Covid-19 pandemic, many have been forced by necessity to keep Sangha communities online rather than in person, and so while imperfect, it is one way that formerly in-person communities are persevering.
It is also possible to mix-and-match these options.  By going to one temple community, you are not bound by that community and are welcome to visit others, online or through other means.  We’ve talked about expedient means, dharma gates, and such throughout this book, and it applies to Buddhist communities as well.  Find a combination that works, makes you feel lighter, uplifted, not burdened, and pursue that for as long as you feel necessary.  Later, if you switch communities, that is fine too.
There is something to be said for consistency and perseverance, but if the Four Dharma Seals taught us nothing, people change and grow, and so do our practice.
Speaking of practice, let’s conclude with the next chapter.
33MN 22 in the Pali Canon, “The Water-Snake Simile”

34SN 16.13 in the Pali Canon, “A Counterfeit of the True Dhamma”

Chapter Eleven: What Next?
 
Up until now, we’ve mostly looked at Buddhist religion as a thing to learn.  We’ve laid out major aspects of Mahayana Buddhism in a logical format, with a sense of progression, and you the reader have hopefully learned some useful details about Mahayana Buddhism, its teachings (i.e. the Dharma), deities, sutras, and so on.
But, as I’ve learned the hard way myself, learning about a religion as an aloof, dispassionate scholar is one thing, but actually living the religious life is a whole other, much deeper, challenge.  In fact, much of what you do learn being a Buddhist often renders some of the facts and details above somewhat superfluous.  Some details of this book will stay with you, others will just be background information.  Your mind eventually throws out some of the things discussed in this book, while others are absorbed and made a part of your life until you can longer remember where you learned them.
And yet, that’s perfectly fine.  Expedient means, baby.
If Buddhism isn’t helping you to become a more emotionally intelligent person, then it’s not really doing its job.  Knowing the early schools of Indian Buddhism that led to the formation of Mahayana Buddhism (and why) might be useful if you’re explicitly doing some research on the subject, but for most people it’s kind of unimportant.
Knowing the 6 states of rebirth is interesting background information, and reinforces the notion of Samsara, but after a while the details might get hazy, and well, how much does it really help to fixate, for example, on the hungry ghosts?
But real, applied wisdom comes from experience.  Without putting the Buddha-Dharma into practice, you’re just sitting in your car, looking at the map, but not actually going there.  The map can only tell you so much, but the rest you have to experience yourself.  Using this example further, each Buddhist you meet is going along the same route, but they may have started earlier or later than you, and as such will have somewhat different experiences.  Maybe one person hit a traffic jam on the I-10, or their car got blocked by a flock of sheep, or maybe they got to see the Grand Canyon at sunset.  Even though the route may be the same, each person’s journey will also be unique to one another too.
That said, there are some helpful things that help build a positive foundation for one’s life as a Buddhist and here are some suggestions.  We’ve reiterated many of these in past chapters, but we are now coming full-circle and getting to the point.  If you’ve made it this far, thank you.
Start Practicing the Five Precepts
New students to Buddhism often want to dive right into meditation or chanting mantras, and will almost certainly groan if they are told to focus on the Five Precepts first.  We explored the Five Precepts previously, and will not restate them here, but I will say that undertaking the Five Precepts, even if imperfectly, leads to clear and obvious benefits:
- Greater self-confidence, and by extension, greater confidence in Buddhism.  This also leads to a kind of mental “healing” too.
- Respect from others.  This may not manifest at first, but will over time.  Trust me.
- Fewer regrets to mull over, or reasons to stress out.
All of these things will further put you in a better position to start a meditation training regimen too.  Ask any experienced teacher what the benefit of moral conduct is to meditation, and you’ll often hear the same answers over and over.  Anyone who’s seriously followed the path learns to appreciate what simple training rules can do for one’s spiritual healing and progress.
One thing to bear in mind: if you follow a particular tradition that has an alternate set of precepts, then feel free to follow that one instead.  The training of one’s conduct is more important than specific rules.
If you follow a Buddhist tradition with overlapping, more advanced sets of precepts (10 precepts, 16 precepts, etc), those usually require that you be a member of that temple for X number of years in good standing.  So, in such cases, be patient, start with the Five Precepts first, and then when you’re ready to “graduate”, undertake the more advanced precepts of that tradition.  If you have questions, don’t hesitate to consult a priest, monk or nun.
What if you really, really can’t follow all Five Precepts at once?  Focus on upholding one or two that are less difficult for you.  As you gain confidence, you may find that the precepts that gave you a hard time before aren’t so difficult now.
Get To Know Your Buddhist Tradition
Oftentimes, new students to Buddhism have a pretty good idea what tradition they want to start with, and so get to know a priest, monk or nun in that tradition, and learn the basics.  What chants do they do?  What sutras are commonly used?  How do you hold the rosary?  What style of Buddhist altar is typically used?  When you first explore a tradition, don’t hesitate to adopt the practices, chants and idiosyncrasies of that tradition until it becomes rote.  Once it becomes rote, it frees you to delve into the deeper teachings and you really start to see the value.  Whatever that advises takes precedence over what is in this book.  This book is meant to provide a starting point, but it’s a good idea to get to know a tradition first before making adjustments.  Know a tradition first, before you decide to criticize or alter it, as a priest once told me. 
What happens though if you decide you don’t like that tradition?  Move on, and explore another one.  There is no penalty for trying different teachings and difficult styles of Buddhist practice, different Dharma gates, because eventually you will settle down and find something you can sustain and delve deeper into.  People are often enamored with the aesthetics of esoteric Buddhism, but lose interest in the cryptic teachings and rituals, while other people love the austerity of Zen until they actually have to practice according to that austerity.  Trying one thing, and eventually settling on another teaching is fine.
Further, it’s often that case that people stay with one tradition for a while, and then branch out to other sects (including ones you may have not liked previously).  This is normal, and part of the maturation process.  Speaking from experience, my practice overtly leaned into one tradition, before I branched out into other traditions, then eventually came back full circle.  
 
Learn a Sutra or Two
There’s no substitute for having a teacher who can help you get started on the Buddhist path, but a Buddhist teacher isn’t your life coach who’s there to address all your problems, feelings and misgivings.  After all, they have to help other people too (including themselves). So you have to do some homework yourself.  This is where the sutras become very useful.
As we saw in the chapter on Buddhist sutras, most traditions will tend to gravitate toward one or a subset of the total sutras in the Buddhist canon, so it makes sense to start there.  If the sutra is comparatively short, read it through a time or two, even if it makes almost no sense.  You can ask the teacher or other members of the Sangha for their understanding of the sutra.  If the sutra is much longer (like a book, or an encyclopedia of books), then learn what passages or excerpts are most popular with the tradition and start with those.  You can branch out as time and confidence permit.
The Buddhist sutras use repetitive, dry language, or alternatively very bombastic, vivid language depending on the sutra, and in either case can’t be read the same way as a good novel.  You can think of them more as instruction manuals.  Thus, it requires a little experience to read, understand and get value from them, but as alluded to previously things gradually sink in and they make more sense over time especially when weighed against real-life experience.
The value of the sutras come in having a handy, objective guide to the Buddhist teachings that you can fall back on, and can’t easily be colored by any teacher or self-help book you read. This is really important, especially in traditions that rely more heavily on teacher-student relationships because while having a teacher give you the teachings directly in a friendly, accessible way is good, sometimes you need to counterbalance that with what the tradition itself teaches.
Also, another often overlooked value of the sutras is that while they may not make sense upfront, they often have a way of revealing their truths over time.  Passages that you might glance over now might take a whole new meaning at some point in your life, and that’s when the Buddha’s teachings really start to come alive.
Finally, many sutras in the Mahayana-Buddhist canon have commentaries available by respected teachers.  These are a great way to read a sutras, and side-by-side have an explanation for what things mean.  One teacher’s commentary might not agree with another, but as with doctors, it’s perfectly find to get a second opinion.
Meditation
 
Meditation is a time-honored practice from the earliest days of Buddhism, and is quite a broad subject to cover.  Thankfully, there is a lot of material out there for how to meditate, which style to meditate and so on, so we will only cover briefly here.
Broadly speaking, meditation methods fall into a few styles: concentration or “mindfulness” meditation, insight meditation, metta (or “goodwill”) meditation, and visualization meditation.  Each of these serves a purpose, but they help develop certain wholesome mental qualities.  
For example, practicing concentration meditation as done in the Theravada Buddhist, Zen or Tian-tai traditions is a great way to gain insight into the flighty nature of one’s own mind, seeing how thoughts arise, constantly grasping for this thing or another, and then fading once again before moving onto another thing.  Over and over.  It’s hard to notice at first, but does become more readily obvious with practice, and it teaches you a lot “off the cushion” about your own thoughts and habits.  This is by far the most commonly taught method of meditation and for good reason.
Visualization meditation, that is to say holding an image of a buddha or bodhisattva in your mind, is another method that helps promote concentration, but also allows one to reflect on the positive qualities of that being, and maybe also help bring about such qualities in oneself.  This is usually done with guidance from a teacher, especially in esoteric schools, but to a limited extent can be done by anyone who is drawn to a certain picture or image of a buddha or bodhisattva.  Even in the Pure Land tradition, visualization meditation is sometimes used.
Metta meditation is not unlike the famous Circle of Hierocles in that it projects goodwill first onto those close to you that you love, and gradually extending outward to those whom you are neutral towards, and gradually towards those you dislike.  This might sound easy, but as you extend outward, you will probably notice an initial feeling of revulsion towards those you dislike.  With time and awareness, you can transform this to goodwill. You don’t have to like the person, but at least wish them freedom from harm.
One important note is physical safety.  Meditation usually requires physical postures that keep the body very stable in meditation, but if your body isn’t used to those positions, you can quickly injure your knees or your back, and those injuries may take a while to heal.  Many traditions have some kind of stretching exercises you can do to gradually loosen up and strengthen parts of the body needed for meditation.  However, like any exercise, it should be done gradually.  Listen to your body, learn its limits, and do not push them.
Some positions are generally safer than others, such as the so-called “Burmese position” where you legs sit out in front of you, rather than crossing over, or in a chair.  Feel free to start with these first, gradually learning more advanced positions later.
And, as always, feel free to consult teachers and experts as needed.
Home Services
When you are first learning a tradition (or rediscovering it), it’s good to develop a routine for some kind of home service: reciting the sutras, meditating according to that tradition, and self-reflection.  The cadence of that home service depends on your life-style.  If you have to work a lot, and don’t have much free time, save it for weekly.  If that doesn’t work, bi-weekly, monthly even.  You can think of this as a “mini-Buddhist retreat”, and chance to unplug from the world for however long you need, and reorient yourself.
The same advice here applies to other practices too shown above: do not try to shoe-horn your schedule to fit your practice, otherwise you will eventually burn out and give up.  Instead, adapt the Buddhist religion to your lifestyle.  As repeated elsewhere in the book, come as you are, not how you are expected to be, and use that as your starting point.
Final Words
This book is just one of many on Buddhism, and if you’re new to the Buddhist path, you’ll discover it is a lifetime of learning, reflecting, adapting to the hassles of life, trying new things and so on.  Developing greater emotional-intelligence, insight into the nature of all things (including yourself), and developing an even-keel mind of goodwill towards others isn’t easy, the sense of liberation, even on a mundane level, is well worth it.
Enjoy the many facets of Buddhism, and don’t be afraid to come back with a “beginner’s mind” from time to time and reread or relearn the basics if you have to.
But remember, time is short,  like the Parable of the Burning House in the Lotus Sutra, and it passes sooner than we would like.  
As the Buddha said to his disciples on his deathbed:35
Behold now, bhikkhus, I exhort you: All compounded things are subject to vanish. Strive with earnestness!  (Sister Vajira and Francis Story)
May all beings be well, free from harm and attain peace.
 
 
35 DN 16 of the Pali Canon, the Maha-parinibbana Sutta: Last Days of the Buddha 

Appendix A: Example Home Liturgy
 
What follows is an example home liturgy you can do at home at a set time of your choosing.  I strove to make this as sect-agnostic as possible, using the Heart Sutra and Shakyamuni Buddha, so that you may adapt to whatever tradition you prefer to follow.  Feel free to change parts as needed, use better translations if appropriate, and so on.  This is only a template in lieu of other temple resources.
One small note: when doing a Buddhist service, or facing a Buddhist deity, it’s respectful to put your palms together, near your heart, roughly 45 degrees.  If you are holding a book or piece of paper, just do this with your free hand.
Before you begin
 
(Ring bell 3 times, if you have one)
Praise to the Three Treasures
 
I go to the Buddha for refuge,
I go to the Dharma for refuge,
I go to the Sangha for refuge
Admitting one’s faults
 
Through misdeeds of body, speech and mind,
I have amassed threefold wrong acts.
In these three ways, whatever I have done,
These deeds I confess in full.
Acknowledging the benefit of receiving teachings
 
The supreme, profound, subtle and fine Dharma,
Is rare to encounter, even in hundreds of millions of kalpas36
Now I am privileged to hear and receive it,
May I fully understand the real meaning of the Tathagata's37 teaching.
Reciting a sutra verse: The Heart Sutra38
(Ring bell twice, if you have one)
When Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva was practicing the profound Perfection of Wisdom, he illuminated the Five Aggregates and saw that they were all empty, and crossed over all suffering and affliction.
“Śāriputra, form is not different from emptiness, and emptiness is not different from form. Form itself is emptiness, and emptiness itself is form. Sensation, conception, synthesis, and discrimination are also such as this. Śāriputra, all dharmas are empty: they are neither created nor destroyed, neither defiled nor pure, and they neither increase nor diminish. This is because in emptiness there is no form, sensation, conception, synthesis, or discrimination. There are no eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, or thoughts. There are no forms, sounds, scents, tastes, sensations, or dharmas. There is no field of vision and there is no realm of thoughts. There is no ignorance nor elimination of ignorance, even up to and including no old age and death, nor elimination of old age and death. There is no suffering, its accumulation, its elimination, or a path. There is no understanding and no attaining.
“Because there is no attainment, bodhisattvas rely on the Perfection of Wisdom, and their minds have no obstructions. Since there are no obstructions, they have no fears. Because they are detached from backwards dream-thinking, their final result is Nirvāṇa. Because all buddhas of the past, present, and future rely on the Perfection of Wisdom, they attain Supreme Awakening. Therefore, know that the Perfection of Wisdom is a great spiritual mantra, a great brilliant mantra, an unsurpassed mantra, and an unequalled mantra. The Prajñāpāramitā Mantra is spoken because it can truly remove all afflictions. The mantra is spoken thusly:
 gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā
(Ring bell once, if you have one)
Veneration of Buddhist Deity: Shakyamuni Buddha
 
Homage to the Peerless Teacher, 
the Blessed One, 
the Buddha of the Shakya Clan (repeat 3 times)
Dedicating the good merit towards others
 
I dedicate this merit to the benefit of all sentient beings; 
may they be well, free from harm, and may they all attain the Buddha Way.
The Four Bodhisattva Vows
 
Sentient beings are innumerable, and yet I vow to save them all.
My mental defilements are innumerable, I vow to extinguish them all.
The gates of the dharma are without measure, I vow to master them all.
The path to Buddhahood is peerless, I vow to fulfill it.
(Ring bell 3 times, if you have one)
 
End of Service.
36Eons, see previous chapter on Big Enchilada.  Trust me, that metaphorical enchilada is HUGE.

37Another term for a buddha.  You will hear this one a lot, but for practical purposes, it just means “a buddha”.

38Adapted from the translation by Lapis Lazuli Texts, provided by Wikisource, Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported (CC BY-SA 3.0) , modifying the Sanskrit terms with English translations where appropriate.

Appendix B: The (Somewhat) Brief History of (Mahayana) Buddhism
 
The history of Buddhism, like the history of all venerable religions in the world, is a fascinating study of societies and how they preserve the teachings, but also continuously reinvigorate those teachings, through new ideas, practices, and innovations.  Buddhism, like many of these religions, has grown beyond a single culture and period of time, and has encountered many challenges and revivals in the process.  Just as a farmer tills the soil from time to time to keep it fresh, people through many cultures do the same.  In the same way, the origins of Mahayana Buddhism in India began the same way: a revival movement that grew beyond its roots, and through cultural contacts expanded far beyond its borders.
Buddhism, particularly Mahayana Buddhism, has been practiced by many people throughout the Indian subcontinent, then adopted and transmitted along the Silk Road by the Bactrian Greeks, the Kushans, the Parthians of what is now Persia, the Sogdians, the Tocharians, and the Turks, all the way to China. From China, it spread along with many other jewels of the Chinese civilization to Korea, Vietnam and Japan, and the Malay states including the island of Java.  There are many other groups in ancient times not listed here, but for now this gives you an idea of the number of people who’ve helped to preserve and teach the Buddha’s message to other generations.
But to help us understand this growth and migration, let’s talk about early Buddhist history.  If history is not your forté, then please feel free skip this chapter and move onto Chapter Two.  You’re always welcome to come back and read it later.  
Now, let’s begin a quick history lesson, shall we?  The historical founder of Buddhism is Siddhartha Gautama, though in Buddhism he is better known as the Shakyamuni Buddha, that is to say the Buddha born into the ancient Shakya Clan of northern India.  From here on out, we will refer to the Buddha by his title, Shakyamuni, and not his birth name, Siddhartha.  The Buddha lived around 500-600 BCE depending on who you ask, and he died at the age 80 after reaching enlightenment at the age of 28 or so.
According to tradition, after the Buddha first became enlightened he returned to his old companions, the five ascetics, to share what he had learned.  Since the Buddha had only recently given up their harsh, ascetic lifestyle for a more balanced approach, they tried to shun him at first. And yet, there was something radiant about the Buddha that gave them pause.  In this first encounter, he lays out such teachings as the Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path, and the Middle Way.  It is said that one of ascetics, Kondañña, blurted out:  "Whatever is subject to arising is all subject to cessation."  More on this later in Chapter Two.
Hearing this, the Buddha exclaimed “Kondañña knows!” and thus according to traditional Buddhism the turning of the wheel of the Dharma began.  In other words, it was at this point this the Buddhism the religion began because the Buddha had set things in motion and began to awaken others just like himself.  This concept will be explored again later when we talk about what Buddhas are.  But for now, it helps to just know what the term means because it shows up a lot in Buddhist literature.
In any case, is where many Buddhist narratives you read will end.  However, a lot more happened after that.  During the Buddha’s time it was considered profane and disrespectful to write down holy teachings, so the Buddha’s disciples put a lot of effort into memorizing the teachings as the Buddha spoke them.  It wasn’t just a one-man effort either.  A team of monks could recite the Buddha’s teachings, correct one another and so on.
That’s exactly what happened 3 months after the Buddha breathed his last.  The remaining disciples had completed the period of grieving and were ready to regroup and move on.  Shakyamuni Buddha’s senior disciples each had different areas of specialization, different pieces of the puzzle, so the rest of the monks and disciples gathered around them to codify the Buddha’s teachings, rules and regulations.  
Some of these disciples focused on reciting and codifying the Buddha’s teachings into what we call sutras.  The term sutra can also mean “thread” (related to English word “suture”) as in a thread to bind the teachings together.  Other disciples focused on codifying the Buddha’s rules on the monastic community.  The Buddha had been very conscious of the fact that the community depended on the goodwill and generosity of the greater lay community, so he implemented a wide variety rules to keep the monks in check and not abuse the generosity of the lay community.  The monastic community was the Vinaya, and its rules became the prathimoksha.  Many monastic communities still recite these from time to time where appropriate.
Finally, relics of the Buddha, such as his cremated remains, his begging bowl, robes, etc., were distributed to patrons and various members of the community.  In later generations, these were further divided and given to Buddhist patrons elsewhere.  Nowadays, you can find temples around the world boasting of tiny pieces of relics from the living, historical Buddha, though it is nearly impossible now to verify their authenticity.
As we can see, after the Buddha’s passing, the community persevered, organized itself based on the Buddha’s rules for conduct, reciting time and again the Buddha’s teachings to newer generations even as the community grew and grew.  Centuries later, the Buddhist community could now be found all over India.
Now, let’s step back for a moment and consider the following: India as a landmass is about the same size as all of Europe, but arguably has an even greater diversity of cultures and languages and customs.  Just as Celtic-Christian communities in Ireland would have differed from Orthodox church of the Byzantines of southeastern Europe, or the Ethiopian church, Buddhist communities grew and gradually diverged from one another due to geography, local culture, and subtle differences in interpretation.
The first real division in the Buddhist community began around 334 BCE, that is 200-300 years after the Buddha had passed away, with a debate between the Mahasangikas and the Sthaviras.  The Sthaviras were a kind of reformists who wanted to tighten the rules of the monastic community to curb unseemly habits by some monks.  The larger Mahasangika community saw no need to do that and felt that the existing rules were sufficient.
The contents of the debate between the Mahasangika and Sthavira are not well-known because sources are few and far between (not to mention contradictory), but the debate was not resolved in a satisfactory way and both sides went their separate ways, albeit peacefully.
These two schools eventually grew to 18-20 schools by the year 100 BCE.  These schools weren’t always a clean division between Mahasangika and Sthavira either.  Many groups mixed and matched sources and teachings in novel ways leading to a complex cross-pollination between them.  Some of the more prominent schools at this time were:
- Sarvastivada (Sthavira) – This school emphasized the importance of revering what the Buddha represented, and not the past relics of the Buddha.
- Dharmaguptaka (also Sthavira) – By contrast this school emphasized the importance of paying homage to the Buddha through stupas (storehouses of relics and sutras) and such.
- Mahasangika – This school still existed by the 1st century BC, and increasingly taught how the true Buddha was timeless and not limited to the physical, historical Buddha.
- Pudgalavada – Another, though somewhat unconventional school, also descended from the Sthaviras.  They taught that self actually did exist … sort of.  They used the Sanskrit term pudgala (person), which was greater than the sum of its parts.
...and so on.
Nowadays, it’s frequently assumed that two major branches of Buddhism, Theravada and Mahayana, are descended along the same divisions: that Theravada Buddhism is Sthavira, while Mahayana Buddhism is Mahasangika, but this is somewhat misleading.
First, while it is true that Theravada is firmly descended from the Sthaviras (via the Vibhajjavada school), its main source of sutras, the Pali Canon, is not necessarily so.  Since the first actual, written copy of the Pali Canon is known from the 1st century BCE, it is likely to have inherited from other sources first, and researchers know that the Mahasangikas had the oldest preserved collection of sutras, thus there is considerable evidence that the Pali Canon inherited from, or was at least influenced by other schools and their collections, even if they didn’t always write them down.
Likewise, Mahayana Buddhism also drew from both these same Mahasangika and Sthavira schools.  For example, the collection of sutras came from the Sarvastivadin school (Sthavira), the rules and customs of the monastic community from the Dharmagupta schoool (also Sthavira), and finally certain teachings emphasized in Mahayana have their origins in the Mahasangika school.
Thus, it’s more accurate to say that both traditions of Buddhism today, Mahayana and Theravada, have both inherited from this vigorous exchange between the Mahasangika-based schools and the Sthavira-based schools.  The differences between Mahayana and Theravada Buddhism as we see them today are somewhat overstated.  We’ll revisit this idea later when we talk about Bodhisattvas and such, but for now let’s move on.
As we can see, Mahayana Buddhism didn’t just descend from a single school, but was a kind of amalgamation of different schools, ideas and core texts.  In fact, Mahayana Buddhism wasn’t even a distinct school at the time.  It was a kind of movement within existing Buddhist communities.  Some monks and nuns, who maybe wanted to go the extra mile, might have chosen to adopt Mahayana rules of conduct and outlook on top of their existing monastic vows.
For example, in a landmark study by Professor Donald S. Lopez and Gregory Schopen,39 they demonstrates that many early Buddhist monks across all schools, would build small Buddhist stupas and then dedicate the good merit from this act to their teachers, parents and others as an act of gratitude.  We know this from the inscriptions on those stupas and the affiliation of that particular patron.  However, Mahayana Buddhist monks, when making the same offerings would frequently dedicate the merit of that good act to all beings, not just their parents, teachers, etc.  
Thus Mahayana Buddhism inherited a vast collection of traditions and practices from earlier Buddhist communities, but started to broaden their outlook and adjust practices to match.
It is also by this time that Buddhism started moving beyond India.  Northwest of India, the Bactrian Greeks, descendants of Alexander the Great’s army that colonized central Asia, adopted Buddhism and further expanded it throughout the empire.  It was at this time that Buddhist art, especially images of the Buddha, first began to flourish in a place called Gandhara in today’s Peshawar region in north-western Pakistan.  Gandharan Buddhist influences in art can be seen even today.
Later, the Kushans, who conquered, then inherited Bactrian Greek culture, helped to patronize Buddhism, and standardize the existing collection of Buddhist sutras, which had passed down in various local languages and mediums, into a more consistent collection using Sanskrit as the language of choice. The Kushans stabilized the travel from India to China as well, facilitating increased trade through good governance.  This allowed groups such as the Sogdians (modern-day Uzbekistan), who never really adopted Buddhism on the same scale the Kushans did, to spread Buddhism much further along the famous Silk Road as well as being expert translators.
Later Buddhism was adopted by the Parthians, originally a nomadic steppe tribe, who later conquered all of Persia (previously ruled by the Greeks). This new Parthian Empire encompassed the north-eastern region of modern-day Iran, then stretched eastwards along various cities and trading posts that fringed the Taklamakan Desert into northwest China.  The Taklamakan Desert, about the size of Germany, is a kind of cold-desert where temperatures reach -20C at night, and there is virtually no water anywhere except for a handful of oasis towns.
When Buddhism reached China through the Silk Road, it was frequently translated into Chinese by monks who hailed from either India, or from various kingdoms on the Silk Road.  For example, the prince-turned-monk and translator An Shigao was from Parthia.  Another important translator, Kumarajiva, was from the city of Kucha, northwest of China.
Translating a vast corpus of texts from a language like Sanskrit into a language like Chinese was nothing to sneeze at.  The two languages are quite different in terms of sound, grammar and structure, and also because of cultural baggage that had been inherited up to this point, so the task was a tremendous undertaking, and multiple translations of the same sutra would often appear over time as methods improved, or slightly different versions came across the Silk Road.  The high-point of Buddhism importation into China was the powerful Tang Dynasty (618 – 907).  The Tang Dynasty was an especially powerful dynasty that had established trade with communities across the Silk Road, and eagerly consumed art, ideas and literature through it.40  It was also during the Tang Dynasty that Buddhism was first introduced to Chinese satellite nations in Korea, Japan and northern Vietnam.  Monks from the Korean kingdoms, Japan and Vietnam would come to China, study within Chinese-Buddhist monasteries and then bring back what they learned to help bolster Buddhist communities back home.  As wave after wave of sutras, rituals and teachings reached China from the Silk Road, wave after wave of monks from neighboring countries studied, consumed it and brought it back home.
Further, this exchange of teachings didn’t happen in one direction only.  Buddhist monks in China, most famously Xuan-Zang (602 – 664), journeyed back to India to learn Sanskrit, study at Buddhist universities there, and bring back additional training and teachings.  The famous Heart Sutra, which we touch on in Chapter Three, is thought to be originally a Chinese composition, based on earlier Indian texts, but brought back to India later where it was translated to Sanskrit (not from it).
In any case, the history of the Silk Road, isn’t just fascinating for history fans, it helps us understand why Buddhism in East Asia looks and is organized the way it is.  The Buddhist statues you now see in Asia, and boutiques in the West, are descended from the Greco-influenced Gandharan style of art in Pakistan, the sutras that people recite in daily services are descended from translations made by Parthian monks who translated Sanskrit texts into Chinese language, and organization and composition of monastic communities has been inherited and maintained by communities dating all the way back to ancient Buddhist schools in India.  Further, some of the imagery used for Buddhas such as Amitabha Buddha (more on him later) is thought to have been borrowed from Zoroastrian religious iconography of Parthia.  The Buddhist texts themselves, the sutras, were often brought over the Silk Road by Sogdian traders.  And so on.
But Buddhism did not remain idle in India either.  With the rise of Mahayana Buddhism, we also see certain ideas and concepts become greatly expanded by new thinkers:
- Nagarjuna, a 3rd century Indian philosopher-monk, who greatly expanded the understanding of “emptiness” (see Chapter Two) and provided a grand scheme for the interdependence of all things on all other things.  This new Madhyamaka school was highly influential in later Buddhist writings.
- Ashvaghosa, a 2nd century Indian philosopher-monk not affiliated with Mahayana Buddhism, who expanded the understand of the Bodhi Mind, the aspiration for Enlightenment, and what it means for Bodhisattvas and Buddhas.  More on this in Chapter Three.
- Asanga, a 5th century Indian who, along with his brother Vasubandhu, developed a very detailed understanding of the phenomena of the mind which was later called the Yogacara school of philosophy (no relation to yoga).  Modern schools such as Zen and Esoteric Buddhism can definitely trace its influence.
…. among many others.  The history of Buddhism did not begin and end with Shakyamuni Buddha, but through his teachings he “turned the wheel of the Dharma”, inspiring countless generations since, across many cultures and languages even today.
The good news though, is that today, we no longer need to traverse the Taklamakan Desert by foot just to find a missing teaching or text, we can simply download sutras from the Internet in minutes.  But it is amazing to consider that if it had not been for those early pioneers, such teachings would not exist today.
39Schopen, Gregory Bones, Stones and Buddhist Monks: Collected Papers on the Archaeology, Epigraphy, and Tests of Monastic Budhism in India, University of Hawaii Press (1997), chapter 2.

40This is somewhat in contrast to later dynasties such as the Song (960-1279) and Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) where a resurgent Confucianism (also known as “Neo-Confucianism”) enjoyed greater patronage.
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