A Western Christian Look at Buddhism
By Rev. Dondd D. Nord

Siddhartha Gautama (c. 563-483 B.C.) of the Sakya clan in Indiawas born a prince, an heir to
his father’s smdl kingdom in northern India. Tradition telsthat & his birth a prophecy was made that he
would ether be agreast emperor or a Buddha. His father, more of politica orientation than religious,
opted to shelter his son from the hardships of the world by offering him opulent living, surrounded by a
high wall in the cagle. Gautama s father feared thet if he saw the suffering of the world, he would prefer
to save humankind rather than to rule it. The young child matured, married and had a son, al the while
experiencing every human pleasure possible, till sheltered from the world outside. But curiosity
prevailed. To see what the outside was like, Gautama took four trips out of the castle. In those trips
saw: an aged man, asick man, adead man, and a wandering monk who appeared content.

Deciding to seek out the secrets of such contentment, he left hiswife and son and at age 29 set
out in search of truth, having known only the good life to this point. In his search for truth and the path
that leads to the ending of al impermanence and anguish, he worked with teachers of trance meditation
and went the route of extreme asceticism, but by age 35 this il did not produce what he was seeking.
It is taught that he went back to a reasonable diet, and with returned strength one afternoon decided to
St down under atree and there meditate until he achieved enlightenment. Throughout the night he
struggled with many thoughts, passing thorough severd trance-like states and stages of awareness,
seeing clearly dl his past lives, and findly, according to legend, arrived at the clear understanding he was
seeking. He had, in Buddhist’ teaching, reached “the other shore’ that is Permanent True Redity—

Nirvana” He had become a* Buddha'— an “enlightened One’, “One who isAwake.” In this



meditation he redized the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Noble Path. For the next 45 years,
the Buddha would travel about, recruit followers, teach his spiritud ingghts, and pursue a Middle Peth
of life—neither too indulgent or too ascetic.
|. What the Buddha Taught

The main sources today for the Buddha s teaching are the Middle Length Sayings, Volumes 1,
2 and 3. Thereare d <o five volumes of Kindred Sayings, five volumesof Gradual Sayings, and three
volumes of Dialogues of the Buddha. These books form a part of the “Pdi Canon.” (“Pdi” wasthe
language of the origind writings.)

A. The Four Noble Truths

Gautama s Four Noble Truths are the basisfor al other Buddhist understandings:

1) all lifeis suffering (dl crestion isimpermanent and inherently ill)

2) suffering is caused by desire (due to humanity’s own ignorance, craving sensudity and
sensations)

3) there can be an end to desire (that end isto reach Nirvana, which is the true redized
Redity)

4) theway to thisend isin the Eightfold Path.

The Buddhigt Instruction Retreat on the Internet states that these present an “explicit explanation
of Buddhism based on the Pdli Canon . . . Benefits [of such teaching are]] Ending Anguish, Despair,
Suffering, Pain, Peace of Mind, Sdlf-Redization of the Ultimate Truth.”

B. The Eightfold Noble Path

The second mgor teaching of Buddhism is The Eightfold Noble Path Thisis the means of
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reaching Nirvana, the completion of the path of Buddhism, where the “true permanent state of redlity” is

achieved via sdf-enlightenment. This path embodies three qualities of the mind: Wisdom, Mordity and

Meditation.

Quality of Mind

Wisdom (panna)

Mordity (sila)

Meditation (samadhi)

Step in the Noble Path

1. Right Under standing of the Four Noble
Truths

2. Right Thought—working to obtain a
perfect wisdom that will lead the follower to the
ultimate true redlity

3. Right Speech—avoiding lying, evil and
frivolous speech

4. Right Action—which includes abgtaining
from killing, seding, sexuad misconduct, evil
acts and intoxicants (which are the Five
Precepts for lay-followers)

5. Right Vocation—to abstain from evil ways
of living or livelihoods, not earning alivelinood
in any way that causes othersto suffer

6. Right Effort, achieved by diminating evil
gtates of mind and developing good states of
mind which include love of al cregtures, pity
and compassion for dl creaturesand a

sympeathetic joy

7. Right Mindfulness, achieved by
recognizing as impermanent al things and decay
that relate to thisworld, working to become
detached from worldly concerns and
temptations

8. Right Contemplation, shaping the mind for
right thought processes



Meditation is only one part of the Buddhist path, but it is accessible to anyone, anywhere.
Though Buddhist meditation cannot be learned in any depth without a teacher, the basic practice is
ample. By following the Eightfold Noble Path, Buddhists dlaim to pass through eight higher states of
consciousness which produce increased wisdom, the ability to see things as they redlly are, and with
exceptiond effort, achieve Sdf-Enlightenment.

C. The Three Refuges

Upon entering a Buddhist religious order, each new disciple takes on Three Refuges (also called
Three Assartions or Three Jewels): “I take refuge in the Buddha (the one who has shown the way), |
take refuge in the dharma (Buddha s teachings about the way of understanding and love), and | take
refuge in the samgha (the order of monks that livesin harmony and mindfulness)...\We see here
Buddhism taking the three forms of religious expresson: an intdlectud teaching [dharma]; an emerging
object of worship and aformd act of submission [refuge in the Buddha]; and a sociologica expresson
[the samgha].” (Ellwood, page 121)

D. Helps Along The Way

1. The Buddha taught “The Middle Way” as an ad to proper meditation. He reasoned that if
the individud lives so austere as to lack necessary nourishment, the mind cannot adequately think in
proper meditation. On the other Sde, if the individud lives too much in the here-and-now, attached to
worldly sensudity, the mind will lack the ability to understand the Buddhist teachings. Thus, aMiddle
Way, living modestly—free from ill and dso free from worldly joy or hgppiness—is the enabling attitude

that finds the proper baance in this manifestation of life.
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2. Thelife of Buddhist monksis structured around Ten Prohibitions: “1) taking life, 2) taking
what isnot given, 3) sexud misconduct, 4) lying, 5) taking intoxicants, 6) eeting after noon, 7) watching
or participating in dancing, Snging and shows, 8) adorning oneself with garlands, perfumes, and
ointments, 9) deeping in a soft bed, and 10) receiving gold or slver.” (Ellwood, page 122)

3. A lay-person of the Buddhist rdligion is directed to follow aMiddle Way of life, and as
closdy as possble, the fird five of these prohibitions. They are o to be an example of the four
unlimited virtues: unlimited friendliness, unlimited compassion, unlimited sympeathetic joy and unlimited
even-mindedness.

4. Theforce of Karma (the law of cause and effect) to the Buddhit isthat universa force that
keeps everything moving and changing. Karmais what keeps reincarnation going, one lifetime-
meanifestation after another in an endless cycle of reincarnations, until the individua through right-living
and meditation is able on their own to transcend the levels of consciousness and achieve the end of the
journey: Nirvana. Buddhists teach that there is no specific heaven or hell, but that the reincarnation cycle
continues through endless heavens and hells to reach its journey’ s end in ultimate redlity.

[I. Divisonsof Buddhism Today

Modern Buddhism is divided into two mgor traditions: Theravada (the path of the Elders)
Buddhism, found in Si Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos, and Mahayana (“Greet
Vesd”) Buddhism, found in China, Korea, Japan, Tibet, Mongolia, Nepd, Bhutan, Vietnam, and parts
of Indiaand Russa, plus the Vajrayana sect concentrated in Nepd. Though founded in Indig,
Buddhism claimsless than 1% of the Indian population as adherents. The mgority rigion in Indiais

Hinduism. Buddhism world-wide is the fourth largest religion with 338,621,000 followers or 6% of the
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world's population (1994 figures), behind Chrigtianity (34%, 1,900,174,000 ), Ilam (18%,
1,033,453,000) and Hinduism (14%, 764,000,000) (Manske, B) An estimated 2,132,000 Buddhists
live in North America with about 780,000 of these in the United States in 199 congregations.
(Neighbor’'s Faith, 19) Buddhism israpidly gaining adherentsin the United States, aresult of the
postmodern sef-enlightenment trend in American thought and the scepticism and mysticism of our
modern age.

Theravada (dso cdled Hinayana) Buddhism has far-reaching impact on the society in which it
exigs. Thisform of Buddhism emphasizes ataining enlightenment through meditation and sdf-power as
the Buddha taught. Theravada monksin their saffron-yellow deeveless robes roam the streets with
their begging bowls. Thisform of Buddhism is older and of a more conservetive nature.

Mahayana Buddhism traces its origins to around 200 A.D.—about 600 years after the Buddha
lived—a split from the Theravada teachings. This more libera form of Buddhism emphasizes the need
to recelve hep from another power, rather than self-attainment. The centra teaching in Mahayana
thought is that anyone, through proper training and practice, can become a bodhi sattva, “one who has
reached the enlightened form but remains in bodily form to teach others the path.” Anything of any
ggnificancein Mahayanna Buddhism is related to the bodhisattva. What is called the “Pure Land”
sect of Mahayana Buddhism, emphasizing pure faith, is commonly found in American Buddhism.
Mahayana first sent Buddhist missonaries to North America 1889, establishing what is now cadled
Buddhist Churches of America

The Vajrayana (meaning Thunderbolt Vessdl or Diamond Vessd) sect of Buddhismisan

offshoot of Mahayanna. It emphasizes three forms of existence: “truth body,” “bliss body” and
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“marvelous transformation body.” Thisisamore zedous sect of Buddhism, often with adherents
assigned apatron bodhisattva.

Most Americans are most familiar with another sect that practices Zen Buddhism, with their
familiar emphagis on meditation as the path to enlightenment. Many Americans equate Buddhism only
with meditation. This sect puts its emphas's on the more dramatic forms of Buddhism including long
meditation retreats and seeking enlightenment as the primary god—all of which gpped to American
competitiveness and individudity.

Another American permutation of Buddhism, quite different from Zen Buddhism in Shin
Buddhism, with its origins from Jgpanese immigrants to the United States. The emphagis of Shin
Buddhism is that the key to reaching Nirvanais faith, rather than gtrict religious practice. It is mostly an
ethnic rdigious practice of Americanized Japanese.

[11. Buddhism and Other World-Views

Generdly Buddhigts are conciliatory to people of other faiths. They would equally recognize
Plato, Socrates, Moses, Christ and Mohamad al as great world teachers, maybe even as bodhi sattvas
(those who had attained enlightenment). Thus, Buddhism has wide apped in today’ sworld. The
American excitement about achieving new “experiences’ playsinto the Buddhist's emphasison
meditation and achieving new levels of consciousness. The lack of any creation emphasis (and hence no
“Great Creator”) pardlds much of America s scientific, evolutionistic world-view. To the Buddhigt's
world-view, lifeisaseries of ill manifestations caused by desre. Assuch, life asit exigts haslittle vaue,
and while one cannot willfully take life, a person dso doesn't have to inordinately work to maintain or

sugtain other life that would perish on its own. Buddhists have aready willingness to share their
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teachings with people of other faiths. They are generdly non-combative or confrontationa, preferring
ingteed to live quiet, contemplative lives.

In Buddhist teaching, dl that is perceived to exig, dl that istempord, dl that is perishable are
conditioned states and not redlly true existence. The one true exigence isto leave dl thisthat is
ultimatdly ill and transcend to that which isredly ultimately true, red, and permanent—Nirvana.
Buddhigts teach that dl individuds have a“spark” of this divine truth, but few have any means at striving
more fully towardsiit, but endlesdy repeeat themsdves in varying manifestations of life, until guided by
right meditation, they transcend one redm of consciousness for higher reams, ultimately arriving a
Nirvana The god is by sdlf-achievement and right practice to transcend mortal existence to arrive at
what truly isredl. Thereisno grest “creator God” in Buddhism. Thereis no body and soul. All have
only that “spark” of what isred Truth.

V. Responding to Buddhist Teachings

Buddhigt Teaching
Noble Truth: All lifeis suffering (dl creation isimpermanent and inherently ill)

Christian Response

Chrigtians, Jews and Mudims would agree with part of Buddhism’s First Noble Truth. Psaim 90: 10
ateststo this. “Thelength of our daysis seventy years—or eighty, if we have the strength; yet their span
is but trouble and sorrow...”

But when they daim that lifeisinherently ill, Christians, Jews and Mudims should certainly object, for
Genesis 1 dates, “1n the beginning, God cregted the heavens and the earth... and it was good.”

Buddhigt Teaching
Noble Truth: suffering is caused by desire (which is due to humanity’ s own ignorance, craving
sensudity and sensations)

Christian Response
Suffering in thisworld is caused by sin. Evil desires and cravings are sin. With this understanding,
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Chrigtians agree with this Noble Truth. When Adam and Eve were created , God said that “it was very
good.” They were perfect, without Sin, without cravings, without desire. Life was imperishable. But
when they were tempted by Satan to Sin, life was no longer perfect. Suffering and degeth entered the
world. Mankind, on its own, has no way oui.

Buddhigt Teaching
Noble Truth: there can be an end to desire (that end is to reach Nirvana, which isthe true redized
Redlity)

Christian Response

Thereisan end to desire: not by asdf-redization of Nirvana, but by faith in the forgiveness of snstha

Jesuswon for al mankind on the cross. St. Paul writes of this trandtion in quite a different way:
Ligen, | tell you amygery... the perishable must clothe itsalf with the imperishable, and the
morta with immortdity... then the saying that is written will come true: * Degth has been
swalowed up in victory... Thanks beto God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus
Chrigt. (1 Cor. 15:51-57)

Chrigtians don't speak about “Nirvand’, but have a pardld term: heaven. Heaven indeed is the “true

redized Redlity”. It is perfect; without end; without ill, suffering, desire or craving.

Buddhigt Teaching
Noble Truth: the way to thisend isin the Eightfold Path.

Christian Response

Heaven is not earned by right meditation or right actions of following a prescribed path. A person on

their own cannot work their way to perfection. It isthe gift of akind and loving God. The Bible teaches:
A Righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known... This righteousness
comes through faith in Jesus Chrid... Thereis no difference, for dl have snned and fal short of
the glory of God, and arejudtified fredly by His grace through the redemption that came by
Jesus Christ. (Romans 3:21-25)

Chrigtians cdll this righteousness “judtification” or “redemption.” We are declared “jusdtified” before God,

not because of anything we have done but because what Jesus did—He redeemed us or “paid the

price’ to buy us back from sn death and eternd suffering in Hell.

Buddhist Teaching

The Eightfold Noble Path
right understanding
right thought
right speech



right action

right vocation

right effort

right mindfulness
right contemplation

Christian Response

The Chrigian’swalk through lifeisaso a* Noble Path,” not asameans of meriting afuture lifein
Nirvana, but in response to aloving God who promises forgiveness and eternd life. Heavenisafree
gift of God, smply through faith in Jesus Chrigt, received through the working of God the Holy Spirit.
The Chrigtian’s Noble Path isfaith in action! It is gpoken of as “the Fruit of the Spirit...love, joy,
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.” (Gaatians 5:22-23). It is our
response back to God for all He has done for us.

The Chrigtian’s Noble Path may properly be called * Sanctification”: “being made holy” or “set gpart.” In
the context of sanctification, Chrigtians might even use the same or smilar terms as the Buddhist in their
Eightfold Noble Path, although with a Christian understanding of such terms.

By daily choices of life s dternatives, Chrigtians participate in their own sanctification. These acts of fath
or “good works’ are persond, visble evidence of aliving faith. (James 2:17)

Buddhist Teaching

The Three Refuges
| take Refuge in the Buddha
| take refuge in the teachings
| take refuge in the community
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Christian Response

The Three Refuges offer some pardle to the Christian Apostles’ Creed.
“I believe in God the Father...” the one who shows the way
“I believein Jesus Chrigt...” the Word made flesh
“I believein... the Holy Chrigtian church...”

But there are gtriking differences! Buddha never was nor ever will be God. There is but one true God:
the Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Belief is different than refuge, athough Chrigtians do take
refuge in God the Fether. The teachings of Buddhism are radicdly different than the teachings of
Chrigtianity. The Holy Chrigtian church is not an earthly community as the Buddhist community, but the
invishle, heavenly eternd community that includes dl who know and believe in Jesus Chrigt astheir
Lord and Savior.

Buddhist Teaching
The Middle Way

Christian Response

Chrigtians agree with “The Middle Way” of properly caring for the body—not overly indulging and not
overly abstaining—but not as away to be free fromill or worldly happiness and joy. Christians know
that al these things will come—they are a part of God's blessings. Jesus sad, “I have come that they
may havelife, and have it to the full.” (John 10:10)

Buddhigt Teaching

The Ten Prohibitions

Christian Response

The Ten Prohibitions are aremarkable pardld to the Judaeo-Chrigtian Ten Commandments as a great
mora code, the firgt four roughly equivaent to four of the commandments. While Buddhism established
thelr ten asaway of achieving the meditative life, God gave the Ten Commandments as His
expectations of how we areto livein respect to Him and to al creetion.

V. Chrigtian Dialogue With Buddhism
1. Finding Common Ground
Buddhism has some practices that can be commended. The ascetic, even monestic, life-style

undertaken by many Buddhists can be acommendable way of life. It hasastrong pardld in Chrigtian
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monastic systems. In the Bible, Matthew, Mark and Luke dl record Jesus  directive: “If anyone would
come after Me, he must deny himsdf and take up his cross and follow Me.” (Matthew 16:24, Mark
8:34 and Luke 9:23) The Middle Way of Buddhig life can be arecommended living standard for
Christians—neither too withdrawn or too indulgent with society.

Both groups a so seek eternity. Buddhism however doesn’'t recognize the one true God, Father,
Son and Holy Spirit. Buddha' s teachings claim that people are sentenced to endless repetitions of life-
manifestations until they get it right and reach Nirvana God's Holy Bible teaches that there is only one
way to eternd life. Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father
except through Me.” (John 14:6)

Chrigtians could aso readily accept the firdt three of the Four Noble Truths, at least within their
own world-view. The Old Testament Book of Ecclesastes offers a Chrigtian pardld: “The Teacher” in
Ecclesastes has experienced dl there was to experience in life—smilar to what the Buddha had
experienced in his early years. The Teacher, like the Buddha concludes that “dl is meaningless vanity, a
chasing &fter the wind.” Unlike the Buddha, The Teacher sees that even wisdom is meaningless. And
then The Teacher tellsabout dl of the sdf-enlightenment efforts he has made, dl to no avail. His
conclusion is quite different than the Buddha' s. The Buddha says “you have to walk this eight-fold path
by yoursdlf in ever degper meditation to reach eternity.” The Teacher in Ecclesiagtes advises, “... hereis
the conclusion of the matter [two steps]: Fear God and keep His commandments, for thisis the whole
duty of man. for God will bring every deed into judgement.” (Ecclesastes 12:13-14)

Both Buddhism and Chrigtianity teach about reaching eternity. Buddhigts cdl that seate

“Nirvana’ while Chrigians cdll it “heaven.” While these concepts are not exactly interchangegble they
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do have certain pardlds. For the Buddhist however, reaching Nirvana requires a deep, lifetime
concentration and meditation, seeking to achieve thislevd by sdf-enlightenment. The Chrigtian however
has amore sraight-forward road: smply by believing in Jesus Chrigt and the forgiveness of sn and
sdvation tha He won. Buddhist’s Nirvanais cold, sterile, done, amply the end to ddusion and anguish.
The heaven that Christ has prepared is dso the end to deluson and anguish, but it iswarmth, love,
happiness, unity, companionship and in the presence of the eternd God.

Chrigtians will agree that The Eightfold Noble Path offersagood way to liveamord life, and is
gmilar in some respects to much of Jesus mora teaching. Buddhists even agree with Chrigtians that
Jesus was a good mord teacher, even a bodhisattva But even following that path, no matter how
perfectly, doesn't merit salvation. Also in Buddhist teachings, their Ten Prohibitions are strikingly smilar
to the Ten Commandments. And as sated earlier, the Buddhist’s Three Refuges offer some pardld to
the Chrigtian Apostles Creed. Indeed there is much common ground for dia ogue between Buddhists
and Chrigtians.

2. Recognizing Areas of Tension

Chrigtians and Buddhists certainly do not agree on the path to eternd life. Buddhists teach thet it
is sdf-redized through much meditation. Christians teach thet it is afree gift of God to al those who
believe in Jesus Chrigt astheir Lord and Savior (dthough many Chrigtians mistakenly fed that somehow
they might work their way to heaven through right living and good works)

Buddhists and Chrigtians aso disagree on the origins of the world. Buddhists teach that al
creation isimpermanent and inherently ill, afabrication of the mind, and the god of lifeisto escapeto

the true redlity, Nirvana. Chrigtians know that “In the beginning, God creeted the heavens and the
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earth... [and] God saw that it was good” (Genesis 1:1, 4). The purpose of the Chrigtian’s existence isto
serve God and tend to His cregtion. The god of the Chrigtian’s lifeisto be with Jesusin heaven, by
God' s grace done!

Other areas of tenson include radicdly different worship practices, and the Buddhist’s generdly
low esteem for women, human life, family vaues and individud initigtive. Buddhism is a sef-centered
religion. Chrigtianity (initsided) isdtruistic and God-centered.

3. Areas of Most Difficulty

Certainly the mgor conflict between Buddhists and Chrigtiansis over the person of Jesus Chrigt.
While Buddhists recognize Jesus as an historicd figure, they do not accept him as the only way to
sdvation. Nor do they recognize God as the creator of the universe or acknowledge anything like the
Holy Spirit. They do not recognize that the world/universe was created; they claim it to be afabrication
of the mind.

Buddhists work to achieve savation by their own effort. Chrigtians know sdvation comes only
by faith in Jesus. Buddhists dso do not recognize the concepts of sin or forgiveness, only that certain
actions produce bad or disturbed Karma. Buddhism teachesthat lifeis an endless cycle of
reincarnations until one reaches Nirvana. The Bible teaches that “...man is destined to die once, and
after that face judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). For the Chrigtian, judgment of heaven or hdll rests solely on
whether on not an individud has faith in Jesus Chris—not a fath achieved on one's own, but placed in
the soul through the work and power of the Holy Spirit done.

Buddhism is certainly avery different reigion than Chrigtianity. It does not offer the hope of

sdvation in Jesus Chrigt that Chridtianity does. It supports agood mord life while & the sametime it
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deniesthe Great Creator of mord life. It gives the wrong answer to the great question of the purpose of
life. It provides no light for the path, only cold emptiness and non-existence. Jesus Christ said, “1 am the

Way and the Truth and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through M€’ (John 14:6).
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