<What is Buddhism?>

 The Buddha (an honorific title meaning ‘Awakened’)
· Lived in North-east India approximately 2500 years ago.

· Never claimed to be anything other than human.

· Did not claim to be divinely inspired, although, like all great teachers, his life and episodes from it were embellished after his death.

· Became enlightened i.e. gained insight into the reality of his own nature and experienced true freedom from suffering, by his own efforts.

· Taught that what he had achieved was achievable by any human being who was capable of, and willing to, put in the necessary effort.

· Had no interest in dogma or idle speculation.  He simply offered practical solutions to the universal problem of suffering and dissatisfaction with life.

The Dhamma (the teaching of the Buddha)
Dhamma-Vinaya (doctrine and discipline) i.e the purpose of learning it is to put it into practice.

‘The one who talks of the path but never walks it himself is like a cowman counting the cattle of others but who has none of his own.’ Dhp v19

Dhamma Summary
‘Yet the teaching of the Buddha is simple: ‘Cease to do evil, learn to do good. Purify your own mind.’  Dhp v183
‘Both formerly & now, it is only dukkha that I describe, and the cessation of dukkha .’  SN 22:86
‘No single English word adequately captures the full depth, range, and subtlety of the crucial Pali term dukkha. Over the years, many translations of the word have been used ("stress," "unsatisfactoriness," "suffering," etc.). Each has its own merits in a given context. There is value in not letting oneself get too comfortable with any one particular translation of the word, since the entire thrust of Buddhist practice is the broadening and deepening of one's understanding of dukkha until its roots are finally exposed and eradicated once and for all. One helpful rule of thumb: as soon as you think you've found the single best translation for the word, think again: for no matter how you describe dukkha, it's always deeper, subtler, and more unsatisfactory than that.’  ‘Dukkha’ Access to Insight.

‘Now this, monks, is the noble truth of stress: Birth is stressful, ageing is stressful, death is stressful; sorrow, lamentation, pain, distress, & despair are stressful; association with the unbeloved is stressful, separation from the loved is stressful, not getting what is wanted is stressful. In short, the five clinging-aggregates are stressful’ SN 56: 11

If others criticize the Dhamma

"If, bhikkhus, others speak in dispraise of me, or in dispraise of the Dhamma, or in dispraise of the Sangha, you should not give way to resentment, displeasure, or animosity against them in your heart. For if you were to become angry or upset in such a situation, you would only be creating an obstacle for yourselves. If you were to become angry or upset when others speak in dispraise of us, would you be able to recognize whether their statements are rightly or wrongly spoken?"

"Certainly not, Lord."

"If, bhikkhus, others speak in dispraise of me, or in dispraise of the Dhamma, or in dispraise of the Sangha, you should unravel what is false and point it out as false, saying: 'For such and such a reason this is false, this is untrue, there is no such thing in us, this is not found among us.'

 "And if, bhikkhus, others speak in praise of me, or in praise of the Dhamma, or in praise of the Sangha, you should not give way to jubilation, joy, and exultation in your heart. For if you were to become jubilant, joyful, and exultant in such a situation, you would only be creating an obstacle for yourselves. If others speak in praise of me, or in praise of the Dhamma, or in praise of the Sangha, you should acknowledge what is fact as fact, saying: 'For such and such a reason this is a fact, this is true, there is such a thing in us, this is found among us.'  DN 1

Personal responsibility
‘You yourself must make the effort, the awakened only point the way.’ Dhp v276

‘Therefore, Ananda, each of you should remain with yourself as an island, yourself as your refuge, without anything else as a refuge. Remain with the Dhamma as an island, the Dhamma as your refuge, without anything else as a refuge.’  SN 47:13
‘Who else but the self can be master of self?  With self well-controlled there is no other master.’ Dhp v160

‘Whatever a monk keeps pursuing with his thinking & pondering, that becomes the inclination of his awareness.’  MN 19
Leave others to their own practice
‘Do not remark on the faults of others but see what you yourself have done or left undone.  Then overlook the faults of others.’  Dhp v50

‘Your work is to discover what your work should be and not to neglect it for another’s.  Clearly discover your work and attend to it with all your heart.’  Dhp v166

You have the resources
‘Yet it is just within this fathom-long body, with its perception & intellect, that I declare that there is the cosmos, the origination of the cosmos, the cessation of the cosmos, and the path of practice leading to the cessation of the cosmos’  AN 4:45

‘All that we are is the result of our thoughts; it is founded on our thoughts and made up of our thoughts.  With our thoughts we make the world.’  Dhp v1
Cul-de-sacs
‘So, Malunkyaputta, remember what is undeclared by me as undeclared, and what is declared by me as declared. And what is undeclared by me? 'The cosmos is eternal,' is undeclared by me. 'The cosmos is not eternal,' is undeclared by me. 'The cosmos is finite'... 'The cosmos is infinite'... 'The soul & the body are the same'... 'The soul is one thing and the body another'... 'After death a Tathagata exists'... 'After death a Tathagata does not exist'... 'After death a Tathagata both exists & does not exist'... 'After death a Tathagata neither exists nor does not exist,' is undeclared by me.

"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.

"And what is declared by me? 'This is stress,' is declared by me. 'This is the origination of stress,' is declared by me. 'This is the cessation of stress,' is declared by me. 'This is the path of practice leading to the cessation of stress,' is declared by me. And why are they declared by me? Because they are connected with the goal, are fundamental to the holy life. They lead to disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, calming, direct knowledge, self-awakening, Unbinding. That's why they are declared by me.’ MN 63

‘This is how he attends inappropriately: 'Was I in the past? Was I not in the past? What was I in the past? How was I in the past? Having been what, what was I in the past? Shall I be in the future? Shall I not be in the future? What shall I be in the future? How shall I be in the future? Having been what, what shall I be in the future?' Or else he is inwardly perplexed about the immediate present: 'Am I? Am I not? What am I? How am I? Where has this being come from? Where is it bound?' MN 2

‘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.’  SN 56:31
You aren’t asked to accept the teachings without question
‘So, as I said, Kalamas: 'Don't go by reports, by legends, by traditions, by scripture, by logical conjecture, by inference, by analogies, by agreement through pondering views, by probability, or by the thought, "This contemplative is our teacher." When you know for yourselves that, "These qualities are unskillful; these qualities are blameworthy; these qualities are criticized by the wise; these qualities, when adopted & carried out, lead to harm & to suffering" — then you should abandon them.' Thus was it said. And in reference to this was it said.’  AN 3:65

Thanissaro Bhikku's note to AN 3:65: Although this discourse is often cited as the Buddha's carte blanche for following one's own sense of right and wrong, it actually says something much more rigorous than that. Traditions are not to be followed simply because they are traditions. Reports (such as historical accounts or news) are not to be followed simply because the source seems reliable. One's own preferences are not to be followed simply because they seem logical or resonate with one's feelings. Instead, any view or belief must be tested by the results it yields when put into practice; and — to guard against the possibility of any bias or limitations in one's understanding of those results — they must further be checked against the experience of people who are wise. The ability to question and test one's beliefs in an appropriate way is called appropriate attention. The ability to recognize and choose wise people as mentors is called having admirable friends. According to Iti 16-17, these are, respectively, the most important internal and external factors for attaining the goal of the practice. For further thoughts on how to test a belief in practice, see MN 61, MN 95, AN 7.79, and AN 8.53. For thoughts on how to judge whether another person is wise, see MN 110, AN 4.192, and AN 8.54.
Summary of the Path
‘And this, monks, is the noble truth of the way of practice leading to the cessation of stress: precisely this Noble Eightfold Path — right view, right resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration.’  SN 56:11

When to abandon the Path
The Blessed One said: "Suppose a man were travelling along a path. He would see a great expanse of water, with the near shore dubious & risky, the further shore secure & free from risk, but with neither a ferryboat nor a bridge going from this shore to the other. The thought would occur to him, 'Here is this great expanse of water, with the near shore dubious & risky, the further shore secure & free from risk, but with neither a ferryboat nor a bridge going from this shore to the other. What if I were to gather grass, twigs, branches, & leaves and, having bound them together to make a raft, were to cross over to safety on the other shore in dependence on the raft, making an effort with my hands & feet?' Then the man, having gathered grass, twigs, branches, & leaves, having bound them together to make a raft, would cross over to safety on the other shore in dependence on the raft, making an effort with his hands & feet. Having crossed over to the further shore, he might think, 'How useful this raft has been to me! For it was in dependence on this raft that, making an effort with my hands & feet, I have crossed over to safety on the further shore. Why don't I, having hoisted it on my head or carrying on my back, go wherever I like?' What do you think, monks: Would the man, in doing that, be doing what should be done with the raft?"   "No, lord."   MN 22
Back to the beginning  
“The practice begins with a question: ‘What, when I do it, will lead to my long-term welfare and happiness?’”  Thanissaro Bhikkhu

‘We are here to see how the mind is creating unnecessary suffering for itself and to learn how to stop doing it.’  Thanissaro Bhikkhu

Abbreviations

DN – Digha Nikaya
MN – Majjhima Nikaya
SN – Samyutta Nikaya


AN – Anguttara Nikaya 
Iti – Itivuttaka

Dhp – Dhammapada

All the above suttas and more can be found at   http://www.accesstoinsight.org/
Many useful essays, books, and talks can be found at   http://www.dhammatalks.org/
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