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Background Information on Buddhism

Directions: The following information will help your group create a character collage on Buddhism. Each group
member reads 2 section of the handout and leads a discussion of the questions following that section.

Buddhism is a belief system based on the life and teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, known
as the Buddha. Gautama was a prince who lived in India from 563 to 483 B.C. According to
legend, Gautama led a luxurious and sheltered life in his palace. One day his comfortable
life was shattered when he saw a man who was very sick, another who was old and feeble,
and a third who had died. Gautama realized that life was an endless cycle of pain, and the
only way to escape it was by seeking wisdom. So, Gautama left the palace and for six years
tried to find wisdom through harsh discipline and suffering. For days at a time he ate only a
single grain of rice each day. Despite his efforts, Gautama felt only pain, not wisdom and
insight about life. Finally, at the age of 35, after meditating deeply for many days in the
shade of a tree, Gautama suddenly felt that the truth about life became clear to him.
Thereafter, he was known as the Buddha, or the “Enlightened One.”

St%pd!}ere * Who was the Buddha?
and disciss « why did Gautama begin his quest for wisdom and truth?

[l%:’ * How did he discover the truth about life?

Many of the important foundations of Buddhism were stated in a sermon the Buddha gave
shortly after his meditative experience. Buddha taught these four main ideas, known as the

Four Noble Truths.

* First Noble Truth Suffering and sorrow are part of life. The Buddha believed people
everywhere were subject to pain, sickness, and death.

e Second Noble Truth The cause of suffering and sorrow is people’s self-centered desires.

People seek pleasure that cannot last and leads only to more suffering. If people did not
want wealth, power, pleasure, and fame, they would not be disappointed and unhappy

when they do not have these things.

 Third Noble Truth The way to escape suffering is to overcome desires and reach a state
of “not wanting.”

 Fourth Noble Truth People can overcome their desires and reach the state of
enlightenment (release from pain and selfishness), or nirvana, by following the Middle
Path. The Middle Path involves leading an ethical (morally correct), compassionate life, in
which one meditates and participates in rituals.

St%pdhere * Summarize the Four Noble Truths in your own words.
andaiseuss — , what do Buddhists believe causes suffering in life?

@ e How does a person follow the Middle Path?
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The Middle Path offered people practical guidelines for how to end suffering. The
guidelines were known as the Eightfold Path, which those who sought enlightenment had to
master one step at a time, like ascending (going up) a staircase. According to the Buddha,
the steps of the Eightfold Path included right knowledge, right purpose, right speech, right
action, right living, right effort, right mindfulness, and right meditation. By following the
Eightfold Path, anyone could attain nirvana and escape suffering. In addition, the Buddha
believed in a cycle of rebirth—that individuals were reincarnated (reborn in another body
without memories from previous lives) and subjected to lifetimes of suffering until they

reached enlightenment.

St%pdf!efe » What is the Eightfold Path?
A oS« According to the Buddha, what happens to people who do not reach

[@ enlightenment?

In the years after the Buddha’s death, there were two important developments in Buddhism.
First, Buddhism evolved from a philosophy of life into a religion. In many branches of
Buddhism, the Buddha is now worshipped as a god and Buddhists pray to Buddha, asking
him to help them reach enlightenment. Second, travelers and missionaries spread Buddhism,
and it became a major religion throughout East Asia. Buddhism was brought to China in
A.D. 200 by Buddhist monks and traders, who traveled from India and Central Asia to China.
In the centuries that followed, Buddhism grew in popularity until its influence rivaled that of
the major native Chinese belief systems, Confucianism and Daoism.

Despite efforts starting in 1949 by the Communist government to repress (prevent or put
down) Buddhism—such as arresting Buddhist monks and priests and closing Buddhist
monasteries and temples—it continues to be an important religion in China. In the mid
1970s the Chinese government allowed a limited revival of Buddhist institutions. In modern
times, Buddhist rituals continue to be followed in many important ceremonies.

Stop d’?ef e * How did Buddhism change after the Buddha’s death?
ane /scyss * When and how did Buddhism reach China?
[@: *.What role does Buddhism play in Chinese society today?

Quotes from the Teachings of the Buddha

Quote 1: “Like fish caught in a net, desires trap us as we swim downstream in the violent
flood of birth and death. Turn away from desires and leap out of the torrent...of misery.”

Quote 2: “The mind is flighty, and hard to grasp; the mind pursues all its desires. To tame
the mind is great goodness. Subdue the mind and know tranquility.”

Quote 3: “Diligently cultivate moral precepts, concentration, and wisdom. Put an end to
greed, hatred, and stupidity.”



Directions: The following information will help your group create a character collage on Confucianism. Each group
member reads a section of the handout and leads a discussion of the questions following that section.

Confucianism is a belief system based on the teachings of Kong Fu Zi (called Confucius by
Europeans), who lived in China from 551 to 479 B.C. Confucius lived when the Zhou
empire, which had provided peace and stability for centuries, was weakening. With no
central authority in control, war between provincial lords increased and poverty and crime
rose. This violence and moral decay troubled Confucius. Confucius urged people to uphold
the great traditions and customs of the past, so society could again be well ordered. To return
to the past, he suggested a code of conduct based on strict moral ideas.

The Confucian code of conduct stressed virtues (good actions), or /i, such as respect, loyalty,
honesty, hard work, politeness, and generosity. It also established five basic relationships
that created a hierarchical (ordered) society: (1) ruler and subject, (2) parent and child,

(3) husband and wife, (4) elder sibling (brother or sister) and younger sibling, and (5) friend
and friend. In each relationship, individuals had responsibilities and duties toward one
another. The fifth relationship was the only one in which the persons were considered equals
and had equal responsibility to respect and aid each other in times of difficulty. By contrast,
in the first four relationships, one person was viewed as superior and worthy of respect and
obedience. In turn, this superior person was expected to set a good example of moral
behavior. According to Confucius, evil rulers were responsible for evil actions of their
subjects. Similarly, a father was responsible for his children’s good or bad behavior.

g;%P d?sere » What problems was Confucius concerned about?
CUSS 4 What behaviors did the Confucian code of conduct stress?
[@ « What were the responsibilities of individuals in each of the five basic
relationships?

Because the family was the basic unit of Chinese society, Confucius emphasized family
relationships. He stressed filial piety, or repaying the kindness of one’s parents, elders, and
family ancestors. A child was supposed to be absolutely loyal to and obedient and respectful
of his or her parents. In return, parents were obligated to provide for the child and raise him
or her with proper manners and respect for others. Younger siblings were supposed to
respect and obey their older siblings; older siblings were expected to be responsible and
model good behavior. In addition, a wife was supposed to love and obey her husband
absolutely, and the husband, in turn, was obliged to provide for and be good to his wife.
Confucianism perceived women as inferior—as a child, a girl was supposed to obey her
father; as a wife, a woman was supposed to obey her husband; and when she was old and her
children were grown, a mother was supposed to obey her sons. |
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Sf%P &her e « In your own words, what is filial piety?
angdeetss According to Confucius, what are the responsibilities of each family

[[%:‘ member?

Confucius believed that if everyone behaved according to /i in their relationships, society as
a whole would be peaceful and harmonious. He believed that the emperor had to provide
good leadership and set an example of how to live a virtuous (morally good) and responsible
life. If he was a wise and just ruler, his subjects would be obedient, and there would be
harmony (peace and good will) in the government. Likewise, if children respected and
obeyed their parents, wives respected their husbands, and younger siblings obeyed older
siblings, family life would be peaceful. If everyone at every level in society obeyed the li
appropriate to their situation, police, jails, and war would not be necessary because everyone
would naturally do what was best for the community.

Confucian philosophy strongly influences much of Chinese society today. Most families still
operate according to Confucian principles, and children are expected to be loyal and obey
their parents. The elderly are treated with great reverence (honor) and respect by the young.
Government is still controlled by an elite (top) few; there has never been a democracy in
China. Throughout China—in government, business, and many families—society is still
governed by hierarchical relationships between superiors and inferiors.

Stop here * According to Confucius, what would make society harmonious?

nd disct . . .
anguss * How does Confucianism influence Chinese society today?

Quotes from the Teachings of Confucius

Quote 1: “Be respectful at home, serious at work, faithful in human relations. Even if you
go to uncivilized areas, these virtues [good qualities] are not to be abandoned.”

Quote 2: “Seeing that our body, with hair and skin, is derived from our parents, we should
not allow it to be injured in any way. This is the beginning of filial respect [repaying a
parent’s kindness]. We develop our own character and practice the way so as to perpetuate
our name for future generations, and to bring honor to our parents.”

Quote 3: “Lead the people with governmental measures and regulate them by law and
punishment, and they will avoid wrongdoing but will have no sense of honor and shame.
Lead them with virtue and regulate them by the rules of propriety [li], and they will have a
sense of shame and, moreover, set themselves right.”
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Background Information on Daoism

Directions: The following information will help your group create a character collage on Daoism. Each group
member reads a section of the handout and leads a discussion of the questions following that section.

Daoism (pronounced DOW-ism) is a belief system based largely on the Daodejing, or “The
Way and Its Power,” a sacred text that many believe was written by Laozi (pronounced LAU-
2zz), a legendary sage (wise person). Laozi, whose Chinese name translates to “wise, old
master,” is believed to have lived from 606 to 530 B.C. and to have been the first Daoist
philosopher. Laozi lived during troubled times in China. The Zhou empire was weakening
and could not assure security for the Chinese people. Laozi concluded that people should be
able to find happiness and peace within themselves, rather than depending on success and
wealth. He wrote the Daodejing to guide people on how to live and find happiness.

Laozi thought the goal of life was to achieve oneness with the Dao (the Way), a universal
force connected to nature that cannot be defined, only experienced and felt. Daoism teaches
that humans should see themselves as part of nature. The only true rules and laws, according
to Laozi, are the rules and laws of nature, or Dao. To discover how to behave, Daoists
believe people should observe nature and try to live in harmony with it. To discover how
nature acts, taught Laozi, sit by a river, feel a breeze, and observe a drifting cloud. In doing
s0, one notices that nothing in nature strives for fame, power, or knowledge. The river, the
breeze, and the stream move without effort because they follow the Dao, the way of nature
that guides all things. Similarly, a simple creature like a squirtel is naturally wise because it
does not argue or strive for personal glory. The squirrel simply follows the Dao of its nature.

Likewise, Laozi felt that the small agricultural villages in which most Chinese lived were

ideal communities. These villages had little government or formal education systems, and
villagers lived in harmony with the agricultural cycles on which their lives depended. He

believed that these communities would remain happy and prosperous if left to themselves,
rather than controlled by intellectuals and government officials. '

Stop here * How did Laozi believe that people should find happiness?

anddSOUSS , What s the Dao? &

l]gb * According to Daoists, how should people discover how to behave?
 Why did Laozi feel small agricultural villages were ideal communities?

According to Laozi, to achieve oneness with the Dao, individuals should contemplate (think
about) nature and lead a balanced life in tune with nature. Daoism teaches that harmony
comes from balancing the opposite forces of nature, called yin and yang. A classic Daoist
metaphor is a simple bowl: the yang is the clay that makes up the bowl, but the bowl’s true
usefulness lies in the yin, the empty space, the nothing at its center. Laozi taught that it is
impossible to have good without bad, beauty without ugliness, or pleasure without pain.
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Because Daoists see good and bad as connected they try to accept both, neither bragging
about good fortune nor complaining about bad fortune. All things that occur are accepted as

part of the balance of yin and yang, . -

top h : -
gnd d‘,seggs s * What are yin and yang? .
* Why do Daoists accept all things that occur? _ L

ISy

Laozi was opposed to organized government, but he knew that lords and emperors would not
disappear and leave people to govern themselves. Rather, he believed that the Dao contained
rules by which rulers should govern. The most important principle of Daoism for the ruler to
follow was what Laozi called wuwei (pronounced woo-way), which translates as “action -
through non-action.” Rather than attempting to take control and guide the people, a ruler
should take very little action and only support the people in achieving what they naturally
desire. Just as a farmer cannot force a plant to grow, Laozi thought that a ruler.cannot force
the people to prosper. A plant grows best on its own, and excessive prodding from the
farmer only hurts it. Likewise, people already know how to live, and a ruler who makes t0o
many laws will only interfere and cause problems. Daoists believe the principle of wuwei

can be applied to all areas of life.

Since Laozi’s time, Daoist philosophy has been an important influence on Chinese culture,
and it continues to be. Chinese people have survived difficult periods in recent Chinese
hlstory by practicing wuwei, not trying to take control of the situation, but rather waiting for
the situation to pass. One can also see Daoist influence in how nature is portrayed in _
Chinese landscape paintings, which show serene mountains (yin) contrasted with violent
storms (yang). The paintings often include humans, but always as small beings living in
harmony W1th a natural world, which is deplcted as larger and more powerful. '

Stop here « How dld Laozi believe a ruler should rule?
and discuss What is wuwei? How does it relate to Daoism?

[@:  How does Daoism influence Chinese society today?

Quotes from the Teachings of Laozi

Quote 1: “Highest good is like water. Because water excels in benefiting the myriad
creatures without contending with them and settles where none would like to be, it comes

close to the Way.”
Quote 2: “The more laws and edicts are zmposed the more thieves and bandits there
will be.” .
PR

Quote 3: “Of the best rulers the people only' know that they exist; the next best they love and
praise; the next they fear; and the next they revile. .When the best rulers have done their

task, the people all remark, ‘We have done it ourselves!’”



