GOOD QUESTION GOOD ANSWER
Written by Ven. S. Dhammika, translated by Ven.Votano Sophan Seng

[1]
What is Buddhism?

What is Buddhism?

The name Buddhism comes from the word 'budhi’
which means 'to wake up' and thus Buddhism is the
philosophy of awakening. This philosophy has its origins
in the experience of the man Siddhartha Gotama, known
as the Buddha, who was himself awakened at the age of
35. Buddhism is now 2,547 years old and has about 500
million followers worldwide. Until a hundred years ago
Buddhism was mainly an Asian philosophy but
increasingly it is gaining adherents in Europe, Australia
and America.

So Buddhism is just a philosophy?

The word philosophy comes from two words 'philo’
which means 'love' and 'sophia’ which means 'wisdom'. So
philosophy is the love of wisdom or love and wisdom,
both meanings describe Buddhism perfectly. Buddhism
teaches that we should try to develop our intellectual
capacity to the fullest so that we can understand clearly. It
also teaches us to develop love and kindness so that we
can be like a true friend to all beings. So Buddhism is a
philosophy but not just a philosophy. It is the supreme
philosophy.
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Who was the Buddha?

In the year 624 B.C. a baby was born into a royal
family in northern India. He grew up in wealth and luxury
but eventually found that worldly comforts and security
do not guarantee happiness. He was deeply moved by the
suffering he saw all around and resolved to find the key to
human happiness. When he was 29 he left his wife and
child and set off to sit at the feet of the great religious
teachers of the day to learn from them. They taught him
much but none really knew the cause of human suffering
and how it could be overcome. Eventually, after six years
study and meditation he had an experience in which all
ignorance fell away and he suddenly understood.

From that day onwards, he was called the Buddha,
the Awakened One. He lived for another 45 years in
which time he traveled all over the northern India teaching
others what he had discovered. His compassion and
patience were legendary and he had thousands of
followers. In his eightieth year, old and sick, but still
happy and at peace, he finally passed away.
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Was the Buddha a god?

No, he was not. He did not claim that he was a god,
the child of a god or even the messenger from a god. He
was a man who perfected himself and taught that if we
follow his example, we could perfect ourselves also.

If the Buddha is not a god, then why do people worship
him?

There are different types of worship. When
someone worships a god, they praise him or her, making
offerings and ask for favours, believing that the god will
hear their praise, receive their offerings and answer their
prayers. Buddhists do not indulge in this kind of worship.
The other kind of worship is when we show respect to
someone or something we admire. When a teacher walks
into a room we stand up, when we meet a dignitary we
bow and greet, when the national anthem is played we
salute. These are all gestures of respect and worship and
indicate our admiration for persons and things. This is the
type of worship Buddhist practise. A statue of the Buddha
with its hands rested gently in its lap and its
compassionate smile reminds us to strive to develop peace
and love within ourselves. The perfume of incense
reminds us of the pervading influence of virtue,

rIIY  SgEgE: December 23, 2003

15 108 A6 80y 2

1§, [nengSsivsmungisnis 1 [neEpSsituEMoI[N:
HYMMGISN MU pIvadmEen  yignsiciuedmgien e
sy ot UTY RENWw P eER A GIwu ) souTIDHIE |
mAjeay  nmoBtuTynmwg s
1011888 i68MEIEISI1E  GAUING (UL RS I 1Y ?

HISTHYMZ Ui [BRUNY UNUEANMYIAYMMEIEN A
MmN A ety pistis im  fruseSinnsBu mgigtegh  ufmin
SUSISNBUMAJEUITT  §§0US IeiNNBBUAUAHS Iy Ayl
JURJIR Y 0§ m%ma%”ﬁ%séztﬁ’gtgﬁgmtsmmmJ’gm‘fﬁma: y
miyhegingnimundnadisnesim mém:s mmgiiy inf
yintauibiGneondre mu i mougnisid mnns
g INUDEGU R egpisnmgInnbui nuajl  nuigamRany
vighitDuaswmm e elsedis:A diunusismm mstymas
B (U MU MM o es nUg ARt e g
g insismyminunganednasuBuf g pengulettn
B8 [UEIATNgEIs i1 B a By [URviEIwE i
ﬁ%‘iﬂ“jﬁiﬁﬁtmmmwwmﬁﬁfgjmlgmﬁﬁmémmﬁﬁmemjtmgﬁ

gsutdu g A8 yuIuaguiGnudug)pn phug ifginisgnnas,

ﬁﬁi[,mmmﬁqesismm (852 é.gz%as: (ﬁ?@%{,ﬁsmjﬁ?m)



the candles reminds us of light of knowledge and the
flowers which soon fade and die, reminds us of
impermanence. When we bow, we express our gratitude to
the Buddha for what his teachings have given us. This is
the nature of Buddhist worship.

But I have heard people say that Buddhists worship
idols.

Such statements only reflect the misunderstanding
of the persons who make them. The dictionary defines an
idol as "an image or statue worshipped as a god". As we
have seen, Buddhist do not believe that the Buddha was a
god, so how could they possibly believe that a piece of
wood or metal is a god? All religions use symbols to
express various concepts. In Taoism, the ying-yang is
used to symbolise the harmony between opposites. In
Sikhism, the sword is used to symbolise spiritual struggle.
In Christianity, the fish is used to symbolise his sacrifice.
And in Buddhism, the statue of the Buddha also reminds
us of the human dimension in Buddhist teaching, the fact
that Buddhism is man-centred, not god-centred, that we
must look within not without to find perfection and
understanding. So to say that Buddhist worship idols is
not correct.
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If Buddhism is so good why are some Buddhist countries
poor?

If by poor you mean economically poor, then it is
true that some Buddhist countries are poor. But if by poor
you mean a poor quality of life, then perhaps some
Buddhist countries are quite rich. America, for example, is
an economically rich and powerful country but the crime
rate is one of the highest in the world, millions of old
people are neglected by their children and die of
loneliness in old people's homes, domestic violence and
child abuse are major problems. One in three marriages
end in divorce, pornography is easily available. Rich in
terms of money but perhaps poor in terms of the quality of
life.

Now if you look at some traditional Buddhist
countries you find a very different situation. Parents are
honoured and respected by their children, the crime rates
are relatively low, divorce and suicide are rare and
traditional values like gentleness, generosity, hospitality to
strangers, tolerance and respect for others are still strong.
Economically backward, but perhaps a higher quality of
life than a country like America.
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But even if we judge Buddhist countries in terms of
economics alone, one of the wealthiest and most
economically dynamic countries in the world today is
Japan where 93% of the population call themselves
Buddhist.

Why is it that you don't often hear of charitable work
being done by Buddhists?

Perhaps it is because Buddhists don't feel the need
to boast about the good they do. Several years ago the
Japanese Buddhist leader Nikkho Nirwano received the
Templeton Prize for his work in promoting inter-religious
harmony. Likewise a Thai Buddhist monk was recently
awarded the prestigious Magsaysay Prize for his excellent
work among drug addicts.

In 1987 another Thai monk, Ven.Kantayapiwat was
awarded the Norwegian Children's Peace Prize for his
many years work helping homeless children in rural areas.
And what about the large scale social work being done
among the poor in India by the Western Buddhist Order?
They have built schools, child minding-centres,
dispensaries and small scale industries for self-sufficiency.
Buddhist see help given to others as an expression of their
religious practice
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just as other religions do but they believe that it should be
done quietly and without self-promotion. Thus you don't
hear so much about their charitable work.

Why are there so many different types of Buddhism?

There are many different types of sugar: brown
sugar, white sugar, rock sugar, syrup and icing sugar but it
is all sugar and it all tastes sweet. It is produced in
different forms so that it can be used in different ways.
Buddhism is the same: there is Theravada Buddhism, Zen
Buddhism, Pure Land Buddhism, Yogacara Buddhism and
Vajrayana Buddhism but it is all Buddhism and it all has
the same taste - the taste of freedom.

Buddhism has evolved into different forms so that
it can be relevant to the different cultures in which it
exists. It has been reinterpreted over the centuries so that it
can remain relevant to each new generation. Outwardly,
the types of Buddhism may seem very different but at the
centre of all of them is the Four Noble Truths and the
Eightfold Path. All major religions, Buddhism included,
have split into schools and sects. But the different sects of
Buddhism have never gone to war with each other and to
this day, they go to each other's temples and
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worship together. Such tolerance and understanding is
certainly rare.

Is Buddhism scientific?

Before we answer that question it would be best to
define the word 'science'. Science, according to the
dictionary is: "knowledge which can be made into a
system, which depends upon seeing and testing facts and
stating general natural laws, a branch of such knowledge,
anything that can be studied exactly". There are aspects of
Buddhism that would not fit into this definition but the
central teachings of Buddhism, the Four Noble Truths,
most certainly would. Suffering, the First Noble Truth, is
an experience that can be defined, experienced and
measured. The Second Noble Truth states that suffering
has a natural cause, craving, which likewise can be
defined, experienced and measured. No attempted is made
to explain suffering in terms of a metaphysical concept or
myths. Suffering is ended, according to the Third Noble
Truth, not by relying on upon a supreme being, by faith or
by prayers but simply by removing its cause. This is
axiomatic. The Fourth Noble Truth, the way to end
suffering, once again, has nothing to do with metaphysics
but depends on behaving in specific ways.

mIkIHY  SgEgs: December 23, 2003

uBuf e eusThg 9RUGRHM NUNAUNY GG A [pEh

menMey
18 [0 § 108 16BN T TG]1071 [f18 7
YBBUITLUS Jednn I8 NMM UG MR g Anas wy

WMATENe [y IMEIGRIR[AY T8N [pUEIsEWE Ginn:

a

d
Butaumoufing pistum prwnminidumoeiiosd 8

a

Wmonwms wigsimegnongmfgisT meanadinn:du

yiHUMBOnns fumimMoms 1 w18 [FJ9: U [engaUIcUs

idugsy puuisimuswusws:  Immnjis iatiduagas

o '

UGB IUAI [Ne0)g AURARTI AT T BB U AN TS N6V [fY

o o a Yy

giniEn v sty otusisanminasitunbumotan

~

D

[5%%

a a va ' a a al
BWHRWIIAINERBI NUMS 1 HIWwG:sb  URNmEIUGH

gusIgmengmMAnoioinsidumhingnosantiwys

-

W GniieEsiaNasuins 1 InSsMBUEsmMINIUENs U

nisTRuARNWMUIBRAS cUSTHIYIS TGS NUNUMBHTW

o

=
(GRS
o
55

(UG E MicUBHS NRUMBONANSIENWTsH [FTWIS UM SHA 1]

=

W el ginwmmEyInigiegl  inanenognew

o

AUABIES NIV IBIU Y I8 ANDIIAGNAJE s D
Hiwegs cAvMisTinmiiuns fgpmggiig) ammuminniu

§am pUwuUIBRs cgs TN TR T powntmivdug g

ﬁﬁi{,mmmﬁqesismm (852 é.gz%as: (ﬁ?@%{,ﬁsmjﬁ?m)



And once again behaviour is open to testing. Buddhism
dispenses with the concept of a supreme being, as does
science, and explains the origins and workings of the
universe in terms of natural law. All of this certainly
exhibits a scientific spirit. Once again, the Buddha's
constant advice that we should not blindly believe but
rather question, examine, inquire and rely on our own
experience, has a definite scientific ring to it. He says:

"Do not go by revelation or tradition, do not go by
rumour, or the sacred scriptures, do not go by hearsay or
mere logic, do not go by bias towards a notion or by
another person's seeming ability and do not go by the idea
'He is our teacher'. But when you yourself know that a
thing is good, that it is not blamable, that it is praised by
the wise and when practised and observed that it leads to
happiness, then follow that thing."

So we could say that although Buddhism in not
entirely scientific, it certainly has a strong overtone and is
certainly more scientific than any other religion. It is
significant that Albert Einstein, the greatest scientist of the
twentieth century said of Buddhism:

"The religion of the future will be a cosmic
religion. It should transcend a personal God and avoid
dogmas and theology. Covering both natural and
spiritual, it should be based on a religious sense arising
from the experience of all things, natural and spiritual
and a meaningful unity. Buddhism answers this
description. If there is any religion that would cope with
modern scientific needs, it would be Buddhism."
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