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Buddhism & Christianity


Religion is probably as old as time immemorial. Ever since people have been around, we have been adhering to some sort of rule or way of life. In some sense, this could imply that religion has always been apart of us. 


I have always assumed that Judaism, Christianity and Islam arrived before Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism. However, in order of age, it turns out that Hinduism came before Judaism, followed by Buddhism, Christianity, Islam and finally Sikhism
. For the sake of simplicity, I will be focussing on several aspects of Buddhism and Christianity.


Religion almost always comes hand in hand with messengers and prophets. These conveyors of the ‘message’ have, somewhere along the line, been confused as the founders of that religion or as God himself.


 The title Buddha or The Enlightened One, was given to a man from India called Siddharta Gautama around eleven hundred years after the arrival of Abraham. In fact, he had many ‘names’ or titles. Siddharta was the name he was born with, Gautama was his clan name and Buddha was his official title. However, he is also referred to as Shakyamuni or the sage of the Shakya tribe and Bodhisattva or, being capable of enlightenment. Some people even referred to him as Bhagavan or Tathagata which roughly means Lord. One thing to note is that he never declared or called himself god. In fact, he had always told his followers to regard him as nothing more than a teacher. 


Siddharta was born a prince around 563 BCE
 at a time when India was plagued by poverty and hardship. His father, the ruler of that area, naturally tried to shield him from this by surrounding him with a life luxury and comfort. However, one day, he managed to escape his gilded cage. The four events
 he encountered beyond the castle walls were to have a permanent effect on his life. Instead of returning to the castle, he made The Great Renunciation where he left his life of luxury to become a wandering ascetic in the hopes of finding true enlightenment. At around thirty five years of age, he earned the right to be called Buddha, the Enlightened One. 


According to Buddhist stories, Buddha was asked by the Indian god Brahma to teach the world about the Dharma (truth) that he had found. One of the focal points in his first sermon was the dangers of self-denial and self-indulgence, the importance of meditation, morality and wisdom as a cure for overcoming life’s hardship, and that no one should follow him if they did not fully understand the reasoning behind his every actions. He also talked about the Four Noble Truths
 and the Noble Eightfold Path
. 


In the Christian gospels, Jesus was born in Bethlehem to Mary and Joseph. Growing up in the town of Nazareth, he was referred to as Jesus of Nazareth. At the time of his birth, Bethlehem was under Roman
 rule. Until he met John the Baptist at around the age of thirty, the story of his life is virtually unknown. 


John the Baptist, a Jew in search for the Kingdom of God, met Jesus on one of his wanderings as a preacher. Jesus was so fascinated by what John had to say and before long was baptised
. For the next two years or so, Jesus travelled the lands preaching what he felt Judaism was and what it could and should be. During his stint as a preacher and healer, he managed to make enemies out of the “…Pharisees, Sadducees and scribes” (Grant, 1977) and even Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee and Peraea (Grant, 1977). So what was it about Jesus that made him such powerful enemies?


Nothing Jesus preached went against the Torah or the Jewish way of life. He was a good Jew who worshipped in the synagogue and observed all the Jewish festivals. However, the fact that he claimed to be the Messiah who would establish the Kingdom of God was what made him fall from grace. A few days after his proclamation, Jesus was arrested, tried for rebellion (John 19:12) and sedition (John 11:47-51) and crucified. The gospels go on to say that three days after his death, his disciples swore that they not only saw him and shared a meal with him, but also saw his “…bodily ascension into Heaven from the Mount of Olives…”
 (Cole & Morgan, 1984).


Both Buddhism and Christianity have its holy scriptures. These scriptures are the written form of the revelations or teachings that were spread by the prophets and messengers of that religion. In Buddhism, there exists one canon of laws and two scriptures: the Pali Canon, the Mahayana Scripture, and the Tibetan (Vajrayana) scripture. In Christianity, the Bible is divided into the Old Testament and the New Testament. It must be taken into account that the Christian Bible includes the (complete) Jewish Bible and that the New Testament was only later added to this.


The Pali Canon or the Tripitaka comprises of three sections
 and many claim it to be the most complete of the Buddhist scripture. The three sections are the Sutra Pitaka which are a compilation of dialogues, the Vinaya Pitaka which are a compilation of rules of conduct and the Abhidharma Pitaka which deals with a higher level of the rules of conduct. 


The Sutra Pitaka is a collection of five sections which divide into even more sections. All these sections deal with dialogues held between the Buddha and his disciples and followers. The Vinaya Pitaka contains two hundred and twenty seven rules and codes of conduct for monks and nuns. Some of these rules and codes of conduct include never claiming spiritual powers which one does not possess, staying away from sexual intercourse and a limit on the number of items owned. Finally, the Adhidharma Pitaka, which translates roughly into higher Dharma (Cole & Morgan, 1984) deals with a more critical approach to the Pali Canon and contains critical examinations of the meanings of words, passages and ideas and can be considered the handbook of Pali Canon. 


The Mahayana and Vajyarana scriptures contain much of the material that is already in the Pali Canon. However, the difference between these scriptures and the Pali Canon is the order of the material, the different interpretations within the text and additional Sutras. These Sutras are the Vimalikirti Nirdesa Sutra, the Prajnaparamita Sutra, the Saddharmapundarika Sutra, the Sukhavati Sutra and the Lankavatara Sutra. These Sutras each deal with issues like the perfection of wisdom, the true laws and obtaining true happiness.


Apart from the Jewish Bible, The New Testament, or The Letters of Paul were Christianity’s first writings (Cole & Morgan, 1984). These letters were addressed to churches in Greece and Asia Minor that he had already established reminding them of the teachings they had previously received
. 


The New Testament contains four gospels, the synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke and the gospel of John. These gospels are not biographies. They are not about Jesus, the man but are about Jesus, the Messiah and Son of God, sent by God to be man’s saviour (Cole & Morgan, 1984). It is not surprising to learn that the first Gospel was not produced until about thirty years after Jesus’ ministry. This is because Jesus, being a rabbi, did not write books but preached to his disciples. These disciples in turn would teach their disciples. So who wrote the gospels if not the disciples? Many agree that the gospels were written not by, for example, the Apostles Mark and Luke, but at the behest of Christian communities. However, the actual authors of these gospels are still unknown. 


Scriptures that are believed to be divine in nature are undoubtedly treated with veneration and respect. These scriptures are recited by the holy people of that religion at special events such as weddings, funerals and festivals. 


Buddhist sacred texts are kept in shrine rooms and meditation halls (Cole & Morgan, 1984) just below the image of Buddha. In Christianity, the Bible is used in almost every act of worship
. Christians may appear to not revere their holy books as much as other religions. This is not to say that they do not place any importance on their holy books. They believe that their respect should go to Jesus and not the information about him. 


To worship something is to place truth onto its existence, might, truth, etc. Both Buddhism and Christianity seem to agree that using a personal term to refer to the ‘Ultimate reality’ can be restrictive (Cole & Morgan, 1984). In Buddhism, the term worship implies a belief in a personal God and is therefore restricting and in Christianity, it brings God down to the level of man. Therefore it is obvious that the word ‘worship’ has to be used and explained carefully. Places of worship were constructed for members of that religion to meet in congregation and worship without being disturbed. Buddhists pray in Vihara’s and Christians in a Church or Chapel.


The Vihara, which is sometimes referred to as a monastery or temple usually comprises of more than one building or a set of rooms within a house or building. Inside the Vihara, there is usually a shrine room, a meditation room, living quarters for the monks and nuns, a relic mound and natural features. These natural features can include a tree grown from the shoot of the Bodhi tree under which the Buddha reached enlightenment, Zen gardens
 or even a lotus pond
.


The Vihara is most often brightly coloured and almost always filled with flowers that have been brought by worshippers as offerings. In the Vihara, statues and images of the Buddha and holy saints fill the shrine and as a sign of respect, the images of the Buddha are the tallest objects in the room. Apart from raised platforms for the monks and nuns, the room is void of any other furniture and Buddhists usually sit on cushioned floors or carpets when worshipping. 


The Buddhist act of worship is called Puja and is made up of seven parts which are the prostrations, the seven or eight offerings, confessions, the sense of joy, the petitioning, asking the Buddhas and bodhisattvas to remain active in the world and the giving away of merit (Cole & Morgan, 1984). Congregational worship is not obligatory but encouraged. 


There is a huge variety in the way Christians worship as every denomination has its own place and way of worshipping God. There are a few reasons as to why there are so many variations in the Christian worship. The first and most important one is the fact that there is no evidence to show that Jesus told his followers to stop worshipping in the synagogue. The second reason could be the fact that Jesus seemed to expect his disciples to figure things out for themselves (Cole & Morgan, 1984). The third reason behind the immense difference in the Christian way of worship is the many divisions of the Church itself. 


However, the obvious constant within Christian worship is that it takes place on Sundays
 and that Jesus is the mediator
 between the worshipper and God. Entering a Church on Sunday, one would notice two types of service being performed, the sacramental and the non-sacramental (also known as ‘the service of the word’). The former being based on the Last Supper and attaining grace. A sacramental worship is done is done as a sign of love for God. The Roman Catholic
 Church recognises seven sacraments: Baptism, Confirmation, the Eucharist, Penance, Unction, Holy Orders and Matrimony (Cole & Morgan, 1984).


Most Buddhists and Christians would argue that making pilgrimage does not have any meaning in their religion. However, it is important to understand that pilgrimage in the true sense of the word is just as mental and spiritual thing as it is a physical thing. Nevertheless, many Buddhists and Christians do perform some sort of pilgrimage in order to become more in touch with their God and their religion.


In Buddhism, the making pilgrimage is not obligatory but most Buddhists visit certain places that Siddharta Gautama considered important to him. These places are the Lumbini Grove (the Buddha was born here), the Bodh Gaya (the Buddha attained enlightenment here), the Deer Park at Sarnath (where the first sermon was preached) and the Kushinara (the site where the Buddha died).


Many Christians mostly of the Protestant sect do not see pilgrimage as an act of piety. However, this was not always the case. Before the Reformation, making pilgrimages were very popular. Some believed that making pilgrimage to the English shrines of Thomas Becket or to St. Alban or to St. Peter at Rome was especially powerful. All this ended with the Reformation as the reformers began to believe that these pilgrimages were more for superstition rather than piety and as a means of exploitation of the pilgrims by the Church. However, some sites are considered holy and sacred like Knock in Ireland, Lourdes in France, Jerusalem and Rome. These sites have probably been considered ‘holy’ even before the coming of Christianity but have been ‘Christianised’ (Cole & Morgan, 1984). Many of these sites honour significant events in Christian history. 


In conclusion, both of these religions believe that there is only one God, the ultimate reality, and that faith transcends death. This intense belief is manifested with the recording of the teachings, sayings and lessons of holy men or prophets or messengers or disciples into books or scriptures. Both religions believe that through these scriptures, happiness in this life and in the life to come can be attained. Both Buddhism and Christianity also adhere to the fact that faith or belief results in taking on certain duties or rituals. Some dissimilarities between these faiths is how the Buddhist considers the word ‘worship’ restrictive as it implies the worship of a personal God and how Christians feel that this word brings God down to man’s level. Both Buddhists and Christians believe in doing certain deeds for God. However, the way this belief is manifested is different in Buddhism and Christianity. The Buddhists manifest this with offerings in the temple, whereas the Christian manifests it through actions and deeds done in the name of God. 
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� Not including all the other types of religions, example paganism, etc. 


� “…CE and BCE…stand for the Common Era and Before the Common Era…period starting in AD1, as the Christian Era” (Cole & Morgan, 1984). 


� Called The Four Signs-Siddharta saw an old man, a sick man, a corpse and a wandering ascetic (Cole & Morgan, 1984). 


� Which are: (1) life is disappointing (Dukkha), (2) Dukkha arises for example the feeling of hunger and thirst, (3) a state of Nirodha (getting rid of the Dukkha) can be achieved and (4) follow the Noble Eightfold Paths.


� Which are: (1) Wisdom i.e. the right understanding, (2) right thought i.e. acknowledging the power of one’s mind, (3) morality in speech, (4) morality in action, (5) morality in livelihood, (6) meditation, (7) awareness or consciousness and (8) concentration in meditation. 


� It is important to note that the Jews believed that a Messiah would one day arrive and drive out the Roman forces.  


� Most Christians believe that a Christian is not born but is made through the action of baptism. 


� This is also interesting to note that the place of his ascension was believed by some Jews to be where the Messiah would make his appearance.


� These three sections are referred to as the Scriptures of the Theravada (Way of the Elders) (Cole & Morgan, 1984).


� For examples, refer to I Corinthians 11:23, 15:1-3


� With the exception of the Quakers who believe that the spirit of God lives in everyone. They treasure this more than the words in the Bible. 


� These are made out of nothing more than raked sand and rocks. These bare gardens symbolize seeing the world through uncluttered eyes and simplicity. 


� The lotus is the main symbol of Buddhism as they symbolize the purity of ‘great beings’ such as the Buddha. 


� Sunday is important because (1) it is the first day of the week and on that day, (2) creation began (Revelation 1:10), (3) Jesus was crucified and resurrected and, (3) the disciples experienced the Holy Spirit on this day. 


� This is not to say that Christians cannot approach God directly. According to Christian belief, Jesus is the ‘Son of God’, the ‘Word made flesh’ (John 1:14). In other words, he is God.


� The Eastern Orthodox Churches recognize the same things as Holy Sacraments but calls them mysteries. Most Protestants only acknowledge Baptism and the Eucharist. However, most Christians hold the view that anything done for and in the service of God can in some sense be considered sacramental.








