
 

 

Buddhism 
 
There were two major religions in medieval Japan: Shinto, the original 
religion, and Buddhism. These two religions did not compete with each 
other, but rather, they worked together. Even today many Japanese people 
say they follow both Shinto and Buddhist beliefs. 

The Buddha: Prince Siddhartha Gautama, who would one day be known as the Buddha, began his life as a prince 
in a kingdom in ancient India. He was born about 553 BCE. He had parents who loved him, many servants to wait 
on him, the finest clothes, and a different palace for each season of the year. Yet, he found his world full of 
suffering. It upset him that painful old age, sickness, and death were all part of life in this world. One day, he met a 
monk. He was amazed that this monk could find calm and peace in a world filled with such sufferings. That day he 
made a very difficult decision. He decided to leave his wealth, his comfort, his wife, and his newborn son, to 
become a monk. For the next six years he traveled throughout India. But the answers he found were not enough. 
One day, while sitting under a fig tree, an understanding came to him. This understanding was a way to end 
suffering. That was the day Prince Siddhartha Gautama began to earn a new title, “The Buddha,” which means the 
"Awakened One".    

Buddhism is the quest for true happiness and peace for all beings.  While Buddhism is about cultivating a personal 
spiritual development, it is also about the concern for others (compassion). The Dalai Lama stated that Buddhism 
could be summed up in three words “Always Think Compassion.” 

All humans have a Buddha nature inside them and to realize this nature all a human being has to do is search his or 
her inner self. The key to Buddhahood in Zen is simply self-knowledge. The way to gain self-knowledge is through 
meditation (which is what the word "zen" means). Zen has influenced Japanese art, architecture, landscape, and 
even the tea ceremony - in that it tries to create a peaceful state or meditation. "All beings are Buddha, and that the 
practice of sitting in meditation is itself the realization of Buddha Nature, or enlightenment." 

The Five Moral Precepts (teachings) of Buddhism: 

1. Abstain from killing.  
2. Taking what has not been given.  
3. Sexual misconduct.  
4. False speech  
5. Intoxicants that cloud the mind.  

Four Noble Truths (beliefs) of Buddhism:  

• Life is filled with suffering  
• Suffering is caused by people's wants.  
• Suffering can be ended if people stop wanting 

things, like more pleasure or more power.   
• To stop wanting things, people must follow 8 

basic laws, called the Eightfold Path.  

Buddhists do not believe in any type of God, the power of prayer, eternal life in a heaven or hell after death, etc. 
Rather, Buddhists believe that by understanding the Four Noble Truths, and living their lives according to the five 
Moral Precepts, any person can reach enlightenment and attain an indescribable state of peace known as nirvana.  
To reach nirvana one must eliminate all ignorance and selfishness and be replaced by wisdom and compassion. 


