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Beauty Will Save the World

“Beauty will save the world.”

Perhaps you have heard this pronouncement of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s. What do
you think the writer meant by it?
When speaking about beauty, perhaps most of us would immediately remember

some example of the arts — music, literature, or a painting. Why do we value art so
highly? Why is it that the pictures by Renaissance artists never seem to age, but on
the contrary seem more and more beautiful? Millions of tourists who visit Paris go to
the Louvre to see the “Mona Lisa” by Leonardo da Vinci, and the inexplicable beauty
of the church on the Nerli River magically attracts anybody who loves Russia. What
is the mystery behind the power of beauty?

In China 2,000 years ago Confucius said that the purpose of art is to “guide
people’s hearts toward righteousness.” This understanding of the role of the arts in
the harmony of society is one of the basic teachings of Confucianism, a philosophy
that influenced the development of a whole civilization.

Perhaps this will help us to think more deeply about beauty and the role of art —
its place not only in our own lives but the way it
is able to play a part in the transformation of
the world.

Everything desires beauty
Toward what are our senses directed? What

do our eyes long to see, our ears to hear, our
noses to smell, and our fingers to touch?

Would you prefer listening to the musicians
of the Bolshoi Theatre tune their instruments or
perform the music of Bach? When you are
studying, do you like calm music or the sound
of road construction outside your window?

Would you like to live in a room where the
walls are gray with dirty streaks (the remaining
traces of the flood caused by the neighbor
upstairs), with your only window facing the city
dump? Or would you prefer a well-lit room with
a large window opening onto a garden?

Which kind of smells would you prefer —
meat kept for a couple of weeks out of the
refrigerator in summer, or a cake just baked by
your mother?
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There is hardly any disagreement over these questions. Have you ever wondered
why people always desire beauty, be it in music, good cooking or their surroundings?
Of course, beauty is in the eye of the beholder and so people’s ideas of beauty vary,
but the desire for beauty is constant. For example, elderly people may like Romantic
music whereas young people prefer rock. But both will argue that their music is
beautiful.

What is beauty?
Before getting into more complicated questions, let us try to think what beauty is.

Why do we see some people, things, and events as beautiful and others as ugly?
Many philosophers have tried to answer this question, and often their answers

are hard to grasp. Try, for example, to understand Immanuel Kant’s definition: “To
feel beauty means to evaluate the subjective purpose of an object by means of emo-
tions of pleasure and displeasure.”

The definition of Vladimir Soloviev may tell us more: “Goodness, truth and
beauty are nothing but different images of love.” Beauty is one of the faces of love.
What does that mean?

Let us think about this together. Do we always see a
particular object — a house, a tree, an animal, a
person — in the same way, as beautiful
or as ugly? Imagine you come across
in the street a lean, dirty dog
which tries to bite everyone
it sees. You will hardly
consider it beautiful. And
now imagine you have
picked up such a dog,
brought it home and raised
it. You take it to the vet, cure it
of diseases, walk with it, and feed it. You end up
loving it, and what was before a plain dog has

become your best friend. Now how will you react if someone tries
to call your dog ugly?

This simple example illustrates a very important principle.
Beauty is not an objective quality; it manifests itself in relation-
ships. Whether you give somebody your heart or just look posi-
tively at the surrounding world, you will notice how beautiful
everything is. Love returns to us as beauty.

In the same way, if you bump into a stranger on a bus, his
appearance may seem unattractive to you. But if you get acquainted and become
attached to each other, the same features will look different. You will see a special
beauty and charm in them that you had not noticed at first.

On the other hand, hate and anger distort even the most beautiful face. That is
why the notion of a “beautiful person” means much more than just a pretty face.
Have you noticed that a person with ideally regular features may be not only unat-
tractive, but even repellent if he is cold, haughty, or has some other unpleasant trait?
In the same way, a person possessing no external beauty may be the heart of any
company, radiating an inner charm that no one can resist. People sometimes confuse
beauty and its empty twin, prettiness. But, as the Russian connoisseur Konstantin
Stanislavsky once said, “The difference between beauty and prettiness is the same as
between real and paper flowers.”

Even an ugly thing seems beautiful to a

loving heart.

 — Theocritus
ancient Greek poet
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The ingredients of beauty
Why does love awaken beauty in the beloved? One of the

answers is that love makes the inner potential of the uniqueness
of all things manifest itself.

You have probably heard of the flower called edelweiss. Songs
and poems praising the beauty of edelweiss have been written.
What do you imagine it is like? In fact, it is a small, obscure

flower resembling a primrose, and bears no resemblance to a rose or tulip. Why do
people speak about its beauty? The answer is simple. Edelweiss grows high in the
mountains where there are no other flowers. Its uniqueness makes it appear beauti-
ful.

The same is true of people. Our beauty is rooted in our uniqueness. However, it is
not necessary to be the only person within ten miles for your beauty to be noticeable.
Unlike flowers, each of us possesses a personality that is unique even in a crowd of
many thousands. Through love, our uniqueness is revealed as amazing beauty.

Another ingredient of beauty is inner harmony. Imagine the starry sky on a clear
night. No one will deny its awe-inspiring beauty. Or the rising of the sun. Why do we
find such scenes beautiful? In them we feel inner harmony, an affirmation of positive
meaning of the world about us. For stars are not just pieces of matter scattered
randomly about the universe; they are part of a single system that exists according to
majestic laws. The infinite variety of colors during a sunset is not accidental, either.
Subconsciously we experience this order and harmony as a manifestation of beauty.

In order to appreciate beauty, we must be in a state of inner
harmony ourselves. Imagine you have come across something
extremely unpleasant, and you are feeling fear, anger, hate or
disgust. Do you think that in such a state you will be able to
appreciate a beautiful picture or the song of a nightingale? It is
hardly likely. Most probably you will have only one strong desire
— to run away or to express your feelings to someone. Only after
having calmed down will you be able to appreciate beauty
again. Thus, not only is beauty a visible expression of certain
universal laws, but to perceive it we ourselves must be in a state
of inner harmony.

When we talk about the connection between “harmony” and
“beauty,” we need to remember that this inner, deeper harmony
manifests itself in different ways, including those that may seem
unattractive. For example, which is more beautiful — a black,
hairy caterpillar or a big, bright butterfly; a field covered with
thick snow or a meadow filled with colorful flowers?

If we don’t know the meaning of the changes taking place in nature, a caterpillar
may look ugly, and a snow-covered field may seem cold and lifeless. But when we feel
the grandeur and exquisiteness of the whole scheme, we will understand every
manifestation of it as beautiful. Spring, summer, autumn, winter — each has its own
special beauty. Part of this beauty is in the interconnectedness of everything. If there
were no “nasty” caterpillar, there would be no gorgeous butterfly.

In this sense, nature can teach us many things. Every moment of our lives also
possesses a unique beauty, but we often don’t notice, seeing no meaning in what is
happening to us. Nevertheless, we have the potential to look at our lives in a new
way, from the standpoint of love, and then beauty will be visible even where earlier
we could have seen nothing but darkness and despair.

No outer beauty can be complete if it

is not illuminated by inner beauty.

— Victor Hugo
19th century French writer

From a letter of Ludwig van
Beethoven:
Surrounded by nature’s beauty, often

I sit for hours, while my senses feast

upon the spectacles of nature. Here

the majestic sun is not concealed ...

here the blue sky is my sublime roof.

When in the evening I contemplate

in wonder the sky and the host of

luminous bodies continually revolv-

ing within their orbits, suns or earths

by name, then my spirit rises beyond

these constellations so many millions

of miles away.



116

– MY JOURNEY IN LIFE: A STUDENT TEXTBOOK FOR CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT –

How does beauty begin?
Let us try once more to understand how beauty appears. We have already noted

that the perception of deep beauty results from relationships based on the impulse of
love. This can be understood in case of creating something new, such as a work of art,
but also in looking at what already exists.

For instance, to feel the deepest beauty of a flower, we can first choose to look at it
with loving eyes — or at least with an inner peace, which means an unconscious

radiating of the same quality
of emotion. The flower seems
to be more beautiful. But if
we look at the same flower
with disdain, it will appear in
quite a different way. We will
notice that some of its petals
have already faded, and we
may shudder at the presence
of a busy insect in its center.

The perception and
experience of beauty are
rooted in the emotions. If we
choose to look with love, our
perception of beauty will be
sharper. Everyone knows that
when a person is in love, he
sees everything “through
rose-colored glasses.” The
whole world seems beautiful.
Everyone seems to be good
and kind, the sun shines

brighter than usual, and the birds sing especially sweetly.
Skeptics may ask: What is the point of it? Such a perception of reality is nothing

but an illusion, as insubstantial as a soap bubble. But there is a wise saying: The
world exists because of loving people. In choosing to notice and focus on the beauti-
ful dimension of life, we are not deceiving ourselves. Rather we are helping the world
to look at itself in a different way and notice what value lies in life’s smallest details.
Once we see this dimension, we will have no wish to return to the limited ugly world
we used to perceive.

Why does humanity strive for beauty?
For whom do flowers bloom in their beauty, which is most often invisible
to human eyes? For what did the birds decorate themselves with bright
colors like living flowers? For whom did the lark and the nightingale make
their songs? Why are the tiger and the leopard so beautiful in their
dangerous grace, and the lion in its majesty? For what does the maidens’
beauty bloom?

In the beauty of nature, as well as in works of art, there is a partial or a
preliminary transformation of the world, and this beauty lifts man to the
world of eternal images or ideas, the palpitating horses elevate the true
driver to the life-giving sun.

— S.N. Bulgakov
20th century Russian religious philosopher
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Before answering the question of why humanity strives for beauty, let us perform
a simple experiment. You will need two evenings for it. On the first go to see a beauti-
ful movie, one in which the way conflicts are resolved inspires the viewer’s “percep-
tion of deep beauty.” As happens in real life, ordinary people as well as heroes face
problems, but the question is how they overcome their problems — by harming or

killing enemies or by clever and wise means? After the film is
finished, observe yourself. How do you feel? What did you
dream of that night? What kind of mood are you in?

Next evening go to see another movie — a horror film.
Faces distorted by hate and anger, a nauseating feeling of fear
and disgust aroused by the characters, floods of blood and the
suffering of innocent victims. Again try to observe yourself.
What feelings has the film aroused in you? Do you feel calm
and at peace, or do you feel the need to discharge the accumu-
lated excitement and stress?

Even such a simple experiment will demonstrate why
people tend to strive for beauty and not for ugliness. If we saw
only ugliness around us, we would become the embodiment of
that ugliness ourselves, and this would lead to hate, alienation
and pain. We would lose our inner peace.

What does beauty mean to our life? First of all, pursuing a
beautiful path of life can be likened to pursuing the best way of

expressing ourselves. Following the truth of the beautiful should lead us to find the
purest aspects of our personality and harmony in our soul. This, in turn, is a step
toward experiencing mutual understanding with others and oneness with the world.
We can feel a part of the eternal, beautiful scheme by overcoming the darkness of
solitude in which our soul suffers. All of us strive for love, and love and beauty are
inseparable.

Man as the creator of beauty
We are part of the harmony of the universe. Through creative efforts we multiply

beauty, especially if we are guided by love. Unfortunately, we know examples of
people guided by nothing but a desire to change the world. Some of these people
became not the creators but the destroyers of beauty. Take, for instance, the immense
project of re-routing the Siberian rivers or the attempt to destroy all of Russia’s reli-
gious architecture, replacing it with modern buildings. Probably there is not a single

city on the territory of the
former USSR that has not
suffered from such projects.

But a person guided by
love becomes a real creator
of beauty. Painting, poetry,
sculpture, music — all the
kinds of art are finally
directed at one aim —
creating beauty. Leonardo
da Vinci’s paintings,
Michelangelo’s sculptures,
Mozart’s music and
Shakespeare’s poetry can
touch the heart of any
person, regardless of his

We look to perceive and to create

beauty because our heart is stirred to

love that which is beautiful. ... It struck

me that my fascination with art was its

beauty and thus its ability to bring joy

and consolation to a world filled with

suffering. Now I realized that I had to

make my life beautiful through truly

ethical action, and thus be a joy and

comfort to others.

 — Norman Vincent Peale
American Christian minister and author,

The Power of Positive Thinking
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nationality or the time
in which he lives. The
reason is that art can
reflect the eternal
values contained in
the human heart.

Although nature
resembles us, there is a
quality of human
creativity that is not
reflected in nature.
Even if you search the
whole universe, you
will not find another
being with the ability
to make something
totally distinct, new,
unique, with eternal
value. When a beaver
makes a dam or a bird
a nest, it does it in the
same way that its
ancestors have done
for thousands of years.
It repeats the same
actions as all its fellow
beavers or birds. However, human creativity is constantly reaching new levels of
expression and complexity.

A spontaneous movement of the soul engenders art. The artist wants to create his
own world and cultivate it in his soul, uniting his inner feeling
and vision with the reality of the world outside him.

The way a person sees himself, eternity and nature influences
how he constructs his home, temple, pictures, and even utensils.

Painters and artists of other genres:

You bring the treasure of your hearts

to people, you share with them. Your

aim is the spiritual unification of

people, love between people.

As long as we breathe, we must

create! And your creative work may

be manifold; the main thing here is

the creation of one’s spirit. It is the

eternal creative work. The things you

paint on the canvas, veneer, board,

are nothing but a sign of what has

happened in your soul.

 — Alexander Men
Russian priest, Faith and Creative Work
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Buddhism is one of the world’s major paths of faith. Founded by
Siddhartha Gautama in India, it became at different times the leading

religion in every country of the Far East and shaped the cultures of China,
Japan, Korea, Thailand and Mongolia.

Buddhism is sometimes described as an “atheistic religion,” because
Buddha did not talk about God but was mainly concerned with
spiritual growth and the fulfillment of human potential. Unlike the
founders of Christianity and Islam, he did not claim that his teach-
ing was revealed to him by God. Nevertheless, the moral code and
values that Buddha discovered and understood are very similar to
those of religions that affirm the existence of God.

Childhood
The founder of Buddhism, Siddhartha Gautama, was born

in 563 BC, the son of an elected king of a small realm in Nepal,
at the foothills of the snow-clad Himalayas. His father named
him Siddhartha, meaning “one who accomplishes his objec-
tives in life.” His followers hailed him as the Buddha or En-
lightened One.

Buddha’s father summoned fortune-tellers at his birth in
order to receive insight about the boy’s future. The fortune-tellers foretold of Buddha’s
greatness. They all agreed that he was no ordinary child. His career path, however,
appeared ambiguous. If he remained in his worldly position, he would unify India
and become a great conqueror, a Universal King. On the other hand, if he forsook the
world, he would become not a king but a world redeemer.

They told Gautama’s father that as soon as his son encountered old age, sickness
and death, he would abandon the household. The king took every precaution to keep
the boy in seclusion amid the luxuries of the palace. No effort was spared to keep the
prince’s mind attached to his royal life. Specifically, the prince was to be shielded
from contact with sickness, decrepitude, and death. Even when he went riding,
runners went ahead to clear the roads of potentially disturbing sights.

By the standards of his day, Gautama’s upbringing was luxurious. Living at
various seasons of the year in three palaces, he was dressed in the most expensive
clothes, fed the choicest delicacies and served by lovely female minstrels. As a prince,
he received the best education in classical Indian literature. As a member of the
warrior caste, he also learned the physical arts of a gentleman: how to ride a horse,
mount an elephant, drive a chariot and lead an army. He was also blessed with a
handsome appearance, for there are numerous references in Buddhism to “the

C H A P T E R  16

Buddhism:
The Life of Buddha
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perfection of his visible body.” At 16, he married a princess from a neighboring
kingdom; she was named Yasodhara, and she bore him a son they called Rahala.

In spite of the ease and delights of palace life, Gautama became dissatisfied with
worldly ambitions and sensual pleasures. He was gifted with a sensitive soul. Un-
bridled indulgence had gradually transformed a monarch’s heir and warrior prince
into an apostle of limitless compassion.

The four signs
It was only when he was 29 years old that Gautama really began to think about

the meaning of life. During excursions with his charioteer Channa, he saw four sights
that changed his life. One day, Gautama happened to encounter an old man, de-
crepit, broken-toothed, gray-haired, crooked and bent of body, leaning on a staff and
trembling. Gautama was shocked by the reality of old age and realized that although
he was now young and strong, he would also grow old. On another occasion, while
touring a pleasure park, he saw a man who was desperately sick. Gautama was
again distressed and taken aback by the misery of human existence. On a third
occasion, he came across a funeral procession and realized that all persons must die.
When he finally encountered a shaven-headed monk wearing the robe of an ascetic
order, he learned the possibility of withdrawal from the world.

Once Gautama had recognized the inevitability of bodily pain and death, he
could not return to fleshly pleasure. The singing of the dancing girls, the lilt of the
lutes and cymbals, the sumptuous feasts and processions only mocked his brooding
mind. Flowers nodding in the sunshine and snows melting on the Himalayas cried
louder of the transient quality of worldly things. He determined to quit the distrac-
tions of the palace and follow the call of a truth-seeker. When he told this to his
parents, they were shocked and would not give him permission to leave the palace.
The young prince said to his father:

Father, if you can give me permanent freedom from the sufferings of
birth, sickness, aging, and death, I will stay in the palace; but if you
cannot, I must leave and make my human life truly meaningful.

The young prince’s determination to leave the palace and enter a life of meditation
could not be shaken. On the same night that his wife bore him a son, he secretly stole
away, left his young family, and rode off into the forest in search of enlightenment.

Gautama became a wandering ascetic without possessions. He tore off his clothes,
shaved his head, slept on a bed of thorn branches and denied himself food. He sought
out two of the foremost Hindu masters of the day to inherit from them the wisdom of
their vast tradition, including meditation. He learned a great deal about Hindu
philosophy and meditation. In time he concluded that he had learned all they had to
teach him, but he still had not found the complete liberation he was looking for.

He then joined a band of extreme ascetics who believed that harsh treatment of
the body would lead to liberation of the soul. For the next six years he tried every
material deprivation imaginable. He wore rough, uncomfortable garments. He spent
long periods in uncomfortable stances without moving. He pulled out his hair and
beard. He alternately lived in wild animal-infested forests, snow, deserts or in total
solitude. He tried to stop or slow down his breathing, ate excrement and fasted, and
finally stopped eating altogether. He ate so little — one bean a day during one of his
fasts — that one day he commented, “When I thought I would touch the skin of my
stomach, I actually took hold of my spine.”

A person of enormous willpower, he outdid all the other ascetics in every austerity.
Despite the fact that he had disciplined his physical senses, practiced great self-
control, conquered his emotions and controlled his thoughts, the former prince felt
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that the ascetic life had not brought him closer to obtaining the truth. In near ex-
haustion from his final fast, he accepted a meal of milk rice, renounced his ascetic
life and decided to concentrate on meditation. His ascetic companions left him in
disgust at what they saw as his weakness.

However, this experiment provided the first plank of Gautama’s philosophy, the
principle of the Middle Way between the extremes of indulgence and self-torture.
People need some things to keep warm, clean, and well fed, but a life pursuing the
satisfaction of these desires alone will not provide permanent happiness. After one
has eaten one’s fill, eating more does not make one happier. People do not achieve
lasting happiness merely by collecting possessions and satisfying their physical
desires. Physical desires are quickly sated, although greed itself is not. On the other
hand, renouncing our desires does not bring happiness either. Therefore, self-control
is good, but pointless suffering is not; helping others and working to improve the
world as well as yourself is also good, and total solitude is not necessary. Also
through this experience, Gautama found that human beings are affected by their
physical sufferings, and that a human is not a soul imprisoned in a body but a being
of both mind and body.

The enlightenment
After eating his meal of milk rice, Gautama slept and that same night had five

dreams. After the dreams he rose, sat under a tree and started to meditate, deter-
mined not to move until he had obtained enlightenment. It is said that as he sat in
meditation, Mara, the chief of demons, tried to tempt him and stop him from reach-
ing his goal. Mara tried to frighten him with terrifying demons and distract him with
beautiful women. However, Gautama resisted all these temptations by developing
even deeper concentration. That night, Gautama experienced enlightenment. His
thinking became very calm and detached, and he was filled with joy. Soon the
thinking faded away, leaving joy and rapture. Eventually even the joy dissipated,
leaving his mind peaceful, tranquil and clear — a sharp tool ready to penetrate to
the heart of reality. With his mind prepared in this way, Gautama gained insight into
the nature of human existence and realized his goal of experiencing perfect peace.
The state of nirvana which he attained cannot be described in words. For 49 days he
sat lost in rapture and in complete bliss under the tree his followers later called the Bo
(enlightenment) Tree.

I have conquered all; I know all, and my life is pure.
I have left all, and I am free from craving.
I myself found the way.
Whom shall I call Teacher?
Whom shall I teach?

Gautama had become a Buddha — one who has found the truth himself without
reliance on any guru (teacher).

After experiencing enlightenment, Buddha was tempted by Mara one more time.
He told him that no one would understand the profound truth he had discovered, so
why bother to try to teach anyone? Why not just be done with the world, leave his
body and slip away into nirvana? But Buddha decided that he would dedicate the rest
of his life to saving others.

Teaching ministry
Buddha sought out his former ascetic colleagues and preached to them his first

sermon, known as the Deer Park Sermon. In it he explained to them the Four Noble
Truths (which we shall look at in the next chapter), and they became his first dis-
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ciples. Buddha devoted the remaining 45 years of his life to sharing the ego-shatter-
ing and life-redeeming message. His teaching was very radical and challenged the
establishment of his day. He taught in the vernacular of the people instead of the
Sanskrit of the Hindu scriptures. He rejected the monopolistic grip of the Brahmins
(Hindu teachers) on religious knowledge by challenging every individual to do his
own religious seeking:

Do not accept what you hear by report, do not accept tradition, do not
accept a statement because it is found in your books, nor because it is in
accord with your belief, nor because it is the saying of your teacher. Be ye
lamps unto yourselves. Those who, either now or after I am dead, shall
rely upon themselves only and not look for assistance to anyone besides
themselves, it is they who shall reach the topmost height.

Buddha also ridiculed the meticulous observance of ancient rituals, which he
thought were irrelevant to the hard, practical job of overcoming self-centered desire.
He ignored speculation concerning the nature of God and the soul because it was
distraction and did not help a person to reach nirvana. He also rejected reliance on
miracles for salvation. People who sought them were looking for shortcuts that did
not exist instead of working out their own salvation. Attacking the fatalism he found
in his own day, Buddha challenged every person to make his own effort that was
necessary for enlightenment. These challenges to the status quo aroused considerable
controversy. Buddha was regarded by Hindus as a great heretic, and for centuries
Hindus opposed Buddhism.

Despite the stringent caste system, Buddha taught everyone who was interested.
The Buddhist community or sangha was made up of four categories: monks, nuns,
laymen and laywomen. His own family, including his father, became his followers.
He often used parables in his teaching such as the famous one of the blind men and
the elephant. Many incidents from his life became instructional stories in their own
right, such as the story of Kisagotami (following page).

Many people were attracted to him by his calm, warm personality and the
simplicity and depth of his teaching. By the time he died, he had a following of
hundreds if not thousands of enlightened people.

Death
At the age of 80, Buddha died in an obscure little town where he had come to

spread his message. At the house of his friend Cunda, a blacksmith, he became ill
after eating a meal. Despite great pain, he remained calm. It occurred to him that
Cunda might feel responsible for his death. His last command was that his compan-
ions tell Cunda that of all the meals eaten during his life only two stood out as
exceptional blessings. One was the meal whose strength had enabled him to attain
enlightenment under the Bo Tree; the other was the one that opened to him the final
gates to nirvana.

Gautama Buddha taught that in the future another Buddha would come to help
men set up an ideal kingdom of righteousness and peace. This coming Buddha is
called Maitreya (love). He would be a different person from Gautama but would have
the same mission, and he would have far greater success.

Initially Buddhism spread very rapidly in India and beyond. Its teaching was of
universal application, and it was very practical and flexible in its guidance. By the
12th century Buddhism declined in India, but it grew to become a major religion in
Sri Lanka, China, Tibet, Korea, Japan and throughout Southeast Asia.
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• What was the most important thing missing in Gautama’s life, for
which he gave up everything to search?

• Why did the realization of the existence of death and suffering make
such an impact on his life?

• What do you think his parents and family thought about his choices
in life?

• What does “Be ye lamps unto yourselves” mean?

Imagine yourself sitting beneath the Bo Tree. Which temptations would
you find most difficult to resist? Write about the struggle you would have
to overcome them.

Something to
think about

For Your
Journal

The Story of Kisagotami
During one of his travels Buddha met an old woman called Kisagotami. He listened as she cried

about the miseries of her life. She asked the Buddha for help. He explained to her that her life was
no different from anyone else’s life: All life is suffering. The only way for her to escape her suffering
was to enter into a state of nirvana. She must “blow out” the flame of her desires and cravings.

The woman would not listen; she could not escape from these desires or forget her suffering.
Buddha told her that if she would bring him a mustard seed from a house that had never known
sorrow or trouble, he would use it to banish all her miseries.

Delighted with this promise, the woman began her search and Buddha went on his way. Much
later he returned to find the woman singing to herself as she washed clothes by the riverside.

Since Buddha had a “spiritual eye,” he could already see what had happened to the woman.
Nevertheless, he asked if she had found the house that had never known suffering or trouble.
“No,” the woman replied, “every house I visited had far more trouble than my house.”

“Will you keep searching?” the
Buddha asked.

“Later I will search,” the woman
said. “Right now, I must stop and help
these people. They are far less fortunate
than I am.”

“Then you do not need the mustard
seed,” Buddha told her. “You are on the
road to becoming a Buddha yourself.”
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The message of Buddha is known as the Dharma, which literally means “the law.”
It is also the name Buddhists give to their religion. Exactly what Buddha said is a

matter of some controversy, since there are a
vast number of scriptures claiming to be the
word of the Buddha. However, his first teach-
ings, the Four Noble Truths and The Eightfold
Path, are the basis for all the other 84,000
teachings of Buddha. Buddhism later split
into several different branches, which elabo-
rated and developed different aspects of
Buddha’s teaching. Buddha himself recog-
nized that it was important for each person to
recognize the limitations of his own faith and
to respect the faith of others:

A man has a faith. If he says, “This is my
faith,” so far he maintains truth. But by
that he cannot proceed to the absolute
conclusion: “This alone is Truth, and
everything else is false.”

Karma
All Far Eastern religions recognize that moral law exists in the universe. In

Hinduism and Buddhism this is called Karma, a Sanskrit term meaning “action.” Any
action — bodily, verbal or mental — is karma. Good actions create good karma, and
bad actions create bad karma. This karma affects a person’s future. Our present state
creates the future, but our past has already created the present. Thus, present afflic-
tions are regarded by Buddhists as the settlement of outstanding debts for bad actions
committed either in this life or in a previous life.

Buddhists believe in reincarnation, a doctrine from Hinduism affirming that after
death, a person is reborn as another person for the purpose of pursuing greater
enlightenment and liberation from ignorance and bad desires. The goal of human
life is nirvana. This perfect state is characterized by freedom from uncontrolled desire.
Since this cannot or has not been achieved in a single life, people are reincarnated.
Buddhists and Hindus believe that we have had many previous lives. Their life task is
to be liberated from the endless cycle of rebirth called samsara by entering nirvana.

Thus, who you are in this lifetime is a result of your karma from previous lives.

C H A P T E R  17

The Teachings of Buddhism
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The first two verses of the favorite Buddhist text, the Dhammapada, summarize the
essence of karma and outline the path of perfection:

If a man speaks or acts with an impure mind, suffering follows him as the
wheel of the cart follows the beast that draws the cart.

If a man speaks or acts with a pure mind, joy follows him as his own shadow.

In his Introduction to Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhist spiritual guide Geshe Kelsang
Gyatso vividly describes the impact of our actions on our path of life:

Every action we perform leaves an imprint on our mind, and each imprint
eventually gives rise to its own effect. Our mind is like a field, and per-
forming actions is like sowing seeds in that field. Virtuous actions sow
seeds of future happiness and non-virtuous actions sow seeds of future
suffering. These seeds remain dormant in our mind until the conditions for
them to ripen occur, and then they produce their effect.

 It is pointless and a futile distraction to blame others for our problems since:

By oneself the evil is done, and it is oneself who suffers; by oneself the evil
is not done, and by oneself one becomes pure. The pure and the impure
come from oneself: No man can purify another.

— Dhammapada 165

The problem is, as the Buddha points out:

It is easy to do what is wrong, to do what is bad for oneself; but very
difficult to do what is right, to do what is good for oneself.

— Dhammapada 163

When talking to ordinary people, Buddha laid great stress on karma, the fear of a
bad rebirth, and the hope for a good rebirth. He told people how to prepare for a
better rebirth by living a moral and responsible life. Pleasures derived from transient
material goods should be avoided, and unselfish kindness should be bestowed upon
all. Bad karma has a twofold effect — you will be miserable in this life as you lose
friends or suffer from guilt, and you will be reborn in some miserable condition. The
Buddhist scriptures contain frightening pictures of the sufferings of hell and life as a
miserable ghost. Good karma leads to peace, calm, untroubled sleep, loving friends
and good health in this life, and a good rebirth after death — perhaps a sojourn in
one of the heavens where life is like paradise.

Although the Buddha’s teaching can be very hard to understand, people were
attracted to him because of his simple and practical teaching methods. For example:

Remember there are six main ways of wasting time and money. Drinking,
wandering the streets late at night, going to fairs and festivals, gambling,
mixing with a bad crowd and being lazy.

There are six reasons why drinking is bad. It wastes money, it leads to
quarrels and fights, makes you ill, gives you a bad reputation, leads you to
do immoral things you would regret and weakens the brain.

There are six reasons why roaming the streets late at night is bad. You are
most likely to be mugged, your family is at home without your protection,
your property is more likely to be burgled, you will be suspected of crimes
by the police, rumors about you will be believed and you will be exposed
to all sorts of trouble.
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Going to fairs and festivals means you will spend your time thinking about
music, instruments, dancing and all the other entertainments and forget
the important things.

Gambling is bad because if you lose, you lose money; if you win, you
make enemies, nobody trusts you, friends despise you and no one will
want to be married to you.

Mixing with a bad crowd means your friends are hooligans, drunkards, drug
addicts, cheats and criminals and you are bound to be led astray by them.

Being idle is bad because you waste your life getting nothing achieved, no
money earned. The idle person can always find an excuse for not working:
“it’s too hot,” “it’s too cold,” “it’s too early,” “it’s too late,” “I’m too
hungry,” “I’m too full.”

Although the moral teachings of Buddhism look more or less the same as those of
other faiths, their source or reasoning is different. Buddhism’s moral teachings are
not derived from commandments from a divine being who requires obedience.
Rather, they are guidelines for making spiritual progress and achieving perfection.
Therefore, Buddhists try to focus on discovering how moral rules can be applied in a
suitable way considering each situation’s circumstances. For example, obedience to
the principle of telling the truth may on occasion be broken, if the lie is determined to
be the most loving and helpful thing to do. Buddhism reminds us to focus on the
deepest intentions of our heart when considering a moral decision. Gyatso writes
that, “Whether an action is good, bad, or neutral depends principally upon the
intention that motivates it. Good actions come from good intentions, bad actions
from bad intentions, and neutral actions from neutral intentions.”

Whether keeping strictly to moral guidelines or not, the important thing for
Buddhists is motivation — whether a person’s action springs from selfish or unselfish
motives. Spiritual progress is dependent more upon why an action is chosen, not the
action in itself. However, because it is easy to be confused about one’s real motives for
actions, meditation and mental training are required for the mind to be purified.

The Deer Park Sermon
In his first sermon after attaining enlightenment, Buddha revealed to his former

colleagues what he had discovered. This is generally regarded as the core of his
teaching. However, it has to be remembered that this sermon was given to five ascetic
religious specialists who were prepared to understand and receive what he said. As
mentioned above, when the Buddha spoke to ordinary people, his teaching was
much simpler and down to earth.

In the Deer Park Sermon Buddha compared himself to a doctor whose work
consisted of four stages:

1. diagnosing the illness

2. identifying the cause of the illness

3. finding the cure for the illness

4. prescribing the medicine

Buddha told the ascetics that he had found by experience
that a pleasure- seeking life and a life of extreme self-
mortification were both harmful. The way of life that
leads to the most profound insight, peace and enlighten-
ment is a moderate one, the Middle Path. Following this
path enabled him to see clearly the Four Noble Truths.
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The Four Noble Truths
The first truth

The first truth is that there is something fundamentally wrong with life as most
beings experience it. Life is dukkha, usually translated as suffering.

Three forms of suffering are distinguished:
Plain, ordinary suffering is what we see in the examples listed above. The more

thoughtful and sensitive a person, the more he becomes aware of the suffering that
seems to underlie everything, from the natural brutality of animals’ preying on each
other to the horror of humans’ exploitation of other humans.

The second kind of suffering comes from the imperma-
nence of life. Even beautiful things decay, loved ones die, and
sometimes we change so that something that was once a
source of pleasure is now boring. This is why even people who
outwardly seem to have everything may still be unhappy.

The third form of suffering is more subtle. It is the sense
that life is always frustrating, dissatisfying, disharmonious and
incomplete. Life has become dislocated in the same way that a
bone that has slipped out of its socket causes every movement
to be painful. Buddha believed that when a person finally
recognizes that all life is dukkha, he will want to be released
from it.

The second truth
The second truth is that suffering is caused by tanha, our craving or selfish desire.

We want, want, want — without end. These desires themselves spring from igno-
rance. The reason why we have such desires is that we are deluded. We think that we
will find happiness from external sources.

Buddha identified six main delusions. They are:

1. Ignorance — not understanding the nature of cyclic
existence and the law of cause and effect.

2. Greed — craving the satisfaction of our senses by attaching
ourselves to objects and people that we consider beautiful.

3. Anger — said to be the greatest barrier to enlightenment
because it destroys personal and world peace.

4. Pride — feeling superior to others.

5. Doubt — questioning belief in cyclic existence and karma
so that it becomes an obstacle to enlightenment.

6. Delusion — holding on strongly to beliefs that bring
suffering to oneself and others.

The third truth
Having identified the cause of our suffering, we can elimi-

nate it and end our own suffering.
Buddha’s message encourages us to eliminate craving and

ignorance. He attained enlightenment and thus we can too. We can do this by giving

This is the Noble Truth of Suffering:

Birth is suffering, aging is suffering,

sickness is suffering, death is suffer-

ing, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief

and despair are suffering, association

with what is loathed is suffering,

separation from the loved is suffer-

ing, not to get what one wants is

suffering.

 — Samyutta Nikaya

This is the Noble Truth of the Origin

of Suffering: It is craving which

produces renewal of being, accom-

panied by relish and greed, seeking

its delight now here, now there; in

other words craving for sensual

experience, craving for eternal life,

craving for oblivion.

— S.N.
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up, relinquishing, letting go and rejecting craving and
delusions. Lasting happiness is not possible until we are
liberated from slavery to desire. We are sad because we long
for things we do not have, and thus we become the slaves of
these things. The Buddhist name for the state in which all
craving, ignorance and suffering have been eliminated is
nirvana. The word literally means “blown out.”

It is often said that nirvana cannot be described but only
experienced; to talk about it is like talking to a blind man

about colors. Through observation of Buddha’s life, however, we can affirm that a
person who has attained such a state is still alive, happy, peaceful and energetic. He
is never apathetic or bored, always knows the right thing to do, still feels all the pains
and pleasures of other human beings but remains impervious to their sway.

The fourth truth: the Eightfold Path
The fourth truth is the practical one, the method by which we can attack craving

and ignorance and stop suffering by describing the way of the Middle Path or the
Noble Eightfold Path. This path leads from selfishness to altruism through discipline
and moral training.

The way of life can be summed up as higher training in three areas:
• moral discipline
• concentration
• wisdom

Moral discipline is the determination to abandon any
wrong action and to pacify the cravings that preoccupy our
minds. This makes it easier to concentrate and attain tran-
quility. When our minds are peaceful, we can overcome
ignorance.

1. Right view
Since suffering originates from a mistaken philosophy of

life, liberation begins with the highest or most balanced
outlook on life. It means accepting Buddha’s analysis of
human existence and the four noble truths outlined above.

Without accepting this analysis, a person would not bother with the rest of the path.

2. Right intention
We need to have a positive and noble attitude to life, seeing one’s goal in life as

enlightenment and unselfish love for all beings. In Buddhist ethics, actions are
judged by intention.

3. Right speech
Our speech is a reflection of character and also a means of changing it. Speech

provides a common way of either harming or helping others. Wrong speech includes
lies, gossip, harsh words and time-wasting chatter. In fact, there are far more oppor-
tunities to hurt people through words than actual physical blows. “Right speech”
includes helpful advice, teaching, words of consolation, and so on. The Buddha often
stressed the value of silence when no useful speech could be made.

This is the Noble Truth of the Cessation

of Suffering: It is the remainderless

fading and ceasing, the giving up,

relinquishing, letting go and rejecting

of that same craving.

— S.N.

This is the Noble Truth of the Way

Leading to the Cessation of Suffering:

It is the Noble Eightfold Path which

consists of right view, right intention,

right speech, right action, right

livelihood, right effort, right mindful-

ness, and right concentration.

— S.N.
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4. Right action
The general direction in which our actions should change is toward

selflessness and compassion. This is clarified by the Five Precepts, the moral
code to which all Buddhists should adhere.
✘   The first is to abstain from killing, not just humans but any sentient

being. This is the reason that most Buddhists are vegetarians.

✘   The second is not to take what is not given, because this violates the
community of which one is a part.

✘   The third is to abstain from sexual misconduct. Buddha regarded
sexual desire as the most powerful and difficult to control. Hence, the

Buddhist attitude to women: “Is she old? Regard her as your mother. Is she
honorable? Regard her as your sister. Is she of small account? Regard her as
your younger sister. Is she a child? Treat her reverently and with politeness.”

✘ The fourth is to abstain from false speech. A Buddhist is committed to the
truth. Lying deceives oneself and others and causes suffering.

✘ The fifth is to abstain from alcohol and drugs. A Buddhist tries to develop
mental, moral and physical self-control, and drugs and alcohol have the
opposite effect.

Besides providing rules about what not to do, Buddhism encourages positive
virtues — contentment with a simple life, detachment from material concerns, love
and compassion for all beings, and tolerance.

5. Right livelihood
Buddha laid down guidelines for people to work without causing harm to others.

A person’s occupation should not make it impossible for him to observe the moral
code. For this reason, Buddha advised against work connected with slavery, prostitu-
tion, making weapons, and dealing with intoxicants such as drugs and alcohol.
People should seek occupations through which they can serve others.

6. Right effort
Spiritual growth starts with being aware of the good and bad aspects of one’s

personality. To follow the path, a person must make an effort to prevent new evil
from entering the mind, remove all the evil that is there, and nurture the good
already within one’s mind.

7. Right mindfulness
“All we are is the result of what we have thought.” For this reason, control of the

mind is very important. Thoughts and distractions should not enter the mind in an
uncontrolled and random way. That is why Buddhists try to cultivate calm and
awareness, especially of one’s own body, sensations, feelings, and thoughts, with the
view to having more knowledge and control over them.

8. Right concentration
This is formal meditation, the practice of techniques designed to lead the mind to

a state in which it can perceive the truth and attain wisdom.

What is meditation?
Usually we find it difficult to control our mind. It seems as if our mind is like a
balloon in the wind — blown here and there by external circumstances. If
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things go well, our mind is happy, but if they go badly, it immediately be-
comes unhappy. For example, if we get what we want, such as a new posses-
sion or a new partner, we become excited and cling to them tightly; but since
we cannot have everything we want, and since we will inevitably be separated
from friends and possessions we currently enjoy, this mental stickiness, or
attachment, serves only to cause us pain. On the other hand, if we do not get
what we want, or if we lose something that we like, we become despondent
or irritated.

Such fluctuations of mood are because we are too closely involved in the
external situation. We are like a child making a sand castle who is excited
when it is first made, but who becomes upset when it is destroyed by the
incoming tide. By training in meditation we create an inner space and clarity
that enables us to control our mind regardless of the external circumstances.
Gradually we develop mental equilibrium, a balanced mind that is happy all
the time, rather than an unbalanced mind that oscillates between the ex-
tremes of excitement and despondency.

If we train in meditation systematically, eventually we will be able to eradicate
from our mind the delusions that are the cause of all our problems and suffer-

ing. In this way we will experi-
ence a permanent inner peace,
known as “liberation” or
nirvana. Then day or night in
life after life we will experience
only peace and happiness.

— Geshe Kelsang Gyatso

By meditating, Buddhists
believe they can become aware
of an inner source of peace. But
according to Buddhism, a
person cannot limit his life to
meditation alone. This path
doesn’t embrace the whole
world, and therefore it is not
universal. Truth requires action.
It is through meditation that
one can understand what kind

of action is needed. So for a true Buddhist, there is no meditation without action, and
no action without meditation.

A simple breathing exercise
Close your eyes. When you are still and comfortable, focus your attention on your breath as it

enters and leaves your nostrils. Concentrate on the tip of your nose. Feel the coolness as you
breathe in and the warmth as you breathe out. If any thoughts come into your head, let them go
without following them, like soap bubbles melting in the air. Bring your attention back to your
quiet and regular breathing.


