
 



 
R E L I G I O N / BU D D H I SM 

A t r i c y c l e BOOK 

"Buddhism Without Beliefs is the kind of finely written primer 
about the precepts of Buddhism that even a heathen like me can 
appreciate and understand. For the non-Buddhist, or the aspiring 
Buddhist, it wil l be of much assistance. Filled with compassion, 
lucidly written, this is a book that explains much about an ancient, 
ever-living philosophy that has much to offer the stunned 
searchers of truth in our chaotic age of modernity." 

-OSCAB HIJUELOS, author of Mr. Ives'Christmas 
and The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love 

In this simple but important volume, Stephen Batchelor reminds us 
that the Buddha was not a mystic who claimed privileged, esoteric 
knowledge of the universe, but a man who challenged us to under-
stand the nature of anguish, let go of its origins, and bring into being 
a way of lif e that is available to us all. What the Buddha taught, says 
Batchelor, is not something to believe in but something to do—and as 
he explains clearly and compellingly, it is a practice that we can engage 
in, regardless of our background or beliefs, as we live every day on the 
path to awakening. 

"Radiant in its clarity, Buddhism Without Beliefs reminds us not 
just of Buddhism's true nature, hut of our own as well. Freeing us 
from the notion of Buddhism as a religion, Stephen Batchelor 
shows us how necessary the Buddha's teachings are in today's 
world. It may not be what he intended, hut he has made a believ-
er out of me." 

-MAR K EPSTEIN, M.D., author of Thoughts Without a Thinker: 
Psychotherapy from a Buddhist Perspective 



 



 

Emperor W u of Liang as\ed the great master Bodhi-

dharma, 'W hat is the highest meaning of the holy 

truths?" Bodhidharma said, "Empty, without holiness 

The emperor said, "W ho is facing me?" Bodhidharma 

replied, "/  don't tyiow" 

— The Blue Cliff Record 

W e do not receive wisdom, we must discover it  for 

ourselves, after a journey through the wilderness, which 

no one else can make for us, which no one can spare us, 

for our wisdom is the point of view from which we come 

at last to regard the world. 

—Marcel Proust 
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"The clarity and beauty of his presentation make Stephen 

BatchelorJs book a resource fot people at any stage of spiritual 

life , Th is book is dear ly the fru it of a rigorous and dedicated 

effort to make the truths of Buddhism workable. Batchelor, 

and the Buddha, wil l help you dust off the diamond of your 

own mind/' 

—Kate Wheeler, author of Not W here I Started, From 

"Concise • •  , Batchelor makes several controversial, but 

thoughtfully argued, points central to his 'existential, thera-

peut ic' and agnost ic in terpretat ion of Buddh ism: that 

Buddhism is not strictly a religion, since it does not adhere to 

a belief in God; that the Buddha did not consider himself a 

mystic or savior, but a healer; and that Buddhism is less a 

'belief system' than a personal 'course of action'" that naturally 

instills morality, compassion, and inner peace in the practi-

t ioner." • —Publishers W eekly 
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P R E F A C E 

IH A v E T R I E D to writ e a book on Buddh ism in ordinary 

English that avoids the use of foreign words, technical 

terms, lists, and jargon. The one except ion is the term 

"dh arm a," for wh ich I can fin d no English equivalen t. 

Broadly speaking, "d h arm a" refers'to the teachings of the 

Buddha as well as to those aspects of reality and experience 

wit h wh ich his teachings are concerned. "Dh ar ma pract ice" 

refers to the way of lif e undertaken by someone who is 

inspired by such teachings, 
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:x-î  -H.; = ^ 8 



 



 

A W A K E N I N G 

As long as my vision was not fully clear... regarding four 
ennobling truths, I did not claim to have realized authentic 
awakening.. . . 

—The Buddha 

LE T ' S GO B A C K to the beginn ing: to the awaken ing 

of Siddhartha Gau tam a, aka the Tath agata, Shak-

yamun i, the World Honored O n e—t he Buddha h imself. He 

was the one who set the wheel of dharma spinn ing in the first 

place. He was the one who pointed out the central path (the 

famous "Midd l e W ay"). He was the t railblazer. H is are the 

footprints we wil l fin d at the end of the t rack. 

Let 's start wit h the Buddha's first discourse, delivered 

to his five form er ascetic companions in the Deer Park at 

Sarnath, near Benares. It was here, several weeks after the 
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S T E P H EN B A T C H E L O R 

i 

awaken ing and his ensuing ambivalence about saying any-

th ing at all, that compassion moved h im to embrace the an-

guish of others. Plunging into the t reacherous sea of words, he 

"set in mot ion the wheel of the dh arm a." 

Th is short discourse can be summed up as follows: The 

Buddha declares how he has found the central path through 

avoid ing indulgence and mort ificat ion. He then describes 

four ennobling truths: those of anguish, its origins, its cessa-

t ion, and the path leading to its cessation. Angu ish, he says, is 

to be understood, its origins to be let go of, its cessation to be 

realized, and the path to be cult ivated. And this is precisely 

what he h imself has done: he has understood anguish, let go 

of its origins, realized its cessation, and cult ivated the path. 

Only th rough kn owing these t ruths, kn owing how to act 

upon them, and kn owing that he has acted upon them can he 

claim to have found '"au then t ic awaken in g/' 

D E S P I T E T H E 1 B U D D H A ' S own succinct account of his 

awaken in g, it has come to be represented (even by Buddhists) 

as someth ing quite d ifferen t. Awaken ing has become a mys-

tical experience, a moment of t ranscendent revelat ion of the 

Tru th. Religious interpretat ions invariably reduce complex-

it y to un iform ity wh ile elevat ing mat ter-of-factness to holi-

ness. Over t ime, increasing emphasis has been placed on a 

single Absolu te Tru t h, such as "the Death less," "the Uncon-

d it ioned/' "the Void ," "Nir van a," "Bu d d ha Natu re," etc., 

rather than on an in terwoven complex of truths. 

An d the crucial dist inct ion that each truth requires being 

acted upon in its own particular way {understanding anguish, 

lett ing go of its origins, realiz ing its cessat ion, and cult ivating 

the path) has been relegated to the margins of specialist 

doctrinal knowledge. Few Buddhists today are probably even 

aware of the dist inct ion. 
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 B U D D H I S M W I T H O U T B E L I E F S 

Yet in failin g to m ake this dist inct ion, four ennobling 

truths to be acted upon are neatly turned in to four proposi-

tions of fact to be believed. The first t ruth becomes: "Li f e Is 

Su ffer in g"; the second: "Th e Cause of Su ffer ing Is Crav-

in gs—and so on. At precisely this juncture, Buddh ism be-

comes a religion. A Buddh ist is someone who bplieves these 

four proposit ions. In leveling out these truths in to proposi-

tions. that claim to be t rue, Buddh ists are dist inguished from 

Christ ians, Muslims, and H indus, who believe d ifferent sets 

of proposit ions. The four ennobling t ruths become principal 

dogmas of the belief system known as "Bu d d h ism ." 

The Buddha was not a myst ic. H is awaken ing was not a 

shattering insight into a transcendent Tru th that revealed to 

h im the mysteries of God. He did not claim to have had an 

experience that gran ted him privileged, esoteric knowledge 

of how the un iverse t icks. Only as Buddh ism became more 

and more of a religion were such grandiose claims imputed to 

his awaken ing. In describing to the five ascetics what his 

awaken ing meant, he spoke of having discovered complete 

freedom of heart and m ind from the compulsions of craving. 

H e called such freedom the. taste of the dharma. 

T H E B U D D H A A W O K E from the sleep of existent ial con-

fusion. So shocking and unexpected was this experience that 

he in it ially assumed that were he to speak of it no one would 

understand h im. A person who is asleep is either lost in deep,, 

unconsciousness or absorbed in a dream. Metaphorically, this 

was how the Buddha must have seen both his previous self as 

well as everyone else he had known: they either were blind to 

the questions of existence or sought consolat ion from them in 

metaphysical or religious fantasies. H is awaken in g, however, 
f 

brought both the quest ions and their resolut ions into vivid 

and unant icipated focus. 
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S T E P H E N- B A T C H E L O R 

The Buddha woke up to the nature of the human di-

lemma and a way to its resolut ion. The first two truths 

(anguish and its origins) describe the d ilemma, the second 

two (cessation and the path) its resolut ion. He awoke to a set 

of in terrelated truths rooted in the immediacy of experience 

here and n ow. 

The Buddha experienced these truths as rennobling. 

Awaken ing was not just the acquisit ion of a more enlight-

ened viewpoin t. It granted a natural in tegrity, d ign ity, and 

authority to his life. Although the five ascetics had vowed not 

to acknowledge their apostate form er companion, as he en-

tered the Deer Park in Sarnath and came toward them, they 

found themselves standing up to o ffer h im respect* In spite of 

themselves, they were unable to resist the authority of 

Gau tam a's presence. 

A N U N A W A K E N E D E X I S T E N C E, in wh ich we d r ift un-. 

aware on a surge of habitual impulses, is both ignoble and 

und ign ified. Instead of a natural and noncoercive authority, 

we impose our wil l on others either through manipulat ion 

and in t im idat ion or by appealing to the opinions of those 

more power ful than ourselves. Author ity becomes a quest ion 

of force rather than of in tegrity. 

Instead of present ing h imself as a savior, the Buddha saw 

h imself as a healer. He presented his t ruths in the form of a 

medical diagnosis, prognosis, and t reatment. I f you have a 

pain in your chest, you first need to acknowledge it . Th en 

you wil l go to a doctor for an examinat ion, H is diagnosis 

wil l both iden t ify the cause of pain and tell you if it is 

curable. I f it is curable, he wil l advise you to follow a course 

of t reatment, Likewise, the Buddha acknowledged the exis-

tential condit ion of anguish. On examinat ion he found its 

origins to lie in self-centered craving. He realized that this 
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B U D D H I S M W I T H O U T B E L I E F S 

could cease, and prescribed the cult ivat ion of a path of lif e 

embracing all aspects of human experience as an effect ive 

treatment. 

W H I L E " B U D D H I S M " S U G G E S TS another belief sys-

tem, "dharma pract ice" suggests a course of act ion. The four 

ennobling t ruths are not proposit ions to believe; they are 

challenges to act. 

Th ere is a passage in Alice's Adventures in W onderland in 

which Alic e enters a room to find a bott le m arked wit h the 

label "Dr in k Me." The label does not tell Alic e what is inside 

the bottle but tells her what to do wit h it . Wh en the Buddha 

presented his four t ruths, he first described what each re-

ferred to, then en joined his listeners to act upon them. Once 

we grasp what he refers to by "an gu ish ," we are enjoined to 

understand it —as though it bore the label "Understand Me." 

The t ruth of anguish becomes an in junct ion to ,act. 

The first t ruth challenges our habitual relat ionship to 

anguish. IN the broadest sense, it challenges how we relate to 

our existence, as such: our birth, sickness, aging, and death. 

To what extent do we fail to understand'these realit ies and 

their implicat ions? H ow much t ime is spent in dist ract ion or 

oblivion? Wh en we are gripped by a worry, for example, 

what do we do? We m ight st ruggle to shake it o ff. Or we try 

to convince ourselves that th ings are not the way they seem, 

failin g which we seek to preoccupy ourselves wit h someth ing 

else. H ow often do we embrace that worry, accept our situa-

t ion, and try to understand it? 

Anguish maintains its power only as long as we allow it to 

int imidate us. By habitually regard ing it as fear ful and 

threatening, we fail to see the words etched on it by the 

Buddha: "Understand Me." I f we try to avoid a powerful 

wave looming above us on the beach, it wil l send us crashing 
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S T E P H EN B A T C H E L O R 

into the sand and surf. But if we face it head-on and dive 

right in to it , we discover only water. 

To understand a worry is to kn ow it calmly and clearly for 

what it is; t ransient, cont ingent, and devoid of intrinsic iden-

tity. Whereas to misunderstand it is to freeze it into some-

th ing fixed, separate, and independent Worrying about 

whether a fr iend still likes us, for example, becomes an 

isolated th ing rather than part of a process emerging from a 

stream of cont ingencies. Th is percept ion induces in turn a 

mood of feeling psychologically b locked, stuck, obsessed. The 

longer this undign ified state persists, the more; we become 

incapable of act ion. The challenge of the first t ruth is to act 

before habitual reactions incapacitate us. 

A S I M I L A R P R O C E D U RE can be applied to the other truths* 

Just as the presence of anguish is an opportun ity for under-

standing, so the presence of the self-centered craving that 

underlies it is an opportunity for let t ing go, Such craving is 

man ifest in a variety of ways: it extends from simple egoism 

and selfishness to that deep-seated, anxious longing for secu-

rit y to fear of rejection by those we love to the compulsion 

to have a cigarette. Whenever such feelings arise, the habit-

ual react ion is either to indulge them or to deny them. 

Wh ich again blinds us to the phrase stamped on them by 

the Buddha: "Let Go !" 

"Let t in g go" is not a euphemism for stamping out craving 

by other means. As wit h anguish, let t ing go begins wit h under-

standing: a calm and clear acceptance of what is happening. 

Wh ile craving (the second truth) may be the origin or cause of 

anguish (the first truth), this does not mean they are two sepa-

rate t h in gs—any more than the sprout is separate from the 

daffod il that emerges from it . Just as craving crystallizes into 

anguish, so does understanding flower into let t ing go/  
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 B U D D H I S M W I T H O U T B E L I E F S 

Let t ing go of a craving is not reject ing it but allowing it to 

be itself: a cont ingent state of m ind that once arisen wil l pass 

away. Instead of forcibly freeing ourselves from it , notice 

how its very nature is to free itself To let it go is lik e releasing 

a snake that you have been clutch ing in your hand. By 

iden t ifying wit h a craving ( '7 want th is," don 't wan t' 

that"), you t ighten the clutch and in tensify its resistance. 

Instead of being a state of m ind that you have, it becomes a 

compulsion that has you. As wit h understanding anguish, the 

challenge in let t ing go of craving is to act before habitual 
, r 

reactions incapacitate us. 

By lett ing go of craving it wil l finally cease. Th is cessation 

allows us to realize, if only momentarily, the freedom, open-

ness, and ease of the central path. Th is sudden gap in the rush 

of self-centered compulsion and fear allows us to see wit h 

unambiguous immediacy and clarity the t ransient, unreli-

able, and cont ingent nature of reality. Dh arma pract ice at this 

moment has relinquished the last traces of belief; it is 

founded on authent ic vision born from experience. It no 

longer requires the support of moralist ic rules and religious 

ritual; it is grounded in integrity and creat ive autonomy. In 

revealing lif e in all its vu lnerability, it becomes the doorway 

to compassion. 

I N T H E C E S S A T I ON of craving, we touch that dimension of 

experience that is t imeless; the p layfu l, un impeded cont in-

gency of th ings emerging from condit ions only to become 

condit ions for someth ing else. Th is is emptiness: not a cosmic 

vacuum but the unborn, undying, in fin itely creat ive d imen-

sion of life. It is kn own as the u womb of awaken in g"; it is the 

clearing in the still center of becoming, the track on wh ich 

the centered person moves. And it wh ispers: "Realize Me." 

But no sooner is it glimpsed than it is gone. Cessat ion of 
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craving is lik e a momentary gap in the clouds. The sun shines' 

brilliant ly for a few moments, only to be covered over again. •  

W e find ourselves back in .t he humbling fog of angu ish ,, 

craving, habit, restlessness, distract ion. But wit h a d ifference: 

now we kn ow where this t rack goes. We have set foot in the 

territory for which these words are just a map. 

We. realize that unt il this point we have not really been on 

the path at all. We have been followin g hunches, heeding the 

words of those we respect, exploring blind alleys, stumbling; 

and guessing. No matter how strong our resolve and convic-

t ion, all along there may have been a nagging unease that we 

d idn 't really know where we were going.. Each step felt 

hesitant and forced,, and we were terribly alone. The d iffer-

ence between then and now is lik e the idea of sex and the first 

experience of it . On the one hand, the act is a momentous and 

irrevocable step; on the ott ier hand, it is just a part of life. 

Hencefor th, resolve to cult ivate this path becomes un-

waver ing yet ent irely natural. It is simply what we do. Th ere 

is no longer any sense of self-consciousness, contrivance, 

awkwardn ess, or hesitat ion. Awaken ing is no longer seen as 

someth ing to attain in the distant fu tu re, for it is not a th ing 

but a process—and this process is the path itself. But neither 

does this render us in any way perfect or in fallible. We are 
/  

quite capable of subvert ing this process to the interests of our 

far-from -ext inct desires, ambit ions, hatreds, jealousies, and 

fears. We have not been elevated to the loft y heights of 

awaken in g; awaken ing has been knocked o ff its pedestal into 

the turmoil and ambiguity of everyday life. 

Th ere is noth ing part icularly religious or spiritual about 

this path / It encompasses everyth ing we do. It is an authent ic 

way of being in the world. It begins wit h how we understand 

the kind of reality we inhabit and the kind of beings we are /  

that inhabit such a reality. Such a vision underpins the values 

that in form our ideas, the choices we m ake, the words we 

ut ter, the deeds we per form, the work we do. It provides the 
r 
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 B U D D H I S M W I T H O U T B E L I E F S 

ethical ground for m in d ful and focused awareness, wh ich in 

turn further deepens our understanding of the kind of reality 

we inhabit and the kind of beings we are that inhabit such a 

reality. And so on. 

To cult ivate these diverse elements of our existence means 

to nurture them as we wou ld a garden. Just as a garden needs 

to be protected, tended, and cared for, so do ethical in tegrity, 

focused awareness, and understanding. No matter how deep 

our insight into the empty and cont ingent nature of th ings, 

that alone wil l do lit t l e to cult ivate these qualit ies. Each of 

these areas in lif e becomes a challenge, an in junct ion to act. 

Th ere is no room for complacency, for they all bear a tag that 

declares:'"Cult ivate Me." 

T H E A C T I O N S T H A T accompany the four truths describe 

the trajectory of dharma pract ice: understanding anguish 

leads to let t ing go of craving, wh ich leads to realizing its 

cessation, wh ich leads to cult ivat ing the path. These are not 

four separate activit ies but four phases with in the process of 

awaken ing itself. Understanding matures into lett ing go; 

lett ing go culminates in realizat ion; realizat ion impels cult i-

vat ion. 

Th is t rajectory is no linear sequence of "stages" through 

which we "progress." We do not leave behind an earlier stage 

in order' to advance to the next rung., of some h ierarchy. 

Al l four act ivit ies are part of a single cont inuum of act ion. 

Dharma pract ice cannot be reduced to any one of them; it is 

configured from them all. As soon as understanding is iso-

lated from lett ing go, it degrades in to mere intellectuality. As 

soon as let t ing go is isolated from understanding, it declines 

into spiritual posturing. The fabric of dharma pract ice is 

woven from the threads of these in terrelated act ivit ies, each 

of which is defined th rough its relat ion to the others. 
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