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"Bedetheison Widkous Betiefs ix the hind ol finely written primer
abuul the precepts of Buddhisic that even a heathen like me can
appreciate and underseand. Lar rhe non-ltuedhist, ar the aspiring
Huddhist, it will be of much assistanee. Filled with compassinn,
Iucidly written, this isohouwk te explaios rnneh aiont an ancieat,
vverliving philosophy dhat has mweh o olfee the stuoned
scearchers of cruth in our chaotic age of modernit.”
=O5CAB HLULLOS, authnr ol M. dves' Cloristuac
and The Mambo Kiegs Play Songe of Love

In zhis sunple hot bopuctast yolume, Swephet Bacchelor reminds as
that the Buddha was nol o mystic whe claimed srivileael, eseleric
lneavledse ol the cniverse, but a man whe challenged us t aniler-
stored ehe sintmre ol sguish, et ao ol its cogios, aond briing aotu being
a way ol e 2l is wvaclable t us all Wil the Buddha iughe, sayvs
Batehelor, is nut something e belicoe s bae someting 4 do—snd »e
he exprains clescly and compellingly it s a practics thil wis ean engaze
in, regarcless of nur backaron=d or beliefs, ax we live every day an the
pal=s hsrwalening.

“Radiant in its clavity, Budditisin Withott Beligls reminds ns not
just oF Ruddfhism's troae nature, hat of oor own ax well. Freeing us
tram the natinn of Bodilhisen as a0 redigiose. Slephea Batchelor
shims us how necessacy the Buddlia’s tcachings ave in today's
wurld, [t may aot be whiat he intended. bnt he has made a0 helier-
«r out of me,"

—MARK FIPSTUFIN, Y., authar of Thewoehts Wikoad a Thinker:

Pocholheragry from i Buddhist Perspective

“Though he is a former monk in both the Zen and Tibetan tradi-
tions, Batchelor is now associated with o nondenominationl
Buddhist community in England. He deliberately eschews elidst,
monasts » oAl teaditions, which afren make enlichtenment

appe tion
exerc imi-
nate olu-

tion.'







Fmperos Wa of Ligng asked the great master Bodhi-
dharma, “What is the haghest wmeaning of the holy
trasths?" Bodhidbarma said, "Empry, withou: holiness.”
the emperor suid, "Who i facing me?” Bodhidharma
replied, "I don’t knnw " |

| - - The Blue Chff Record

We do not recerve usicdom, we mest discover it for
nurselves, after a journey through the wilderness, which
no one elic carn make for us, which no vne can spare us,
Jor our wirdom i ihe point of view from whick we come
at fact 1o regard the world.

—Marcel Pronst
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“The clarity and beauty of his presentarion make Stephen
Batchelor’s book « resource fol people at any stage of spirirual
life, This book is-clearly the fruit of a rigorous and dedicated
cttort to make the rentchs of Buddhism workable. Batchelae,
and the Buddha, will help you dust off the diamond of your
own mind.”

—Kate Wheeler, author of Naog Whese { Sturicd Fram

“Cancise . . . Barchelor makes several controversial, but
thoughtfully argued, points central. ta his ‘existenrial, thera-
peutic’ and aghostic interpretavion of Buddhism: that
Ruddhism is nat serictly a religion, since it does not adhere to
a beliet in God; that the Buddha did not consider himself a
mystic or savior, but a healer; and that Buddhism is less a
‘helief system’ than a personal ‘conrse of action™ thar aarurally
instills morality, compassion, and inner peace 1w the practi-
tioner.” —Publishers Weekly
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PRELFALCLEL

][ HAVE TRIED to write a book on Buddhism in ordinary
Fnglisa that avoids the use of forcipn wards, technical
terms, lists, and jargon. The one exception is the term
“dharma,” for which [ can find no Eaglish cquivalenc.

Broadly speaking, “dharma” refery to the reachings of the
Buddha as well as to those aspects of reality and experience
wirh which his teachings are concerned. “Dharma pracrice”
refers to the way of lile undertaken by someone who is
inspired by such teachings,
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AWAKENING

As dung us my vivion was net fully clear . | regarding fowr
ennweling wuthi, [ Aid not viamm & have vealized authentic
anakening. . . .

—«The Buddha

L Fr's 60 kAGK to the heginning: to the swakening
af Siddhartha Gautama, aka the Tathagaty, Shak-
yarnuni, the Warld Honored One—the Ruddha himself, He
was the onc who set the wheel of dhartna spinning in the first
place. He was the one who pointed out the central parh (rhe
famous “Middle Way"). He was the trailblazer. His are the
foatprints we will find at the end of the track.

Let's start with the Buddha's first disenirse, delivercd
to his hve former ascetic companions in the Deer Park zt
Sarnath, near Benares. [t was here, several weeks afier the



JTEPEEN 3A1CHdFRLOR

awakening and his ensuing ambivalence abont saying any-
thiag al all, that compassion moved him to embrace the an-
guish af athers. Plunging into the treachcrous sea of wards, he
“set ir motion the wheel of the dharma.” ‘

This short disconcse can he summed up as {ollows: The
Buddha declares how he has found the central parh through
avulding indulgence and mortficaticn. He ther describes
tour crnobling truths: those of anguish, irs origing, its cessa-
tion, and the parh {eading to s cessation, Anguish, he suys, 1
to be understond, its crigins to be let go of, its cessarion to be
realized, and rthe parh e be enltivarec. And this is precisely
what he himsclf has dene: he has understeod angiush, ler go
af its origing, realized its cossation, and caltivated the patch,
Omly through knowing thess truths, knowing hew to act
upon them, and knowing that he has acted upan them can he

claim to have found*'authencic awaketung.”

-

DFstrTe ek BunnrA's owi suceinet account of his
awuketung, it has come Lo be represented {even by Bnddhists)
as sornething quitc different. Awakening has hecome a mys-
tical experience, 2 mament of transcendent revelation of the
Trutk. Religious interpretations invariably reduce complex-
ity to unilormity while elevating mattcr-of-factness to hali-
ness, Over time, increasing cmphasis has been placed on 2
single Absolute Truth, such as “the Deathless,” “the Urcon-
ditioned,” “the Vaid,” “Nirvana,” "Ruddha Naiure,” erc,,
tuther than an aninterwoven complex of truths.

And the crucial disrinction rhar each truth requires bemg
acted wpon in itc vwn particudar way (undesstandsng anguish,
teeting g of 118 origins, realizsng 115 cessation, and cultivating
the path) has been relegated to the margins of soccalist
dactrinal knowledge. Few Buddhists taday are probably even
aware of the distinction.

~
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Yer in failing to make this distinchion, four cnnobling
rtuths to be acted upon ure neatly turned mto four proposi-
ticns of fact to be believed. “U'he firsc Lruth becomes: “Life Is
Sulfering”; the second: "The Cause of Suffcring Is Crae-
ing"—and so on, At precisely this juncmre, Buddhism he-
cornes @ religion. A Baddhost s semeone who bedeves rthese
[our propesitions. In leveling out these truchs intw proposi-
tions that claim to he truc, Buddhists are discinguushed Zram
Christians, Muslims, and Hindus, who believe different scts
of propositions. The four rnnakling truths hecomne principal
dogmas of the beliel systetn knoswen as “Buddhism,”

I'he Buddha swas not a mystic. ITis awalkening was not a
sauttering insight into a transcendent Trady that revealed 1o
him rhe mysteries of Ged. He dwd net claim to have had an
experience that granted hin privileged, esoteric nowledpe
of how the vniverse deks. Only as Buddhisim became morc
and more of a rc:ligién were such grandiose claims impured to
his awakemng. In deseribing to the five ascetics what his
awakening meant, he spolke of having discovered com plere
{rcedom of hearr and mind from the compulsions of craving,

e callad such Freedorn the rasse of the dharma.

-

Tar Binnas swoke Fram the sleca of cxistennal con-
fusion. Su shocking and unexpected was this experience rhat
he initially assumer that were he to speak of ir no ane would
nnderstand him. A poerzon wha is ﬁs]eepis either lost in deep.
unconscivustess or absorbed 1n a drewmn, Metaphorically, ths
was how the Buddha must have seen hath his previous self as
well as evervone else he had known: they either were blind to
the questions nf ¢xistence or sought consolation from them in
metaphysizal or religious fantasics. TTis awakening, however,
brought doth Lhe questions and their resolubions into vivid
and unanticipated focus.

AP}
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The Budcha woke up to the narture of the human di-
lemma and a way to its resolucion. The first two truths
(anguish and ity origing describe the dilemma, the second
two (cessation and che path) its resalurion, He awaoke to a sct
at interrelated trurhs raoted in the immediacy of experience
here and now, -

The Buddba experienced these truths as ennobling.
Awakening was not just the acquisition ¢f a more enlight-
ened viewpoint, It granted a narural incgrity, dignicy, and
authority to his life. Although the hve aseetics had vowed nac
to acknowledge their apastate former companion, as he en-
tered the Deer Park in Sarnath and came toward them, they
{uund themselves standing up ro offer him respece, Io spite of
themselves, they were unzble to resist the awthonty of

Gaula Ilﬂ, S P resence.

S

AN UNAWARERNED EXT181 k8GR, in which we dnft un-
aware on a surge of habitual impulses, is both igneble and
undignified. Instead of a natural and noncaercive authanry,
wcC imposz: QLur ‘l‘Vi" un [Jl‘l!crs tithtr through InanipUliltiUII
and intimidztion ar by appealing w the opinions ol those
imore posve rful than ourselves. Authority becomes a question
of force rather than of integrity.

Instead of preseoring himself as a savior, the Buddha saw
bitrsell as a healer. He presented his truths in the form of a
medical diagnosis, prognosis, and treagnent. If you have a
pain in your chest, you first necd to acknowledge ir. “T'hen
yon will ga ro a doctor for an examination. His diagnosts
will bath identify the cuuse ol pain and . tell you if it is
curable, I it is curable, he will advise vou to [ollaw a crurse
of treatnent. Likewise, the Buddha acknowledged the exis-
rential condition «f anguish, On examinarion he found-its
origing ra lic 10 scl-centercd cruving, He realized that chus
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conrld cease, atd prescrined the culnvarton of a path of life
etnbracing all aspects of human experience as an ellective
treattnent.

Waier “"Burouism’ scoeceste: another belief svs-
tern, “dharma practice™ suggests ¢ course of action. The four
ennobling rruths are not propositions to helicve; they are
challenges to act.

There 15 a passage in dhce's Adventures in Weonderland 1o
which Alice enrers a roam to find a bottle markes with che
label “Drink Me.” The label does not tell Alice what is inside
the botrle but tells het what to do with it. When the Buddhba
presented his four truths, he first described what each re-
ferred eo, then cojoined his listeners to act upon them. Ones
we grasp 'll:""}l)ll' h(.‘ I't‘.fL‘l'S to b}' “':.ll'lglliSl],” We Aarc anOiI’lC('] to
as thaugh it bore the label “Understand Me.”
The truth of anguish becemes an njuncuion to aet.

urdesstand 1t

The first cruth challen'ges our habitual relarionship to
anguish. 1n the broadest sense, it challenges how we relate to
our existence. as such: our birth, sickness, aging, and deark,
Ta what cxtenl do we fail to undersrand these realities and
their enphications? IFlow much time is spent in distracton or
ablivion? When we arc gripped by a worry, for example,
whaut do we da? We might struggle to shake it off. Or we try
ta canvince ourselves char things arc nat the way they scom,
tailing which w= seek to preoccupy ourselves with somerhing
else. How often do we erbrace that worry, accept our siua-
tion, and try to understand ie?

Anguish maintains its poweronly as long as we allow it o
intimidate ug, By habirally regarding ir as tearful and
threatening, we lail to see the wozds erched on it by the
Buddha: “Understand Me.” If we try to avoid a powerful
wave locming above us on the beach, it will scnd us crashing

T
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into the sand and surf. Bur if we face 1c head-on and dive
night into ir, we discover only water, .

Tounderstand u worty is to know it calmly and cleatly for
whar it is: transient, contingent, and dcycid of intrinsic iden-
try- Whereas ro misunderstand it 15 to freeze it into some -
thing fixed, separate, and tndependent. Worrving ahout
whether a friend stll likes ws, for example, becomes an
isolated thing rather than part of a process emcrging from a
strecam of condngencies, This pereepnion induces in racn a
moad of feeling psychologically blocked, stuck, ubsessed. The
longer this undignified state persists, the more we become
incapable of action. The challenge of the first truth is to act
before habitual reacticns incapacitate us. |

™,

A SIMILAR PROCLDURE can be applied to the ather truths.
Just as rhe presence of anguish is an oppartunity for under-
standing, so Lhe presence of the self-centered craving that
underlies it is an opportunity for letting go. Such craviag is
manifcst in a variety of ways: it exrends from simaple egoism
anc selfishness to that deep-seated, ansaous longing for secu-
rity to fear of rejection by thase we love o the compulsion
" o have a cigarette, Whenever cuch feelings arisc, the habit-
ual reaction is cither ta indulge them or to deny them,
Which again blinds us to the phrase stutnped on them by
the Buddba: “Let Got”

“Leding go” is not a euphemism for stamping owt craving
by ather means. Aswith angnish, letting go begins with under-
standing: a calm and clear asceprance of what 1s happening.
While craving {the second truth} may be the origin or cause of.
anguish (the fiest truth}, this does not mean rhey are rwo sepa-
rare rhings -—an}-' maorc T}'Iiln []'lC Spl’Ullt 'iS SCPHFQ[C fTOHI tl]C
daffodil thar emcrges fram it Just as craving crystallizes into
angutsh, so does understanding flower into lettng go.

o
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Tetring go af a craving is not rejeating it hut allowing ir o
be itselft a contingent state of mind that once ansen will pass
away. Instead of {orcibly freeing ourselves from if, notice
how its vcry nature is w free itself. Tolet it go is like releasing
a snake thar you have been clurching in your hand, By
identifying with-a craving (7 want this,” 7 dao’t want’
that"), you tightzn the clurch and intensify its resistance.
Instcad of being a stare of mind that you have, it becomes a
compulsion that has vou. As with understanding anguish, the
challenge in letting go of craving 1s to act beforc hahirual
reactions incavacitate us. -

By letting ga af craving it will finally ccase. This cessation
allows us to realize, if only momentarily, the freedom, open-
ness, and case of the central pach, This sudden gap in the rush
of selt-centered compulsion and fear allows us ro see with
unambiguous immediacy and clarity the transient, uoreli-
ahle, and contingent nanire of reality. Dharma pracrice at this
mornent has relinquished the last traces of belicf: it s
founded on authentic wision born from experience. It no
longer requires the support of moralistic rates and religpous
ritual; it is grounded in 1ntegrivy and creative autonomy, Tn
revealing hie in all ity valnerability, it becomes the daorway
(3 Con1passion.

[~ TH& cESsaTrOWN of craving, we touch that dimension ef
expericnee that is timeless; the playful, unimpeded cantin-
gency of things emerging from conditians only to become
conditions for something else. This is emptiness: nota cosmic
vacuum but the unborn, undying, infinitely creative dimen-
sion of life. It is known as the-“wornb of awakening™; it 1s the
clearing in the still cerrer of hecoming, the track on which
the centered person moves. And it whispers: “Realize Me.”

Buc no sooner is it glimpsed than it is gone, Cessetion of
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craving is like a momentary gap in the clavuds. The sun shines’
brilliantly for a few moments, only to he covered nver again,
We find ourselves back in the hurmbling fog of anguish,
craving, hahic, restlessness, disrraction. But with a difference:
now we knaw where this track goes. We have set foot in the
wrritory for which these words are just a map.

We realize that unnl this point we have not really been on
the path at all. We have been following hunches, heeding the
words of those we respect, exploring blind alleys, srumbling;
Ql]d glJCSSing. Nﬂ matrer }10'\"'." slr(}ng our ECSU]\'C élnd com.-'ic-
tion, all aleng there may have been a nagging unease that we
dido’t really know where we weze going, Each step felt
hesitant and fosced, and we were terribly alonc. The differ-
ence berween then and now is lilee the idea of sex and the lirst
expcriehce of it. (In the one hand, the act is a momentous and
irrevocable step; on the orher hand, it is just a parr of litc.

Henceforth, resolve to culuvate this path bewomes un-
wavering vet entirely narereal. It is simply what we do. There
is no longer any sense of sell-consciousness, contrivance,
awkwardness, or hesitation, Awakening is no loanger scen as
something to atrain in the distaot futare, Lor it is aut athing
hut a process—and this process is the path itself. Eut neicher
does this render us in any way petlect or infallible. We ace
gnice capable of subverting this pracess ra the intercsrs of onr
far-from-extinet desires, ambitions, hatreds, jealousies, and
‘eats. We have not been elevated to the lofty heights of
awakening; awakening has been knocked att its pedestal into
the turmoil and ambiguity of evervday lifc,

There is onthing particularly religiaus or spiritual ahout
this path. 1t encompasses everything we do. It 1s an autheatic

“way of being in the world. Ir begins with how we understand
the kind of reality we inhahir and the kind (')'Fhr:ings we are
that inhabit such a reality. Such a vision underpins the values
shat inform our ideas, the choices we make, the words we
utter, the deeds we perform, the work we da. Tt provides the

TG
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ehical granund tor mindful and facsed awareness, which in
turh [urther deepens our understandiog ol the kind of reality
we inhabit and the kind of heings we are that inhabit such a
reality. And so on.

To cultivate these diverse clemenrs of onr cxistence means
tn miartuce them as we would a garden. [ustas a garden needs
to be protected, tended, and cared for, so da erhieal integrity,
focnsec awareness, and nnderstanding. No matter how deep
anr insight into the empry and contingent nature of things,
thar alone will da little to cultivate these gualities. Fach ot
these areas n life becornes a challenge, an injunction to act.
"There is no room for cecmplacency, for they alf bear a rag thar
declares: “Culvivate Me™

-~

T il AGTIONS THAT }]CCt’llTlpal'l}' T]'IC f'aur fl't.lrhf- (JCSCTihC
the trajectory of dharma practice: understanding anguish
leads to letting go of craving, which lcads to realizing its
cessation, which leads to enltivaring rhe path. These aee no:
four separate activitics but four phases within the process of
uwakening itsel. Understandingr tatures into lewting go;
letting go culminates in realization; realization impcls culti-
vation, :

This trajectory is na linear scquence of “stages” thrangh
wehich we “pragress.” We do not leave behind un earlicer stage
in order w advance to the nexr rung . of some hierarchy.
All fore activitics are part of a single corrinunm of action,
Dhztroa practice cannot be teduced to any one of them; it is
configured feam them all. As soon as understanding s 150-
lated from letting go, it degrades into mere intellectuality, As
saon as letting g is isolated from understanding, it declines
into spiritual postiring. The fahric of dharma practice is
woven from the threads of these interrelsted activiues, each
of which is defined thromgh its velation to the orhers,

g |
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