BUDDHISM IN PRACTICE

Donald S. Lopez, Jr.

There is a remarkable diversity and range among the practices of persons who
over the course of 2,500 years have been identified, by themselves or by others,
as Buddhists. In this diversity there are often contradictions, such that the prac-
tices of a Buddhist community of one time might seem strange or unfamiliar to
a Buddhist community elsewhere. Indeed, one of the questions that must be raised
is whether one can accurately speak of something called “Buddhism” or “the
Buddhist tradition,” or whether those terms are better rendered in the plural. At
the same time, there is evidence of often surprising parallels among the practices
of Buddhist cultures widely separated by both history and topography, parallels
to be accounted for in large part by a constant retrospection to the figure of the
Buddha, making Buddhism less the inevitable unfolding of a distinct and self-
identical entity and more a dynamic process of borrowing, contlict, and interac-
tion between and within traditions that have been identified as Buddhist.

This introduction is meant to serve two purposes. First, it will provide a brief
historical sketch of the history of Buddhism. Second, it will provide a description
of some of the Buddhist doctrines that have come to be considered fundamental
by the tradition of scholars, both Buddhist and Western.

The life and teachings of the Buddha as they recorded in traditional sources
are recounted in some detail below.! After the death of the Buddha, the com-
munity of his followers is said to have met in a series of councils, each sponsored
by a different king, to settle disputes regarding what the Buddha had taught and
what rules the monastic order should follow. The Buddha had preached for over
forty years to a wide variety of audiences, and there was a concern that thos.e
teachings be remembered and preserved before they could be forgotten. This
preservation was done orally, with different groups of monks responsible for the
memorization and retention of what evolved into a variety of oral canons. None
of these was committed to writing until the last decades before the common era,
and not in India but in Sri Lanka, some four hundred years after the Buddha’s
death. Despite the sophisticated mnemonic devices that Buddhist rnonk§ em-
ployed in preserving these teachings, there can be little certainty as to which of
them, if any, were actually the words of the Buddha; there remains debate even
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about which language the Buddha spoke. Thus, it is no longer tenable to accept
the assumption shared by both early Western scholars of Buddhism and Buddhist
figures in Southeast Asia (often under Western influence) that what is known as
the Theravada tradition (the tradition of the Elders) found in the Pali language
represents an original Buddhism from which all other forms of Buddhism derived
(and sometimes deviated). The original teachings of the historical Buddha are
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to recover or reconstruct.

The Buddhist community flourished in India during the Mauryan dynasty
(324~187 B.C.E.), especially during the reign of the emperor Asoka, whose rule
extended over most of the Indian subcontinent and who, in a series of rock edicts,
professed his faith in the Buddha, his teaching, and the monastic community.
Although Asoka’s edicts set forth a generalized morality that allowed him to sup-
port many religious groups in his vast kingdom, he is remembered in Buddhist
legends as the ideal Buddhist king, deeply devoted to the propagation of the
Buddha’s teaching and to the support of the monastic community. By the end of
Asoka’s reign, Buddhist monks and nuns were established in monasteries
throughout the Indian subcontinent, monasteries that were often located near
cities and that relied on state support. From this point on, the fortunes of Bud-
dhism in India waxed and waned largely in dependence on the policies of local
rulers.

In the first centuries of the common era, a movement, or series of movements,
occurred in India that came to be referred to as the Mahdydna, the Great Vehicle.
This seems to have begun as a disparate collection of cults centered around newly
composed texts and their charismatic expositors, the dharmabhanaka. These texts,
although composed centuries after the Buddha's death, were accepted by their
devotees as sttras (discourses attributed to the Buddha or spoken with his sanc-
tion). Some of the texts, like the Lotus Sitra (discussed below), in addition to
proclaiming their own unique potency as the means to salvation, would also praise
the veneration of stiipas, the reliquaries in which the remains of the Buddha were
enshrined. Other texts, like much of the early Perfection of Wisdom (prajfiapar-
amita) corpus, would proclaim their superiority to stiipas, declaring themselves
to be substitutes for the body and speech of the absent Buddha, equally worthy
of veneration and equally efficacious.

It is perhaps best to regard the Mahayana as a social movement of monks, nuns,
and lay people that began in reaction against the controls exercised by a powerful
monastic institution. This movement was responsible for the production and dis-
semination of a body of literature that challenged the authority of that institution
by having the Buddha proclaim a superior and more inclusive path and a more
profound wisdom. In subsequent centuries, during which sttras continued to be
composed, the Mahayana became not merely a collection of cults of the book but
a self-conscious scholastic entity. Adherents of the Mahayana devoted a good deal
of energy to surveying what was by then a rather large corpus and then attempting,
through a variety of hermeneutical machinations, to craft the myriad doctrines
into a philosophical and doctrinal system. In short, it is in this later period that
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the sitras, which seem at first to have been recited and worshiped, became the
object also of scholastic reflection. The fact that these treatises commonly contain
a defense of the Mahayana as the authentic word of the Buddha—even treatises
composed a millennium after the composition of the first Mahayana sttras—may
provide evidence of the minority status of the Mahayana in India.

These new movements came to designate themselves by the term “Mahayana,”
the “Great Vehicle” to enlightenment, in contradistinction from the earlier Bud-
dhist schools who did not accept their new satras as authoritative (that is, as the
word of the Buddha). They disparagingly referred to these earlier schools with
the term “Hinayana,” often rendered euphemistically as the “Lesser Vehicle,” al-
though hina means also “inferior,” “base,” and “vile.” Members of these earlier
schools, of course, never thought of or referred to themselves as passengers on
the Hinayana. It has thus become common in Western writing about Buddhism
to avoid this term by replacing it with “Theravada.” But the terms “Hinayana”
and “Theravada” do not designate the same groups; there is a traditional list of
some eighteen Hinayana schools with diverse doctrines, only one of which has
survived into the present, the Theravada of Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, whose
works are preserved in the Pali language.

The term “Mahgyana” is less objectionable for the reason that it was used self-
referentially. Most anthologies provide selections from the Pali texts followed by
a sampling from Mahéayana sutras, suggesting that with the rise of the Mahayana
the earlier traditions were both superseded and eclipsed. This is, however, his-
torically inaccurate. The reports of Chinese pilgrims to India in the seventh cen-
tury indicate that followers of the Mahayana and the “Hinayana” lived together
in monasteries (vihdras) and that they all maintained the same “Hinayana” mo-
nastic vows. The reports further indicate that in many monasteries adherents of
the Hinayana outnumbered those of the Mahayana. Thus, as an alternative to the
polemical “Hinayana,” the term “foundational Buddhism” may be used, referring
to the members of Buddhist monastic communities and their supporters who did
not accept the legitimacy of the new scriptures composed by followers of the
Mahayana. As the seventh-century Chinese pilgrim Yijing observed about India,
“those who worship bodhisattvas and read Mahayana sttras are called Mahayana,
while those who do not do this are called the Hinayana.” The foundational nature
and persistence of the Hinayana schools in India is often forgotten because of the
domination of the Mahayana in China, Japan, Korea, Mongolia, and Tibet.

Some five centuries after the rise of the Mahayana, another major movement
occurred in Indian Buddhism, which was retrospectively designated as the Vajra-
yana (the Thunderbolt or Diamond Vehicle). Its origins are even less clearly un-
derstood than those of the Mahayana. Like “Hinayana” and “Mahayana,” “Vajra-
yana” is a retrospective designation, in this case coined to describe a rather
disparate set of practices by which the long path to buddhahood could be tra-
versed more quickly than was possible via the Mahayana, a path on which various
supernormal powers were gained in the process. Some of these practices, such as
engaging in behaviors that broke caste taboos, appear to have been borrowed
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from ascetic movements current in India at the time. Others were developments
of themes long present in Buddhist texts, such as the possibility of coming into
the presence of the Buddha through visualization practices. Despite the efforts of
generations of Buddhist thinkers, it remains exceedingly difficult to identify pre-
cisely what it is that sets the Vajrayana apart. And this difficulty of identifying
distinguishing features applies more generally to the issue of distinguishing the
Buddhist vehicles, the Hinayana, the Mahayana, and the Vajrayana. Adherents of
this or that vehicle have much invested in claims to uniqueness. However, these
three vehicles share more than is usually assumed.

Anthologies of Buddhist texts have often been organized according to vehicle.
One difficulty with such an approach is the almost unavoidable propensity to see
the Hinayana-Mahayana-Vajrayana sequence as a value-laden development of one
kind or another, in which one member of the triad is exalted above the others,
According to one view (found especially among European scholars of Buddhism
in the nineteenth century), the Hinayana (what they called “original Buddhism™)
was a simple ethical creed of self-reliance, free of ritual elements. In the rise of
Mahayana, they saw a concession to the masses, in which the Buddha was deified
and became an object of worship, and salvation became possible not through
diligent practice but through faith in a dizzying pantheon of buddhas and bo-
dhisattvas. The Vajrayana was an even later development in which, they believed,
debased Hindu practices polluted Buddhism until any kind of licentious behavior
became accepted.

Another view (found particularly among scholars of Chinese and Japanese Bud-
dhism) also sees the Hinayana as an ethical creed, which became an institution
of self-satisfied and complacent monks who cared only about their own authority.
The Mahayana, they believe, was a popular lay movement that sought to restore
to the tradition the Buddha's original compassion through the ideal of the bo-
dhisattva, the person who sacrifices his or her own welfare in order to lead all
sentient beings in the universe to nirvana. The bodhisattva path is a long one,
and requires many millions of lifetimes of practice. According to this view, the
Vajrayana was again a late development, coming at a time when people were no
longer interested in dedicating themselves to this protracted path to enlighten-
ment for the sake of others, and imagined that the Vajrayana provided a shortcut.

Finally, there is the view that sees the Vajrayana as the pinnacle in the evolution
of Buddhism, moving from the austere individualism of the Hinayana to the
relatively simple compassion of the Mahayana, which sees salvation only in the
ever-distant future, and finally to the culmination in the Vajrayana, where bud-
dhahood is possible in this very body and in this very lifetime, not through a
suppression of desire and the sensual but through the discovery of ultimate reality
even there.

The processes by which Buddhist practices developed through Asia are far more
complex than any of these three models suggests. For example, the first model
ignores the wealth of rituals and devotional practices found in the Theravada. The
second model ignores the important role played by monks and nuns throughout
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the history of the Mahayana. And the third model places far too much emphasis
on the claim of buddhahood in this very lifetime, an important but hardly uni-
versal claim of tantric texts. Beyond these specific errors, a more general problem
with such an evolutionary (or devolutionary) model is that it suggests that one
vehicle ceases or dies out before the next becomes fully formed. Such a suggestion
is supported in those anthologies that only provide works from the Pali “canon,”
the early collection of works considered by the Theravada to represent the au-
thentic teachings of the Buddha and his early followers. These anthologies ignore
the great mass of literature composed in subsequent centuries in both Pali and
the vernaculars of Southeast Asia, as if the Buddhism of this region essentially
ceased its literary output after the fifth century of the common era.

Buddhist institutions had disappeared in India by the thirteenth century. The
reasons for this demise remain much debated. The overt cause was a series of
Muslim invasions, beginning in the eleventh century, during which the major
monastic centers of northern India were destroyed. There had been persecutions
of Buddhism by various Hindu kings in the past, but these had been localized
and short-lived, often followed by an infusion of support under another dynasty.
In this case, however, no such dynasty arose. It also appears that by the end of
the first millennium, the locus of Buddhism in India had become the large mon-
astery, which depended on royal rather than local patronage; the most famous of
these was Nalandi, said to have housed ten thousand monks. When such centers
were destroyed (as Nalanda was by Turkic troops in 1197), the power and influ-
ence of the monastic institutions quickly dissipated. Some scholars argue as well
that by this time many Buddhist practices had been incorporated into Hinduism
and that the local functions fulfilled by Buddhist monks in the past were being
performed by Hindu priests. Historians no longer subscribe to the further claim
that Buddhism was already weak during this period due to the degenerating
influence of tantra, Indeed, tantric Buddhism has survived in Nepal until the
present day in a tradition of Mahdyana devotionalism officiated by a sangha of
married priests.

Buddhism is often described as the only pan-Asian religion, the only Asian
religion to spread beyond the boundaries of its native culture. This is not entirely
accurate. Confucian thought has had a profound influence on Korea and Japan,
for example, and Hindu epics, with their gods, demons, and social ideals have
shaped the cultures of Southeast Asia. It is true, however, that Buddhism spanned
both the Indian and Chinese cultural domains of Asia. But it is important to think
not so much of a disembodied dharma descending on another culture from above,
but rather of a more material movement-—of monks, texts, relics, and icons—
along trade routes and across deserts, mountains, and seas.

The Buddha is reported to have exhorted his monks to “go and travel around
for the welfare of the multitudes, for the happiness of the multitudes, out of
sympathy for the world, for the benefit, welfare, and happiness of gods and hu-
mans. No two should go in the same direction.” Although this last admonition
seems not to have been heeded, it is true that Buddhist “missions” were not large
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and well-organized movements, and instead often took the form of itinerant
monks (or groups of monks) traveling by land and sea in the company of traders
and royal emissaries. According to traditional accounts, the first foreign mission
was to the island of Sri Lanka, and was led by the son of Aéoka.

In descriptions of Buddhism outside of India, one sometimes encounters the
term “Southern Buddhism” to describe the Buddhism of Sri Lanka, Thailand
Cambodia, Burma, Laos, and parts of Vietnam, and the term “Northern Bud-’
dhism,” used in reference to China, Japan, Korea, Tibet, and Mongolia. It is often
said that Southern Buddhism is Theravida and Northern Buddhism is Mahayana.
This is not historically accurate. Theravada has been the dominant school of
Buddhism in most of Southeast Asia since the thirteenth century, with the estab-
lishment of the monarchies in Thailand, Burma, Cambodia, and Laos. Prior to
that period, however, many other strands of Buddhism were also widely present
including other Hinayéana sects, as well as Mahayana and tantric groups. The grea£
monument at Borobudur in Java reflects Mahayana doctrine, and there are Teports
of Indian monks traveling to Sumatra to study with Mahayana and tantric masters
there. Indeed, Buddhists texts, icons, and institutions (Hinayana, Mahayana, and
Vajrayana) were just some of the Indian cultural forms introduced into Southeast
Asia by traders and travelers, beginning as early as the fourth century. Buddhist
Bengal exerted a strong influence from the ninth through thirteenth centuries
and Sanskrit Mahayana and tantric texts were donated to Burmese monasterie;
as late as the fifteenth century. It was only after the demise of Buddhism in India
that the Southeast Asian societies looked especially to Sri Lanka for their Bud-
dhism, where by that time Theravada was established as the orthodoxy. The
monarchs of the kingdoms of Thailand, Burma, Cambodia, and Laos found an
effective ideology in Theravada notions of rulership, often invoking the model of
Asoka.

Just as Southeast Asian Buddhism was not always Theravada, so “Northern
Buddhism” was not always Mahayana. The monastic codes practiced in China,
Japan, Korea, and Tibet were all derived from the Indian Hinayana orders. Fur-
thermore, several of these orders flourished in Central Asia (including parts of
modern Iran and Afghanistan), whence Buddhism was first introduced into China
via the silk route.

Buddhist monks came to China from the northwest sometime during the first
century of the common era. China was the most advanced of the civilizations to
encounter Buddhism, as measured in terms of literary culture and the organization
of social and political institutions. Unlike Tibet and areas of Southeast Asia, for
example, China was not a place to which Buddhist monks brought Indian cultural
forms, such as writing, which would powerfully shape the future history of the
society. It is sometimes argued that if China had not been suffering a period of
political disunity in the first centuries of the common era, Buddhism would never
have taken hold. It is also argued that Buddhist institutions tended to be strongest
in China when the central government was weakest and that Buddhist institutions
existed in a state of atrophy after the Tang. Indeed, the first patrons of the dharma
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were the leaders of the foreign or “barbarian” dynasties in northern China. How-
ever, such claims can be overstated, for the influence of Buddhism on a wide
range of Chinese cultural forms, such as vernacular literature, has been and re-
mains profound. It is also often stated that Buddhism did not truly take hold in
China until it had been fully “sinified,” that is, made Chinese. It is important to
consider the degree to which Chinese Buddhism is Chinese and the degree to
which it is Buddhist, as well as to ponder the bases upon which such judgments
might be made.

Contacts with China brought Buddhist monks into the Korean peninsula in the
late fourth century. As elsewhere in Asia, these monks did not simply carry texts
and icons, but brought with them many of the products of their own civilization,
in this case, that of China. Buddhist institutions thrived especially after the uni-
fication of the Korean peninsula under the Silla Dynasty in 668. As had been the

“case in China and would be the case of Japan, part of the appeal of Buddhism to
kings was the claim that worshiping the Buddha, promoting the dharma, and
supporting the monastic community would protect the state from foreign invasion
and calamity, a view set forth in apocryphal works such as the Sttra for Humane
Kings. During this period, a number of Korean monks became influential figures
in China, Japan, and even in Tibet.

As in China, Buddhism has been both embraced and condemned in Japan as
a foreign religion. In the sixth century, monks from Korea first introduced Bud-
dhist texts and teachings into Japan, which, according to traditional accounts were
received with enthusiasm at court. Just as Buddhist monks had served as carriers
of Indian cultural forms to Southeast Asia, so they brought the products of Chi-
nese civilization to Japan. The Japanese have since looked to China as the source
of their Buddhism, and for centuries Japanese monks made the often perilous
journey to China to retrieve texts and teachings. These monks, such as the foun-
ders of the Tendai and Shingon schools of the Heian period (794-1185), were
generally rewarded with imperial support upon their return. During the Kama-
kura period (1185-1333), when the nation was ruled by a series of military
dictators, the shoguns, new sects came to prominence with their patronage. The
foremost of these were Zen, Pure Land, and Nichiren, which came to eclipse the
previous schools in popular support. In contrast to the more eclectic approach
of the Heian sects, each of these three claimed that their single practice offered
the only effective means to salvation.

According to traditional accounts, Buddhist monks did not come to Tibet until
the seventh century. As was the case with Japan, Buddhism was initially intro-
duced to the court. Indeed, the Tibetan king is said to have been converted to
Buddhism by two princesses—one from China and one from Nepal, but both
Buddhists—whom he received in marriage as the result of treaties. The dissem-
ination of Buddhist teachings and institutions in Tibet took place in two waves.
The first, during the seventh and eighth centuries, saw royal support for the
founding and maintenance of Buddhist monasteries, the invitation of Buddhist
teachers from India, and the beginnings of a massive project to translate Buddhist
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texts from Sanskrit into Tibetan. The Tibetan script is said to have been invented
for this purpose. Around 838, a king who was not kindly disposed to the dharma
closed the monasteries. He was assassinated four years later by a Buddhist monk,
thus ending the Tibetan monarchy. A revival of Buddhism took place in western
Tibet almost two centuries later. One of the signal events of this second wave was
the invitation of the Indian monk Atisa. There followed a period of extensive
contact with India, when Tibetans went to study at the great monasteries of north-
ern India, often inviting their teachers to come back with them. By the end of the
fourteenth century, most of the work of translation had been completed. The
Tibetans were able to avoid invasion by the Mongols by serving as preceptors to
a succession of Mongol khans, who were the first in a series of foreign patrons
for the sects of Tibetan Buddhism. In the seventeenth century, the head of one
of these sects, the fifth Dalai Lama, was able to consolidate political power over
Tibet with the help of his Mongol patron. A succession of Dalai Lamas (or their
regents) continued to rule Tibet until 1959, when the current Dalai Lama was
forced to flee to India after the invasion and occupation of his nation by China.

In the history of Buddhism in each of these cultures, it is usually possible to
discern two general periods. The first is one of assimilation in which Buddhist
practices were introduced, with much attention devoted to the translation of texts,
the founding of monasteries (with state support), the establishment of places of
pilgrimage, often centered on a relic or icon, and close contact with the culture
from which Buddhist cultural forms were being received (for example, India in
the case of Tibet, Central Asia in the case of China, China in the case of Japan,
Sri Lanka in the case of Thailand, and Tibet in the case of Mongolia). In most
cases, the period of assimilation lasted for several centuries. This was followed by
a period of adaptation, in which Buddhist forms were more fully integrated into
the society and made more distinctively its own. It is during this period that
schools developed that did not have precise analogs in Indian Buddhism, local
deities were incorporated into the Buddhist pantheon, and Buddhist deities were
incorporated into the local pantheon. Of course, the adherents of these new
schools and devotees of these local cults would reject the suggestion that their
practices could not be traced back directly to the Buddha. This concern with the
authentic source of the teaching is evinced in the pan-Asian practice of pilgrimage
to Bodhgaya, the site of the Buddha’s enlightenment. The history of Buddhism in
Asia continues to the present day.

Buddhism has a vast literature dealing with what we term logic, epistemology,
and ontology—works that are (depending on one’s perspective) as profound or
as impenetrable, as rich or as arid, as anything produced in the West. However,
like philosophical works in other cultures, Buddhist treatises are the products of
a tiny, highly educated elite (largely composed of monks in the Buddhist case)
and their works rarely touch the ground where the vast majority of Buddhists
have lived their lives.

It is important to recall, however, that the Buddhist philosopher was also a
Buddhist and, in most cases, a Buddhist monk. He was thus a participant in rituals
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and institutions that provided the setting for his work. The authors of Buddhist

philosophical treatises do not, therefore, fulfill our traditional image of the phi-
losopher engaged in a quest for knowledge “for its own sake,” with an overarching
concern with logic, rationality, and theoretical consistency. Although these en-
terprises find an important place in Buddhist traditions, it is also true that for
“many Buddhist scholastics the faculty of reason provides a relatively superficial
awareness, insufficient to the task of directly apprehending the truth. All endeav-
ors in the realm of what might be termed “philosophy” were theoretically sub-
servient to the greater goal of enlightenment, and the ultimate task of the philos-
opher, at least in theory, was to attain that enlightenment. The Tibetan authors
who are regarded as preeminent scholars, for example, devoted great efforts to
the performance of tantric rituals or to various sophisticated forms of meditation,
in an effort to manifest a fantastic world of benign and malevolent forces, pro-
pitiating deities and repelling demons. What we term “philosophy” was but one
concern of these authors; a perusal of the titles in the collected works of any of
Tibet's most erudite thinkers reveals that among the commentaries on Indian
logical treatises and expositions of emptiness are myriad works devoted to tantric
ceremonies and visualizations, along with instructions on techniques for drawing
mandalas, making rain, stopping smallpox, and manufacturing magical pills. The
biographies of the most famous Buddhist philosophers are replete with the most
extraordinary events. Thus, although there is a large and significant body of Bud-
dhist literature devoted to such issues as the validity of sense experience and
inference as sources of knowledge, the study of such texts must be undertaken
with careful attention to their contexts, in the broadest sense of the term, so that
the ideas and arguments are not regarded as denizens of a free-floating world,
whether that world be the history of ideas or the dharma.

Buddhist texts speak often of the three jewels: of the Buddha, the dharma, and
the sangha, that is, the Buddha, his teachings, and the community of his followers.
In Buddhist texts, a Buddhist is defined as someone who takes refuge in these
three, and the refuge ceremony is the most widely performed ritual in the Bud-
dhist world. The Buddha, dharma, and sangha are called jewels because they are
precious and rare. It is said that it is difficult to encounter them in the cycle of
rebirth and when they are encountered they are of great value. The notion of
refuge suggests two points fundamental to the Buddhist worldview. The first is
that sentient beings are in need of protection, of a place of refuge where they can
escape from the sufferings of samsara, the cycle of rebirths. The second point is
that the three jewels can provide such protection, that they themselves are free
from the dangers and vicissitudes of samsara, and thus can offer refuge to others.
In the medical metaphor of which Buddhists are so fond, the Buddha is the doctor,
the dharma is the medicine, and the sarigha are the nurses. It is the Buddha who
finds the path to liberation and shows it to others. The dharma is the path itself,
and the sangha are one’s companions who offer assistance along the way.

Before discussing the three jewels in more detail, it would be useful here to
outline some of the doctrines most basic to Buddhist practices, as they have been
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understood by Buddhist authors and by Western scholars. Although there are
significant variations among Buddhist cultures, Buddhists in Asia generally accept
a view of the universe and of the afterlife that originated in India. Some elements
of this cosmology seem to have been current in India at the time of the Buddha,
whereas others are the results of elaborations by Buddhist thinkers, perhaps in-
cluding the Buddha himself. The most standard cosmology divides the universe
into three realms, called the realm of desire (kamadhatu), the realm of form (ri-
padhatu) and the formless realm (ariipyadhatu).

The realm of desire is the universe inhabited by humans. Its topography is
symmetrical, with four islands surrounding a central mountain, Mount Meru (or
Sumeru). Ours is the southern island, called Jambudvipa (Rose-Apple Island).
The other three islands are also inhabited by humans (although of different height
and lifespan), but are generally regarded as inaccessible; a buddha can become
enlightened only in Jambudvipa. Mount Meru is the abode of a class of beings
called asuras, often translated as “demigod” or “titan.” They are usually depicted
as mean-spirited lesser deities who can bring harm to humans. At a higher ele-
vation on and above Mount Meru is the abode of six classes of gods (deva) who
inhabit increasingly pleasant realms for increasingly long lifespans. The first two
godly realms are on Mount Meru itself. The lower is that of the four royal lineages,
ruled by the guardians of the cardinal directions. Next is the “Heaven of the
Thirty-Three,” on the flat summit of Mount Meru, where thirty-three gods abide.
Here, as elsewhere, we see Buddhists assimilating elements from rival groups or
other cultures, because thirty-three is the traditional number of gods in the Rg
Veda. Although early Buddhists rejected any ultimate power for Vedic deities,
such as Indra, they nonetheless incorporated them into their pantheon, acknowl-
edging their worldly powers but placing them on the second lowest rung of their
heavenly hierarchy. Indeed, throughout Buddhist cultures, the worship of local
deities is not proscribed, unless that worship involves animal sacrifice. Gods are
honored for the boons they can bestow. The thirty-three gods live very long lives:
their lifespan is one thousand years, but each of their days is equal to one hundred
human years. Yet they are not immortal; they are also subject to rebirth. The
remaining four heavens of the realm of desire float in the sky above the summit
of Mount Meru. It is in the fourth of the six godly realms, called Tusita Joyous)
that the future Buddha, Maitreya, waits.

Also inhabiting the realm of desire are, of