Buddhism
Buddhism was developed in India by a man called Siddattha Gotama who lived about 2,500 years ago.  He became known as the Buddha, which means enlightened one because of his wisdom.  Although begun in India, there are very few Buddhists practicing in India today.  There are over 500 million Buddhists in the world today.  Most live in the Asian countries of Burma, Thailand, Tibet, China, Korea, Japan, and Mongolia.  
Siddattha was a prince in northern India, near Nepal.  He lived a life of luxury, was married and had a son.  Around the age of 30, he began to question the value of living in idleness and luxury.  He realized that even the most rich and powerful could not escape the suffering caused by illness, old age, and death.  He saw a Hindu monk and decided to leave the palace and search for an answer to the problem of suffering.  He became a wandering holy man.  He studied with holy men, tried strict fasting for years, and then, while sitting in the shade of a fig tree and meditating, he saw the meaning of all things and became enlightened.  
At this point of enlightenment, he became known as the Buddha.  Buddhists believe that at the point of enlightenment Buddha reached nirvana – the freedom from the cycle of reincarnation.  When Buddha reached his enlightened state, he passed on his knowledge to a group of monks.  His main teachings consisted of “The Three Universal Truths”, “The Four Noble Truths”, and “The Eightfold Path”.  

The Buddha not only rejected significant aspects of Hindu philosophy, but also challenged the authority of the priesthood, denied the validity of the Vedic scriptures, and rejected the sacrificial cult based on them. Moreover, he opened his movement to members of all castes, denying that a person's spiritual worth is a matter of birth.
Three Universal Truths – 1.  Everything in life is not permanent and is constantly changing.  2.  Because nothing is permanent, life is unsatisfactory.  People become attached to things which cannot last.  Knowing that even contentment cannot last is a source of suffering.  Suffering means not only pain and tragedies, but all those things which make life less than perfect.  3.  There is no eternal soul, and what people call the self is simply a collection of changing characteristics.
The Four Noble Truths – 1.  All life involves suffering.  2.  The cause of suffering is desire and attachment.  3.  Desire and attachment can be overcome.  4.  The way to overcome them is to follow the Eightfold Path.
The Eightfold Path – This is the way followed by Buddha in his own search for enlightenment.  1.  Right viewpoint – means having the right attitude to life.  2.  Right values – consideration and compassion.  3.  Right speech – avoiding anger, aggression, exaggeration, lies and gossip.  4.  Right actions – living honestly and not harming living things (many Buddhists are vegetarians).  5.   Right livelihood – avoiding jobs which harm anyone – for example, being a weapons dealer.  6.  Right effort – thinking good thoughts in order to bring the mind into a health state.  7.  Right mindfulness – practicing calming the mind so that it becomes free from distractions.  8.  Right meditation - which leads to enlightenment and nirvana.
Meditation – Most Buddhists consider meditation essential in achieving nirvana.  Buddhist monasteries often have meditation rooms which people can visit.

God – Buddha thought that the need for an answer to suffering was too urgent to waste time thinking about the nature of God, whether or not God exists, and how the world was created. 
The Three Jewels – Most Buddhists share their belief in Buddha, in his teachings – called the dhamma, and in the holy order of monks – called the Sangha.  These are known as the three jewels because they are so precious and are sources of aide to people.
Types of Buddhism

Theravada Buddhism means teachings of the elders.  Theravada Buddhists believe that they follow the original teachings of the Buddha more closely than other groups do.  They do not pray to the Buddha – believing him to be a person.  They believe that individuals must make their own way by following the Buddha’s teachings.  They are most orthodox of the Buddhists, holding fast to the oldest traditions.  They believe that monks and nuns are the ideal, being those who renounced life’s desires in search of enlightenment.  This had limited appeal to the majority of the people.
Mahayana Buddhists believe that the Buddha can respond to appeals from people today.  Mahayana Buddhists adapted to the culture in which they found themselves, leading to three distinctive branches of this type of Buddhism – Vajrayana, Pure Land, and Zen.

Bodhisattva - The concepts of the bodhisattva in the Theravada and Mahayana sects of Buddhism are distinct; however, the ultimate role of the bodhisattva in both is to lead humankind to enlightenment. Both sects endorse many of the same attributes that characterize the bodhisattva. The difference lies in role the bodhisattva serves in the journey to enlightenment or Nirvana. For the Theravadas the bodhisattva is a teacher or inspirer while Mahayanas develop the bodhisattva's role into that of a savior.  The bodhisattva is a primary step towards enlightenment for both sects.

In Mahayana countries, ritual is more important than in Theravada. Images of the buddhas and bodhisattvas on temple altars and in the homes of devotees serve as a focus for worship. Prayer and chanting are common acts of devotion, as are offerings of fruit, flowers, and incense. One of the most popular festivals in China and Japan is the Ullambana Festival, in which offerings are made to the spirits of the dead and to hungry ghosts. It is held that during this celebration the gates to the other world are open so that departed spirits can return to earth for a brief time.
Vajrayana – also known as Tibetan Buddhism since it used to flourish in Tibet.  In the 1950’s, when Communist China overthrew Tibet, many Buddhists were exiled.  The leader of Vajrayana Buddhism is called the Dalai Lama and the current Dalai Lama lives in exile in India.

Pure Land – began in China and spread to Japan in the 13th century.  The central figure is a bodhisattva known as Amida Buddha.  Pure Land Buddhists believe that Amida Buddha was so full of compassion that he took a vow that anyone calling his name when they died would be reborn in the Pure Land.  This is a place where it would be easy for everyone to follow Buddha’s teachings and reach nirvana.
Zen – began in China in the 13th century.  Zen means meditation.  Zen Buddhists try to spend as much time in meditation as possible. They use riddles called “koans” such as, “What is the sound of one hand clapping?”.  They use the koans to contradict people’s usual patterns of thinking thereby helping them in attaining enlightenment.  Sacred writings are less important in Zen than in other types.
Temples – Buddhist Temples exist in all countries, but it is not considered essential to go to them to worship.  Some sacred Buddhist buildings are called pagodas.  These are often in the form of a tiered tower, especially in Japan and China.
A stupa is a sealed mound containing what are said to be Buddha’s remains or copies of his teachings.  They are often bell shaped.
Festivals – Wesak is the celebration of Buddha’s birth and, in Theravada countries, of his enlightenment and death.  Offerings are taken to monasteries and there may be a fireworks display.

Vassa is a meditation retreat which takes place during the rainy season.  In Buddha’s day, traveling was impossible during the rainy season, so Buddha told the monks to stay in one place to study.
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