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1853 First Chinese Buddhist temples in San Francisco built.
1882 Chinese Immigration Exclusion Act passed, limiting Chinese immigration to the United States.
1893 World Parliament of Religions held in Chicago, with attendees from a number of Asian Buddhist traditions
1897 D.T. Suzuki begins work at Open Court Publishing Company.
1898 Young Men’s Buddhist Association (YMBA) founded in San Francisco.
1899 First official Jodo Shinshu missionaries assigned to the United States.
1912 Koyasan Buddhist Temple founded in Los Angeles.
1914 YMBA renamed Buddhist Mission of North America (BMNA).
1922 Nyogen Senzaki begins teaching Zen in Los Angeles.
1924 Japanese Immigration Exclusion Act passed, limiting Japanese immigration to the United States.
1927 Zenshuji Soto Zen temple founded in Los Angeles.
1930 Sokei-an founds Buddhist Society of America.
1944 BMNA, whose members were incarcerated at the Topaz Relocation Center, changes name to Buddhist Churches of America.
1949 Soyu Matsuoka Roshi founds the Chicago Buddhist Temple (now named the Zen Buddhist Temple of Chicago).
1950s The so-called “Zen boom,” fueled by the “Beats,” and largely based on D.T. Suzuki’s lectures at Columbia University, begins.
1955 Geshe Ngawang Wangyal arrives in the United States and settles in Freewood Acres, New Jersey.
1956 Taizan Maezumi Roshi arrives in Los Angeles.
1959 Shunryu Suzuki Roshi arrives in San Francisco.
1959 Robert and Anne Aitken begin a Zen group in Hawaii, later named the Diamond Sangha.
1960 Daisaku Ikeda, president of Soka Gakkai, makes first visit to the United States.
1960 Deshung Rinpoche arrives in Seattle.
1961 San Francisco Zen Center opens.
1962 Kyozan Joshu Sasaki Roshi arrives in Los Angeles (founds Cimarron Zen Center in 1966 and Mt. Baldy Zen Center in 1971).
1962 Ven. Hsuan Hua arrives in San Francisco and founds the Sino-American Buddhist Association in 1968 (now called the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association).
1962 Shunryu Suzuki Roshi establishes and incorporates the San Francisco Zen Center.
1963 Masayasa Sadanaga (who later changes his name to George Williams) open the Los Angeles Headquarters of Soka Gakkai (known as Nichiren Shoshu of America).
1964 Buddhist Association of the United States formed in New York under the direction of Dr. C.T. Shen.
1965 Immigration and Nationality Act is passed, eliminating the quota system on immigration, and paving the way for several million Asian immigrants to come to the United States.
1966 Buddhist Vihara Society formed in Washington, D.C., with Ven. Bope Vinita as its first president.
1966 Zen Meditation Center founded in Rochester, New York under the direction of Philip Kapleau, one of the first American Zen masters.
1968 Eido Tai Shimano Roshi founds New York Zendo Shoboji.
1968 Taizan Maezumi Roshi establishes the Zen Center of Los Angeles.
1969 Tarthang Tulku founds the Tibetan Nyingma Meditation Center in Berkeley, California.
1969 Jiyu Kennett Roshi, one of the first Western female Roshis, establishes Shasta Abbey in California.
1969 Dharma Publishing, a Buddhist publishing venture sponsored by Tarthang Tulku, opens.
1969 Shambhala Publications begins publishing Buddhist books.
1970 Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche arrives in the United States and establishes Tail of the Tiger, a meditation center now called Karme Choling, in Barnet, Vermont.
1971 Richard Baker Roshi installed as abbot of San Francisco Zen Center.
1971 Ewam Choden Tibetan Buddhist Center opens in Washington.
1972 Gold Mountain Monastery, under the direction of Ven. Hsuan Hua, opens in San Francisco.
1972 Chogyam Trungpa establishes the Karma Dzong community, and his base of operations, in Boulder, Colorado.
1972 Seung Sahn Sunim, a Korean Zen master, arrives in Providence, Rhode Island, where he will later establish the Kwan Um School of Zen.
1973 The Dalai Lama makes his first Western trip.
1973 Eido Tai Shimano Roshi opens the International Dai Bosatsu Zendo in New York.
1973 Tarthang Tulku begins the Nyingma Institute in Berkeley.
1974 Naropa Institute (now Naropa University), under the direction of Chogyam Trungpa, opens as a non-denominational Buddhist educational institution.
1974 Sakya Monastery of Tibetan Buddhism opens in Seattle.
1975 Soka Gakkai International founded.
1975 Work begins on Odiyan Retreat Center, a major project of the Tibetan Nyingma Meditation Center.
1975 Insight Meditation Society opens in Barre, Massachusetts for instruction in Vipassana.
1976 City of Ten Thousand Buddhas in Talmadge, California is founded as a project of the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association.
1977 Syracuse University holds the first university-sponsored conference on Buddhism in America as “The Flowering of Buddhism in America.”
1978 The Buddhist Peace Fellowship, an organization of “meditating activists” is founded in Hawaii.
1978 Karma Triyana Chakra is founded in Woodstock, New York as the North American seat of H.H. Gyalwa Karmapa.
1979 Cambodian Buddhist Society founded in Silver Spring, Maryland.
1980 Friends of the Western Buddhist Order founds a community in New Hampshire.
1980 Buddhist Sangha Council of Southern California founded in Los Angeles (to be followed by the College of Buddhist Studies in 1983).
1981 The Dalai Lama performs the first Kalacakra initiation in the West in Madison, Wisconsin.
1982 Maurine Stuart receives Dharma transmission from Soen Roshi, one of the first North American women to attain that status.
1987 Lama Zopa founds Osel Shen Phen Ling in Missoula, Montana.
1987 Sakyadhita, the International Association of Buddhist Women is founded.
1987 Conference on World Buddhism in North America is held in Ann Arbor, Michigan.
1987 American Buddhist Congress founded in Los Angeles as one of the first Buddhist ecumenical organizations in North America.
1988 Hsi Lai Temple, supported by the Taiwan-based Fo Guang Shan Buddhist organization, is founded in Hacienda Heights, California, becoming the largest monastic community in the West.
1989 The Dalai Lama wins the Nobel Peace Prize.
1991 Nichiren Shoshu and Soka Gakkai International split into separate organizations.
1991 Tricycle Magazine, a Buddhist-inspired quarterly, begins publication.
1991 Hsi Lai University (now University of the West) founded.
1994 The Institute of Buddhist Studies, a Buddhist Churches of America affiliate, sponsors a semester-long forum on “Buddhisms in America: An Expanding Frontier.”
1994 “ABC Nightly News with Peter Jennings” sponsors a week-long feature of Buddhism in America.
1997 The “First Annual Buddhism in America Conference” is held in Boston, Massachusetts, the same year that Harvard University’s “Buddhist Studies Forum” focuses on Buddhism in America.
1997 Buddhist Groups from the Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana traditions meet at Hsi Lai Temple to establish ecumenical cooperation among North American Buddhists.
1998 Bernie Glassman Roshi and Sandra Jishu Holmes Sensei found the Zen Peacemaker Order.
1999 Buddhist Churches of America celebrates its centennial.
2000 Zen Mountain Monastery in Mt. Tremper, New York celebrates its 20th anniversary.
2001 The Great Stupa of the Rocky Mountain Dharma Center, honoring Chogyam Trungpa, is consecrated.
2007 Pew Research Centers identifies Buddhism as the fourth largest religion in America.
2008 His Lai Temple celebrates its 20th anniversary.
2010 Buddhism Without Border Conference Held at the Institute of Buddhist Studies in Berkeley.
2010 Buddhism in Canada: Global Causes, Local Conditions held at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver
2011 Garrison Institute in New York holds a Buddhist Teachers Council for leading North American Buddhist teachers.
During the 1990s, Phil Jackson coached the Chicago Bulls to six National Basketball Association championships in what was likely the most impressive team sports achievement of the decade. In that same decade Richard Gere emerged as a film superstar, making no less than thirteen films, including the highly acclaimed “Pretty Woman.” Tina Turner’s “What’s Love Got To Do With It,” was only one of her ten albums of the 1990s. What do these three profoundly different individuals, from highly diverse backgrounds, and in very different professions, have in common? They’re all Buddhists . . . and they have been for a very long time.
No matter where one looks today in America, Buddhism seems to be emerging from between the cracks. Not many years ago, Adam Yauch of the Beastie Boys sponsored a series of “Concerts for a Free Tibet” as an expression of his personal commitment to Buddhism. Detective Tim Bayliss, played by Kyle Secor, on TV’s popular 1990s “Homicide” series was a practicing Zen Buddhist. And even Lisa Simpson stumbled upon the Springfield Buddhist Temple in an episode of “The Simpsons.” That Americans are becoming important in Buddhism’s globalization can be seen in movies like the 1994 film “Little Buddha,” in which an American boy was identified as the reincarnation of a Tibetan Buddhist monk or “lama.”
Thirty-five years ago there was one college level course devoted to the study of “American Buddhism.” Now there are at least dozens, and possibly even hundreds. Thirty-five years ago there were no more than a few hundred thousand Buddhists in the United States. Now there are at least several million, and perhaps as many as six million.
Before we begin our journey through the complex religious phenomenon of Buddhism’s growth and development in its new American setting, we need to consider at least a bit of some preliminary information on the Buddhist religion. Who was the Buddha? What did he preach? What was his religious community like? How did it grow after his death? Only then can we begin to see how it got here, how it has changed us . . . and how we have changed it.
With a history spanning more than two and one-half millennia, and a geographic scope that now encompasses the entire planet, Buddhism remains one of humankind’s most interesting religions, and surely one of its most mysterious. Robert S. Ellwood, a well known historian of religions, once said that “Religion is made up of gestures that make no sense at all if ordinary practical reality is all there is; if the universe is only matter and space; if humans are only organisms that feed, mate, and die.” He went on to explain his rather passionate claim for the value and study of religion more explicitly: “Religion draws maps of the invisible world.”
Religious history occurs in specific space and time, so it is necessary to realize that sacred space is different from ordinary space, insofar as it often describes experiential space rather than geometric space; and sacred time is at variance with chronological time, insofar as it describes the time of religious experience, of religious festival. Thus it is sacred space and sacred time that turn chaos into cosmos. Consequently, while any study of Buddhism must consider the various periods, events, individuals, circumstances, texts, and concepts from which the history of Buddhism takes its shape, it must also consider the sacred sites in Buddhist geography, the festivals, rites, and rituals that configure Buddhist religious practice, the manifestation of Buddhist religiosity as witnessed in biography, art, and mythology, and the practical methods employed by Buddhists throughout their history.
No religious tradition appears in a vacuum, and the one founded by Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha, is no exception. By the time Siddhartha was born into the Sakya tribe of the Gautama clan in the mid-sixth century B.C.E., India had a rich religious history. Probably earlier than 2000 B.C.E. a rather complex Indic culture developed in the Indus River Basin, centered in the cities of Harappa and Mohenjo Daro. Within a thousand years, in the midst of internal decay and turmoil, this Indus Valley civilization was overrun by bands of hard-drinking, barbarian, warring nomads known as Indo-Aryans. A combination of the two cultures resulted, replete with a new social structure based on a four-class system, the introduction of Sanskrit as the sacred language, and a new pantheon of gods. A series of religious texts called Vedas developed over several centuries, outlining sacrificial rituals of varying kinds aimed at winning the favor of the divinities in hopes of establishing order in the universe and obtaining individual boons. By 800 B.C.E., a new series of philosophic texts known as Upanisads appeared as well as an intense series of speculations about the nature of reality, the role of the gods, the proper mode of religious practice, and a variety of social issues. The period of composition of the Upanisads lasted several hundred years, and it was into this social and religious environment that Siddhartha was born.
Possible specific dates for the life of Siddhartha Gautama abound in the literature, as do speculations about the particular events of his life revealed in Buddhist literature. Nonetheless, the vast majority of the texts agree on the basic episodes of his life. These accounts suggest that he was born around 560 B.C.E. to King Suddhodana and Queen Maya. Many events surrounding Siddhartha’s conception and birth are full of mythological overtones, including the death of Queen Maya on the seventh day following his birth. King Suddhodana then married Mahaprajapati, the sister of Queen Maya. After a privileged youth, Siddhartha married, had a son known as Rahula, and at age twenty-nine renounced worldly life to go in search of a solution to the troubling human dilemmas of old age, sickness, and death. While studying with famous religious teachers of the time and then with a band of five like-minded wandering ascetics, Siddhartha found no resolution to his predicament. Although he practiced the leading techniques of yoga and engaged in rigorous deprivations for six years, a solution to his quandary regarding old age, sickness, and death simply was not forthcoming. While trying a serious but non-productive fast, Siddhartha concluded that the solution he sought was not to be found through strict abstention or the extreme luxury of his earlier life as a prince, but rather by way of a middle, balanced path through the excesses of life. In recognition of that equilibrium, he regained his strength, sat down beneath a tree (later to be known as the Bodhi Tree or “Tree of Awakening”) in Bodhgaya, and meditated intensely throughout the night. As dawn broke, he destroyed his remaining impurities, eliminated his false views, conquered his desires, and experienced the goal of Buddhahood (literally “the state of being awakened”).
Now known as the Buddha, he began a forty-five-year ministry that was to revolutionize much of the Indian subcontinent. Initially, he preached two sermons to his previous ascetic friends in a Deer Park at Sarnath, ordained them as the first mendicants in his new community called the sangha, and established a monastic lifestyle of preaching throughout the countryside that was to prevail for the remainder of his life. Recognizing that not everyone was capable of abandoning worldly life in the religious quest, he established both a monastic order of monks and nuns and a community for ordinary disciples. Allowing himself and his small group of intimate disciples to establish fixed residence only in the rainy season, when travel was virtually impossible, the Buddha maintained an aggressive schedule of sharing his teaching, known as the Dharma, with all who chose to listen, converting many thousands of hearers to his path and providing many with the instruction necessary for the attainment of emancipation, referred to as Nirvana. His impressive list of converts included not only his father, foster mother (who also became the first nun), and son, but also numerous royal patrons and wealthy laymen of high social standing.
In his eightieth year, following a brief illness and a conversation with his lifelong tempter, the demon Mara, Buddha confessed to his closest disciple Ananda that he would die in three months. Expressing a desire to end his life in Kusinagara, the last journey undertaken by the teacher and his disciples was to this village. Prior to his death, Buddha received one final convert into the community, preached a concluding sermon to his followers in which he instructed them one last time about the impermanence of all conditioned things, and suggested that all his disciples remember to work out their own salvation with diligence. He further advised his followers that they could abolish all the lesser and minor disciplinary precepts and regulations. Finally, he asked his assembled disciples if they had any final questions, but met with no response. Then, while in meditative repose, he passed into final Nirvana, never to be reborn. Seven days following his death Buddha was cremated with the relics distributed to various locations where shrines (called Stupas) were constructed over them.
Although it would be very helpful in any attempt at a general understanding of Buddhism as a practicing religion to be able to pinpoint its basic doctrines prior to the development of the various sects of the religion, all efforts to do so fail. Consequently, we are directed to the records of the various early Buddhist sects for whatever information they offer regarding doctrines that might have been common to the earliest tradition.
Needless to say, Buddhism arose in an Indian climate that was alive with religious and philosophical speculation. As such, it affirmed a basic worldview that saw time as progressing in a circular fashion, referred to as the wheel of samsara, with rebirth anticipated at the end of each successive life. It accepted the traditional Indian view of the universe at that time, including belief in a variety of non-human realms. Buddha supported the belief that individuals were reborn from life to life in accord with the consequence of their accumulated merit and demerit, generally called the law of “karma.” Like other traditions in the various wanderers’ communities, Buddhism searched for a way out of the cycle of perpetual rebirth.
Within certain limits, it is possible to theorize that the earliest Buddhist tradition affirmed a series of religious doctrines called (1) three marks of existence, (2) four noble truths, (3) five aggregates of existence, and (4) dependent origination that directly impacted the potential attainment of salvation, known as Nirvana. Notions about other Buddhist doctrines of the time are highly speculative and uncertain.
The first of the above doctrines reflected Buddha’s general presuppositions about the nature of the world around him, revealed in his second sermon to the five monks at Benares. In this preaching Buddha reflected on the nature of the self or soul, impermanence, and human suffering. Regarding the first issue, Buddha attacked the traditional Hindu notion of the self, arguing that ideas about a self promote grasping and clinging, items which he felt were inconsistent with the religious attainment of Nirvana, and also that the concept was illogical. He suggested that something pure, subtle, and eternal like the self simply could not be associated with something impure, gross, and impermanent like the physical body. In place of the notion of self, Buddha suggested the idea of “not-self.” No doubt, given Buddha’s insistence on affirming the concept of rebirth, neither the Buddhist literature of the time nor the literature that followed over the next several centuries ever successfully resolved the issue of precisely how rebirth took place. Regarding the second mark of existence, Buddha simply affirmed that all things in experiential reality (with the exception of Nirvana) were impermanent and continually changing. Nothing was permanent or lasting, and thus, there was actually nothing to act upon as an object of craving or grasping. The third mark of existence is a more explicit statement of the first noble truth, revealed in Buddha’s first sermon, and explained below.
The four noble truths, proposed in Buddha’s first preaching, are generally cited to be the cornerstone doctrine of the early tradition. The first truth, that of suffering, is dramatically expressed in Buddha’s contention that “Birth is suffering, old age is suffering, disease is suffering, death is suffering, association is suffering, separation from what is pleasant is suffering, not obtaining that which one desires is suffering....” In fact, this statement is not so negative as it initially sounds. Buddha is simply telling his audience that all life’s experiences are always changing and that this continual changing always seems to be accompanied by the occasion for craving, grasping, and thus, displeasure. Craving and grasping are identified with the second noble truth. No matter whether one craves for sensual pleasures, continued existence, or even non-existence, the end result of the enterprise is further entrapment in the bonds of samsara. Were Buddha to have stopped here, he would probably have been identified only as the world’s most pessimistic man. It is in the third noble truth that Buddha revealed himself to be optimistic instead. Here, he simply and directly stated that there can be a cessation of suffering, a permanent stopping of the pain associated with craving. The method, revealed as the fourth noble truth, that of the eightfold path, identified Buddha as a clear pragmatist. He outlined eight steps designed to lead the disciple to the cultivation of morality, concentration, and wisdom. The eight steps included (1) right understanding, or understanding the four noble truths; (2) right thought, or thought that is free from the three “poisons” of greed, hatred, and delusion; (3) right speech, or speech free of falsehood and malicious talk; (4) right action, or action that avoided killing, stealing, and general misconduct; (5) right livelihood, or abstinence from earning one’s living in a fashion that harms others; (6) right effort, or making an effort to remove evil thoughts from one’s mind while replacing them with good thoughts; (7) right mindfulness, or beginning to cultivate the meditative path; and (8) right concentration, or practicing the meditational training that culminates in the four trance states. One great Buddhist thinker later suggested that wisdom is the body of Buddhism, while morality and concentration are the legs that support it.
Since Buddha summarily rejected the notion of a permanent, abiding self or soul, his disciples did question him with regard to the basic components that make up the individual, the person. Buddha’s response was that an individual was composed of five basic components, literally called “heaps” or “bundles.” These aggregates of energy are of two types: physical and mental. The physical aggregate is referred to as form, and represents the traditional four great elements (earth, water, fire, air). The remaining four aggregates are all mental. The first of the mental aggregates is feeling, generally defined as that which results from the contact of our physical organs with the external world. The second mental aggregate is perception, or that which determines the characteristics of an object. The third mental aggregate is called the “mental constituents.” It represents the choice qualities of the mind, and accordingly, puts the mind into action. The final mental aggregate is consciousness, or that which serves to integrate the other aggregates. Since this early explanation was rather simplistic, it underwent extensive changes and expansions at the hands of the later Buddhist thinkers. Nonetheless, even initially, it gave some picture of what an individual “is” in early Buddhism as well as how function transpired. In an environment that affirmed the value of ethical conduct based on free will, resulting in the fruition of the karmic “seeds” produced by each activity, it is not unreasonable to assume that Buddha was deeply interested in the idea of causality and precisely how it functioned. His theory of causality, arrived at during the night of his enlightenment experience, is called “dependent origination.” It not only highlights the relational aspect of all existent things, but suggests that nothing happens by accident, so to speak. It states, quite simply, “because of this, that becomes; because of that, something else becomes;” and so forth. It applies only to all compounded things, and accordingly, Nirvana is thereby excepted. In his formal explanation of this doctrine, Buddha demonstrated the case by utilizing twelve specific links. Considered in forward order, they explain the truth of suffering. Taken in reverse, they suggest the elimination of suffering. Because of the causal relationship of all the links, it is argued that elimination of any one link undermines the integrity of the entire chain. Consequently, Buddha emphasized working diligently on three particular links: ignorance, craving, and grasping. Not only are these links more likely to be undermined than the others, but their elimination results in the main point of the enterprise, destroying our reliance on causality altogether and achieving that which is uncaused: Nirvana.
Of course there are many other doctrines mentioned in the early tradition. None seem to be quite so generally supported, or of such significant import as the ones noted above. Needless to say, it is beyond the scope of this introduction to elucidate all the doctrines that developed in the various Buddhist sects that arose in the first several hundred years following Buddha’s death, but it is important to emphasize that by 200 B.C.E., Buddhism experienced a major reformation in doctrine resulting in the generation of a new kind of Buddhism known as Mahayana (or the “Great Vehicle”). One of the primary concerns of the infant Mahayana movement was trying to find a way to return Buddhism to the common people following a rather long period of monastic exclusivism and an emphasis on scholasticism.
Among the first concerns of the Mahayanists was a reassessment of the position of Buddha Sakyamuni, now several hundred years dead. During his lifetime, his accessibility was one of the chief assets of the system. Not only was he authoritatively available, but he continually addressed the perceived needs of his followers and communities. In the immediate aftermath of his death, he was still readily available through the legends that grew up quite quickly around his actual history, but more importantly, he was also available through the qualities of Buddhahood that permeated the various sermons. As time passed, both the legends and the embodiment of teachings lost some of their immediacy in the confusion of a rapidly expanding sangha. The Mahayana remedy for this problem was to meet it directly, to coax the metaphysical process forward to its logical conclusion, resulting in the development of the notion of Buddhahood, and equated with ultimate reality itself. Once Buddhahood becomes a synonym for ultimate reality, Buddha Sakyamuni remains popular only as an apparitional, physical manifestation of that ultimacy. Later, a quasi-physical manifestation, available to instruct bodhisattvas (see below) also developed. This idea didn’t make Buddha a god, but it emphasized his qualities as opposed to his humanity.
The path too was problematic for Mahayana. Previously, aspiring practitioners followed the eightfold path, cultivating the ethical life, and meditating diligently in the hope of gaining wisdom sufficient for the attainment of Nirvana, and with it, the status of enlightened saint. In the context of the monastic order, the path of the enlightened saint began to appear rather elitist and selfish to the general Buddhist populace. The Mahayana solution was to offer a new path, modeled on Siddhartha Gautama’s course to Buddhahood. In its fully developed form, it was known as the bodhisattva path and consisted of ten stages. Each stage was accompanied by a particular practice, referred to as a perfection. The emphasis of this new path was to cultivate wisdom, compassion, and the skillful means necessary to utilize them. In so doing, the path to complete, perfect enlightenment was opened to every Buddhist practitioner, not only those in the monastic vocation. Texts emerged extolling the merits of this new ideal type, and even suggested that bodhisattvas could selflessly transfer their merit (or good karma) to other sentient beings. Mahayana texts were careful to point out that bodhisattvas, on the attainment of the sixth stage of the path, could actually enter Nirvana and end their continued rebirth, but rejected this option through the intensity and expansiveness of their great compassion for all beings.
Perhaps the greatest Mahayana contribution to Buddhist philosophy was their innovation with regard to the doctrine of emptiness, designed to radically alter the Buddhist understanding of reality. For earlier Buddhists, it was apparently sufficient to simply argue that everything was without a self. Mahayana went further, claiming that all elements, whether compounded or uncompounded, were empty of any reality in and of themselves; that is, they possessed no inherent own-being. From Mahayana perspective, this is simply the logical and proper application of Buddha’s law of dependent origination. If the elemental building blocks of reality were revealed to have no real being of their own, then all of conventional reality was stripped void as a potential object of craving and grasping. With nothing to crave and grasp, error-filled conceptualizations were undermined and destroyed, yielding an experience of complete, perfect enlightenment, identified with Buddhahood. The doctrine of emptiness didn’t say the world was unreal, but rather that each component of the world only existed in relationship to other components . . . an idea very similar to modern quantum physics.
Armed with a new understanding of the concept of Buddhahood, a new path emphasizing Buddhahood itself as the goal rather than the attainment of Nirvana, and a radical new comprehension of reality, Mahayana spent centuries expanding and refining these doctrines. Despite philosophical incompatibilities with early Buddhism, Mahayanists shared monasteries and dwelling places with their rivals, as witnessed by pilgrims from China and other countries, coexisted peacefully with them, and gradually became sectarian, just as their predecessors had.
Still a third major development appeared in Buddhism, beginning around the sixth century C.E. It was referred to as Vajrayana or the “Diamond Vehicle,” utilizing the diamond scepter as one of its primarily ritual implements. Vajrayana also utilized mantras (or sacred verses) and mandalas (or sacred geometric shapes) as means for promoting realization on the part of adepts. Complex rituals and visualizations were employed, eventually developing into a highly secret tradition, revealed only by properly trained teachers to their most intimate disciples. Tantric Buddhism, as it is sometimes called, attempted to utilize one’s passions to destroy those very same passions. As such, the masters of this eccentric methodology were known as “Great Accomplished Ones,” often manifesting unpredictable behavior, cited by their disciples as “crazy wisdom.” Additionally, in Tantric Buddhism women occupy roles that reflect a growing equality with men. Within its first millennium, the varieties of Indian Buddhism described above were exported throughout Asia: the earliest form to South and Southeast Asia, Mahayana to East Asia, and Vajrayana to Tibet and Central Asia. Later, we will see all of these forms in North America, and throughout the Western world.
Tradition generally acknowledges that Buddha spent forty-nine days in the vicinity of the Bodhi Tree following his experience of enlightenment. Eventually, he was persuaded to propagate the Dharma by a deity and upon so doing, his first followers were two merchants who became lay disciples. Buddha moved on to Benares, where he preached his first sermon to five old ascetic friends who had previously wandered around with him for six years practicing austerities. As noted above, this initial sermon was followed by a second, and in short order the five ascetics attained Nirvana.
The five ascetics requested ordination into the monkhood. Buddha did this with the simple statement “Come, O Monk!” Thus the monastic order was born, and within a short period this monastic community expanded rapidly and enormously. The dramatic growth of the sangha, as it was called, required certain adjustments to be made in the ordination procedure, and over time, the entire process became rather formalized, but the process was always preceded by a threefold recitation of the following formula:
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