
World Religions
Week 5: Buddhism and Asian Religions

Buddhism
Identity

Buddhism, named from the Sanskrit word “budh”, meaning to enlighten or awaken, is the world’s 
fourth largest religion (after Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism). 

History

According to tradition, Siddhartha Gautama was a Hindu prince in India (or perhaps Nepal) in the sixth
century before Christ. Siddhartha lived a privileged and sheltered life until he rode in his chariot 
outside the palace and saw an elderly man, a diseased man, a corpse, and a religious beggar. Believing 
then that earthly happiness was an illusion, Siddhartha took up a life of asceticism. After several years 
of fasting and other austere practices, Siddhartha saw that he was wearing out his body without gaining 
understanding. He sat down under a tree (later known as the bodhi tree or tree of enlightenment), 
determined to remain there until he found insight. Resisting the temptations of the evil demon Mara 
and meditating through the night, by dawn the prince achieved enlightenment. At his moment of 
insight, when he “stood out in the world as a Buddha,” he “could detect no self anywhere. Like the fire,
when its fuel is burnt up, he became tranquil. He had reached perfection, and he thought to himself: 
‘This is the authentic Way on which in the past so many great seers…have travelled on to ultimate and 
real truth. And now I have obtained it.’” Buddha took up the task of teaching others what he had 
learned—the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path. Before his death he told his followers that “the 
Law (dhamma) and the Discipline which I have taught you will after my death be your master.”

Buddha’s followers spread his teachings about release from suffering and from the cycle of 
reincarnation throughout India and into Asia. Disagreements and differences in interpreting the 
Buddha’s teachings led to varying schools of thought and many branches within Buddhism. The largest
of the three main branches is Mahayana Buddhism (practiced primarily in China, Japan, South Korea, 
and Vietnam), in which Buddha is recognized as a sage and a divine being who responds to prayers and
devotion. Mahayana Buddhism values compassion and its devotional practices are part of daily life. 
Another branch is Theravada, or Hinayana, Buddhism (Thailand, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Laos, and 
Cambodia), in which wisdom is valued and religious practices are often a full time occupation, 
primarily for monks. Another form is Vajrayana or Tibetan Buddhism (Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan, and 
Mongolia), with devotional practices that include the use of a mantra or sacred sound, ritual gestures 
and postures, and mandalas (sacred diagrams) in meditation. A combination of Mahayana Buddhism 
and Taoism produced Zen Buddhism, a form that emphasizes meditation and the affirmation of one’s 
existence in the present moment. 

Sacred Texts

Important texts vary within the different branches of Buddhism, but include the Pali Canon, the 
Mahayana Sutras, the Chinese Buddhist canon, and the Tibetan Book of the Dead. Buddhist scriptures 
may include the words of Buddha or the teachings of his disciples. 



Beliefs

Teachings and practices vary among the many branches of Buddhism, and some consider it a 
philosophy of life rather than a religion. Buddhism does not promote the worship of any particular 
gods, although some followers view Buddha as divine. Buddhism accepts the Hindu teachings of karma
(moral acts and corresponding consequences) and reincarnation; individuals pass from one incarnation 
to the next based on behavior in the previous life. In similar fashion, when the present universe is 
dissolved, still another universe will rise up from the same matter. An important Buddhist concept is 
impermanence or illusion: “The whole of the cosmos that presents itself to sense perception is in a state
of continual flux. All things, without exception, are impermanent and pass away in the course of time.”

According to Buddhism, life is filled with suffering because the unenlightened person clings to that 
which is illusory or impermanent. The individual must achieve a state of composure, tranquil and free 
of cravings. The goal of existence is to pass beyond all craving or desire into nirvana, which means 
extinction or nothingness, as when a candle flame is blown out. This is a condition beyond thought, 
feeling, and will that Buddha called “bliss.” Nirvana is peace, the end of craving, aging, dying, and 
rebirth. 

Buddha followed “the Middle Way,” avoiding the extremes of affluence and asceticism. He believed 
“that by the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path there is a power strong enough to break the 
chains [of reincarnation] and liberate the believer immediately in a single moment of insight.” The Four
Noble Truths address the problem of dukkha, or suffering. The First Noble Truth is that everything 
(birth, aging, sickness, despair, and death) is suffering. According to the Second Noble Truth, the origin
of suffering is desire, which makes people cling to existence and crave gratification. The Third Noble 
Truth explains that a person can be delivered from suffering by letting go of desire. The Fourth Noble 
Truth is that “the Eightfold Path” leads to the end of suffering. 

Following the Eightfold Path, a way of life rather than successive steps, an individual seeks right 
understanding (of the four Noble Truths), right intention (the aim to renounce desire), right speech 
(speaking pleasantly and abstaining from lies and unkindness), right action (helping others and 
abstaining from wrong), right livelihood (earning a living that does not harm others), right effort 
(achieving a good mental state and eliminating evil), right mindfulness (awareness of one’s body and 
mental state), and right concentration (finding peace by removing emotion). 

Each individual must examine his own feelings and conquer his cravings. Buddha told his followers, 
“Hold firm to the truth as a lamp and a refuge and do not look for refuge to anything besides 
yourselves.” However, many followers recite daily the “Three Jewels,” finding help in the example of 
Buddha, his teachings, and the guidance of the monastic community: “I take refuge in the Buddha. I 
take refuge in the dharma [the teachings of Buddha]. I take refuge in the sangha [the monastic order].” 

Buddha’s followers are to value benevolence, compassion, and composure. Monks and lay people 
should follow the Ten Precepts, of which five are basic moral observances: abstain from injuring living 
things, from stealing, from sexual immorality, from falsehood, and from the use of alcohol or drugs. 
Three additional moral observances are abstention from taking food after midday, from dancing, 
singing, and amusements, and from the use of cosmetics and personal adornments. According to two 
additional precepts, one should refrain from accepting gold or silver and from the use of a luxurious 
bed. According to tradition, Buddha’s last words were, “Impermanent are all formations. Observe this 
carefully, constantly.”



Lutheran Response

As Christians we know that life and the created world are not illusory, but gifts of our Creator, the 
Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Genesis 1:1; John 1:3). Although subject to suffering and 
death because of sin—rebellion against our Creator—human beings are not doomed to an endless cycle
of death and rebirth. Scripture teaches that “it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes 
judgment” (Hebrews 9:27). All who trust in Jesus for salvation receive forgiveness and eternal life in 
His name, and on the Last Day they will be raised up bodily from death to live forever in His presence 
(John 6:40; 1 Corinthians 15:22). On that Day “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to 
corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Romans 8:21). 

There is suffering in this world, and Christians experience that suffering. However, peace is not found 
in extinction or “nothingness,” but in Jesus Christ, who said, “In the world you will have tribulation. 
But take heart; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). We know that even in suffering, for those 
who belong to Christ, “all things work together for good” according to God’s gracious will (Romans 
8:28). 

Christians, too, seek to avoid the temptations that may be found in either affluence or asceticism 
(Proverbs 30:7-9; Romans 14:5-6; 1 Timothy 6:8-10; Colossians 2:16-19). Many of the Ten Precepts 
and “right” behaviors of Buddhism are commendable, reflecting the law of God written on the hearts of
all people (Romans 2:15). As Christians, nourished by Word and Sacrament, we walk in the good 
works that God has prepared for us to do (Ephesians 2:8-10). However, no “Middle Way”—no human 
path or effort of any kind—can lead to salvation. We are saved only by God’s grace through faith in 
Jesus Christ, who alone is “the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6).

Talking Points

Important Impermanence

The idea that things of this world aren’t permanent and aren’t worth holding onto falls right in line with
Jesus’ parable of the rich fool who was so concerned with storing grain that when he lost his life that 
night, he was left with nothing at all. Focusing on the wrong things isn’t just bad for us, it’s bad for 
those around us.

Where Christians differ from Buddhism is how that impermanence is ultimately solved. As we talked 
about last week with Hinduism, perhaps talking about the Christian solution using Buddhist terms 
might help convey our beliefs. The Buddhists believe that reincarnation is completed when one reached
total enlightenment, or nirvana. We believe that Jesus reached that nirvana for us, so that reincarnation 
isn’t necessary, because enlightenment now comes through faith.

From there you might be able to springboard into a conversation about what post-enlightenment looks 
like, but starting with the common ground of the impermanence of the world we live in should allow 
you to make conversation that isn’t just shallow small-talk and can hopefully be the basis for a 
relationship.



Confucianism

Identity

Confucianism is an ancient Chinese belief system, which focuses on the importance of personal ethics 
and morality. Its influence has also extended to other countries, particularly Korea, Japan, and Vietnam.

History

Confucianism was developed in China by Master Kong in 551-479 BC, who was given the name 
“Confucius” by Jesuit missionaries who were visiting there. However, the fundamental principles of 
Confucianism began before his birth, during the Zhou Dynasty.

At that time, the ideas of respect and the well-being of others were prevalent, but there was also an 
emphasis on spiritual matters – specifically, the goodness of the divine and the mandate to rule given to
those in power. These ideas were meant to unite the people, create stability and prevent rebellion.

Confucius believed his philosophy was also a route toward a civil society. However, he shifted 
attention away from ruling authorities, the divine or one's future after death, focusing instead on the 
importance of daily life and human interactions. This new, refined version of the philosophy did not 
completely take root until the next dynasty, the Han (140-87 BC). It is that Confucianism that many 
people are familiar with today.

Sacred Texts

Confucius wrote many books, but the most highly regarded is the “Lunyu”, which contained his 
thoughts on ethics, behavior, and moral character.

Beliefs

The main idea of Confucianism is the importance of having a good moral character, which can then 
affect the world around that person through the idea of “cosmic harmony.” If the emperor has moral 
perfection, his rule will be peaceful and benevolent. Natural disasters and conflict are the result of 
straying from the ancient teachings. This moral character is achieved through the virtue of ren, or 
“humanity,” which leads to more virtuous behaviors, such as respect, altruism, and humility. Confucius 
believed in the importance of education in order to create this virtuous character. He thought that 
people are essentially good yet may have strayed from the appropriate forms of conduct. Rituals in 
Confucianism were designed to bring about this respectful attitude and create a sense of community 
within a group.

The idea of “filial piety,” or devotion to family, is key to Confucius thought. This devotion can take the 
form of ancestor worship, submission to parental authority, or the use of family metaphors, such as 
“son of heaven,” to describe the emperor and his government. The family was the most important 
group for Confucian ethics, and devotion to family could only strengthen the society surrounding it. 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Korea
https://www.britannica.com/place/Vietnam
https://www.britannica.com/place/Japan


Lutheran Response

As Paul wrote, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23) Despite being good
attributes, and ones Christians are commanded to live out, altruism and humility cannot create morality.
Morality is defined by one’s position in relation to God. “For it is time for judgment to begin at the 
household of God; and if it begins with us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the 
gospel of God?” (1 Peter 4:17) Being “good” can’t change God’s plan for creation any more than being
“bad” can. Our actions cannot bring harmony to creation. The only one who can do that is God, who 
has worked through his Son Jesus to reconcile creation to himself; “In Christ God was reconciling the 
world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them...” (1 Cor. 5:19)

In the same way, family, despite being a Christian term in reference to God’s family, is not the source 
of goodness or authority. People do not become spirits and interact with creation after they die. “After 
this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes
and peoples and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb… These are the ones 
coming out of the great tribulation...” (Rev. 7:9, 14) Those who die in the Lord are with the Lord and he
works through angels and other spiritual beings to work within creation. So in the same way that we do 
no venerate saints, we also do not worship family as the power of God’s family comes not in each 
other, but from God himself.

Talking Points

The Importance of Family

Although we just heard that family is not as important in the Christian faith as it is in Confucianism, 
that doesn’t mean it’s not important at all. From the days of Abraham through the days of Jesus, family 
has been a cultural driving force in the very nation God created. Clearly a love and respect for family 
was important. And that’s because it not only was how mankind was created to live, but it also was a 
reflection of God’s relationship with His creation.

Showing a respect for family (note: respect, not devotion or adoration), both your own and others’, 
goes a long way in earning the respect of those who follow Confucianism. As this is something we 
should naturally be doing as Christians (because we are called to love everyone, even our enemies 
which sometimes look like family members), this should be an easy way to curry favor and progress a 
conversation forward. Ask about the person’s family. Show interest and note details that are important 
to them. Talk about similarities within your own family. Hopefully, from there, the conversation will 
move forward and you’ll be able to branch out to other topics.

Taoism

Identity

Taoism (also spelled Daoism) is a religion and a philosophy from ancient China that has influenced 
folk and national belief. Taoism holds that humans and animals should live in balance with the Tao, or 
the universe.



History

Taoism arose about the same time as Confucianism. Lao Tzu wrote a book of 81 chapters, named Tao 
Te Ching, a classical Chinese text, mainly concerning tao/ dào "way," and te/dé "virtue”, life, strength. 
Taoism was first recognized as a religious system during the 4th and 3rd centuries BCE.

Taoism became a semi-official Chinese religion during the Tang dynasty and continued during the Song
dynasty. As Confucianism gained popularity Taoism gradually fell from favour, and changed from an 
official religion to a popular religious tradition.

After the communist takeover of China, Taoism was banned and its followers re-educated, with the 
result that the number of practicing Taoists fell by 99% in 10 years.

At this time Taoism began to flourish in the greater freedom on offer in Taiwan.

After the end of the Cultural Revolution the Chinese government began to allow a small measure of 
religious freedom. Taoism began to revive in China, and Taoist temples and practitioners can now be 
found throughout the country.

Sacred Texts

The Tao Te Ching, written by Lao Tzu, 

Beliefs

Taoist thought focuses on genuineness, longevity, health, immortality, vitality, wu wei (non-action, a 
natural action, a perfect equilibrium with tao), detachment, refinement (emptiness), spontaneity, and 
transformation.

The word “Tao” translates into "path", “method”, “principle” or "way", and Taoist belief is based on the
idea that there is central or organizing principle of the Universe, a natural order or a "way of heaven", 
Tao, that one can come to know by living in harmony with nature and hence with the cosmos and the 
Universe.

The philosophy of Tao signifies the fundamental or true nature of the world, it is the essential, 
unnameable process of the universe. Tao both precedes and encompasses the universe.
Nothing in the Universe is fixed, static or non moving; per se everything is transforming all the time.
The flow of ‘chi’ energy, as the essential energy of action, is believed to be the influence that keeps the 
universal order of Tao balanced.

‘Wu wei’ does not signify not acting at all, but rather not forcing things on their way. Wu wei signifies 
that the action should be immediately in accordance with the Tao, hence the necessary will be done 
without exaggeration, hyperbole or over-eagerness as these are considered obstructive, though rather in 
an easy, facile, non disturbing way, leading to overall harmony and balance. It is a state of inner 
tranquility, which will show the right effortless action at the right time.

Wu wei could be characterized by the adaptability of the flow of water in a stream. I.e. Water flows 
without awareness, or naturally, downriver (principle of tao). It might be blocked by an object (branch 



or stone), though without contriving to do so, finds it way around the object. Water acts without motive,
it acts with wu wei.

Taoism does not identify man's will as the root problem. Rather, it asserts that man must place his will 
in harmony with the natural universe.

When following the ‘wu wei’, the goal is called ‘pu’ (simplified Chinese: 朴; traditional Chinese: 樸; 
pinyin: pǔ, pú; lit. "uncut wood", translated as "uncarved block", "unsewn log", or "simplicity"), 
representing a passive state of receptiveness. It is believed to be the true nature of the mind, 
unburdened by knowledge or experiences. Pu is a symbol for a state of pure potential and perception 
without prejudice, without illusion.
 
The “Three Jewels of Tao” refer to the three virtues of Taoism:

1. compassion, kindness, love
(Chinese: 慈; pinyin: cí; literally "compassion, tenderness, love, mercy, kindness, gentleness 
and implies the term ‘mother’, ‘mother’s/ parental love’)

2. moderation, simplicity, frugality
(Chinese: 儉; pinyin: jiǎn; literally "frugality, moderation, economy, restraint, be sparing")
When applied to the moral life it stands for the simplicity of desire.

3. humility, modesty
The third treasure is a six-character phrase instead of a single word: Chinese 不敢為天下先, 
Bugan wei tianxia xian, "not dare to be first/ahead in the world", referring to the Taoist way to 
avoid premature death.

Lutheran Response

The universe is not a conscious being. It does have it’s own way or path that it desires to follow. 
Gravity is not a choice by the universe, but the mandatory result of the existence of a solar system with 
planets and orbits. And God did not just create the universe and then let it go. Take note of what the 
Psalmist writes in his 121st Psalm, “I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come? My 
help comes from the LORD, who made heaven and earth.” (Psalm 121:1-2) Alongside noting God as 
creator of heaven and earth, the Psalmist also acknowledges His sustaining of that creation. The one 
who “made” now “comes” with help. There is a conscious being that’s working to guide creation, but 
it’s not an abstract universe; it’s God.

With that being true, there is no room for “wu wei”. “Wu wei” is already a problem for Christians that 
live in such ways to not upset anyone. Jesus commanded, “Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you,” (Matthew 5:44) but also, “For I have come to set a man against his father, and a 
daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.” (Matthew 10:35) 
Loving your neighbor and even your enemies doesn’t mean not upsetting anyone. Often revealing the 
most important truths hurts the most. But that revelation is necessary for salvation. Christians who 
follow the Taoist “wu wei” often do so at the expense of their own calling.



Talking Points

Jewels without Restriction

A good starting point for a conversation would be in the important virtues of Taoism, as apart from the 
“tao”, these virtues are still good. They are all things Christians are called to do, not as payment to God
or the universe, but as a celebration and response to what God has already done for us. To use a tactic 
that we’ve used before, we could say that God is the tao of the universe, meaning He is the path and 
guidance, and our wu wei would be to follow the path he showed in Jesus. Inaction would be avoiding 
the tao, therefore we cannot be like water flowing wherever the river takes us, but instead sometimes 
swim against the current for the sake of ourselves and those around us.

Now that last part is something that would require a deeper conversation, but exemplifying the jewels 
of taoism – humility, compassion, simplicity, etc, – would create an environment where you would 
been seen as one working for the good of the universe, and therefore worthy of time and possibly 
interaction.


