
Buddhism is popular among college students and educated skeptics today. I think there are a number of rea-
sons for this. One is that the Buddha’s search for truth and his willingness to forsake the world strike chords 
in young seekers who recognize the emptiness of materialism. It is also attractive to those who have been 

turned off to Christianity, for one reason or another, and want some sort of spiritual alternative.

Facts on the Ground
Let’s start with numbers and places. How many Buddhists are there, and where do they live?
Today there are about 400 million Buddhists, or 6 percent of the world’s population. Estimates of the number of 

Buddhists in the United States range from 1.5 to 2 million. Of those 75 to 80 percent are Asian. 
Those who follow Theravada, which is the school of Buddhism closest to the teachings of Gotama Buddha, the 

founder, are located primarily in Southeast Asia: Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Thailand. The Mahayana 
school, which may have started later in China and became more popular, is prevalent in China and East Asia (Ja-
pan and Korea). Zen Buddhism was started in Japan and has spread west, while Tibetan Buddhism is of course 
centered in that mountainous land bordering China but has become popular around the world because of the Dalai 
Lama’s attractive persona and teaching.

The Story of the Buddha
Siddhartha Gotama Buddha (ca. 448–368 BC) grew up in the lap of luxury.
He was the son of a king in the mountain fastnesses of what is now Nepal. Not unnaturally, he was indulged by 

his father. But Gotama’s environment went far beyond what we would imagine. Apparently in an attempt to keep 
his son fast bound to himself, Gotama’s father made sure the boy never saw suffering and deprivation, old age, 
disease, and death. It’s hard to imagine how Gotama could never have seen or known of death, but so the story 
goes.

At some point in Gotama’s twenties, reality broke through. On the first of several chariot rides, Gotama saw an 
old man. “Oh no!” he exclaimed. “Do you mean I will someday suffer like that?!”

Then on a second chariot ride, he saw a sick person obviously distressed by pain. This opened his eyes to the 
pervasiveness of suffering in the world. Gotama was sorely distressed.

A third chariot ride brought the sight of a corpse in a funeral procession. This too alarmed Gotama. “What? We 
don’t live forever?!” The young man sunk into despair. Life seemed hopeless.

But then another sight some time later brought him hope. This time he saw a figure on the horizon walking in 
a saffron robe. It was probably a Hindu sannyasi, a holy man practicing asceticism and meditation in the quest of 
moksha (liberation from the cycle of reincarnation). 
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“Who is that?” he asked his driver. 
“Oh, he’s seeking the way beyond life and death,” he was told—meaning that this Hindu seeker was trying to 

reach the state where he would not be reborn into another life in this world, but be joined with Brahma, the imper-
sonal Absolute. But for Gotama, this meant there might be a way to avoid the suffering of life and death. 

By this time in his life, Gotama was married and had a son. But the Four Sights (of age, disease, death, and 
the way beyond death) made him reconsider his direction in life. At the age of twenty-nine, he decided he would 
follow the way of the sannyasi he had seen. Gotama left his wife and son and set off into the wilderness. Some 
explanation is needed here: this was a religious tradition back then, and he left his wife and son in the care of his 
larger family. They probably believed this would give them good karma (lit., “deeds” which would help produce 
a better reincarnation). But we are also told that his wife was angry with him for leaving them. This departure is 
called the Great Renunciation.

Gotama made drastic changes, following what the Hindu traditions were telling him then—practice asceticism 
and meditate until you are enlightened. He embraced this new life so radically that he was reduced to skin and 
bones. We’re told that when he put his hand on his stomach, he could feel his backbone.

But it didn’t work. Enlightenment never came.
So Gotama decided he would take the bull by the horns, as it were, and demand results. He would sit under a 

tree (later it became known as the Bodhi or enlightenment tree) until revelation came. 
He sat all day and evening and night until . . . finally enlightenment came. During the early morning hours, he 

was given revelation after revelation after revelation. He saw all the truths of reality, which he would teach for the 
next fifty-odd years until his death from food poisoning. He had come to be free of all desire and so achieved, after 
this one night, nirvana (lit., the “blowing out” of desire). 

The Buddha’s Teachings
That night the Buddha saw what Buddhists have ever-since called Four Noble Truths. The first is that all is suf-

fering. This doesn’t mean that every minute of the day we feel bad. Christians can understand its meaning: that at 
the deepest level all of life is dissatisfactory. Even when we’re having fun and being successful, we know deep in-

side that there is something missing—if we haven’t found 
spiritual Reality.

The second Noble Truth is that the cause of suffering 
is desire. The Buddha (now we can use this title, for it 
means “the enlightened one”) said there are three de-
sires humans feel: desire for sensual pleasure; desire 
for becoming someone recognized and esteemed; and 
desire for nonbecoming or suicide. He recognized that 
most of us do not feel the third desire most of the time.

The Buddha said there is a reason we are filled with 
these desires: our ignorance. Hindus also see ignorance 
as our central problem. But while Hindus feel we are ig-
norant of Brahma or a personal god, Gotama Buddha 
said we are ignorant of the Three Characteristics of Ex-
istence. 

The first is impermanence. This means that nothing 
ever remains the same—even Brahma, which was the 
philosophical Hindu idea of ultimate reality. Hindus said 
this is the only unchanging reality. The Buddha rejected 
this. He said nothing is permanent, everything is con-
stantly changing. This also meant there is no unchanging 
substance behind and within anything in the cosmos, so 
nothing has independent existence. 
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Christians can agree with this in part, for they say that nothing exists apart from God. There is nothing that exists 
on its own. But the Buddha rejected the idea of a Creator God who is responsible for all things. He said there are 
gods, but that these are not creators and certainly not redeemers, and that they need to attain the same enlight-
enment as us humans. So, for all practical purposes, the Buddha was an agnostic. He said he didn’t know if there 
was a supreme god, which is what agnostic means—“I do not know.” In any event, he did not believe in a God who 
created the world and now controls it. And he looked not to a god but to his own self for any sort of “salvation.”

The second Characteristic of Existence is suffering, which we have already seen is the first Noble Truth. The 
third is that there is no self. This follows from the first Characteristic, that everything is impermanent. Let me try 
to explain.

If there is nothing permanent in Jane, let’s say, then there can’t be anything that remains the same from year 
to year, month to month, or even moment to moment. Can that be? Well, we know that our atoms and cells are 
constantly changing, so at the level of the body, that must be true; there is nothing permanent. 

What about Jane’s mind? Her thoughts are constantly changing, especially as she experiences new things, 
which she does during her waking hours and when she is dreaming. If her experiences are constantly giving her 
new perspectives, how can her mind remain the same? You say her basic attitudes are the same? But how can 
they be? If her perspective is constantly changing (even if minutely) because of her new experiences, then even her 
attitudes change with an ever-changing perspective. They may not change much, but they change nevertheless.

If Jane’s mind and body are constantly changing, we’d have to say the same about her emotions and will. As 
life brings new things, good and bad, her feelings go up and down. And her desires, expressed by her will, must 
also change apace. 

If Jane’s mind, body, feelings, and will continually change, then there can’t be anything about her that remains 
the same. And what is the self but the combination of mind, body, feelings, and will? Therefore Buddhists say Jane 
has no self—at least one that remains the same across time. 

By the way, the Buddha said that as long as we think we have a permanent self, we will be all the more attached 
to this self and unable to give up desire—which keeps us suffering and stuck in samsara, the endless cycle of 
reincarnation. So knowing that we have no permanent self is part of our liberation. It helps us get rid of desire, 
which in turn helps us attain nirvana (more on that in a bit).

Let’s take stock of what we have learned so far about the Buddha’s teaching. All is suffering (the first Noble 
Truth), the cause of suffering is desire (the second Noble Truth), which comes from ignorance of the Three Char-
acteristics. Now we must go on to the third Noble Truth: the way to be rid of suffering is to be rid of desire. The 
eventual “blowing out” of desire is nirvana, which is a state of cessation of suffering that can be experienced at 
one level in this life and at another level after death. 

The nirvana in this life is called “nirvana with remainder,” and that in the next is “nirvana without remainder.” The 
“remainder” refers to karma, which are deeds that keep us in this cycle of reincarnation (samsara). Nirvana in the 
next life, without remainder, is nothing like anything we can imagine. In fact, the Buddha taught that in nirvana there 
are no desires, thoughts, or beings. So we have 
to say that nirvana is the end of human existence 
as we know it. Perhaps it is like that drop of water 
that hits the surface of the ocean and in a matter of 
milliseconds no longer exists as an individual drop. 
Its contents have dispersed and merged with the 
ocean. The “I” is no longer a being (of course it 
never was a self anyway!), but that’s not the impor-
tant thing for the Buddha. The important thing is 
that suffering is over, which is the goal of the Bud-
dha’s teaching.

The fourth Noble Truth is this: The way to be 
rid of desire is to follow the Noble Eightfold Path. 
The first step on that path is right understanding. 
This means proper understanding of the Buddha’s 
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teachings, such as the four Noble Truths and three Characteristics of Existence. Don’t believe anyone who says 
something like the following: “In Buddhism (as opposed to Christianity) it doesn’t matter what you believe, all that 
matters is what you do.” You can see from this first step on the Noble Eightfold Path that it matters very much 
what you believe. If you do not believe what the Buddha taught about suffering and the self, for example, you will 
not make it past square one in Buddhism.

The second step is right thinking, which involves thinking about truth (the Buddha’s teachings again) and not 
how to build up your own self, for that just increases desire. The third step is right speech, which means no lying 
or slander or gossip. Right action (the fourth step) means following the Five Precepts: no killing, stealing, sexual 
sin, lying, or alcohol. Let me explain some of those.

No killing means just that—the taking of life, even animal life, is forbidden. So consistent Buddhists are vegetar-
ians and pacifists. That does not mean that Buddhists never eat meat or fight in war, any more than that Christians 
have always forgiven their enemies. But those are the ideals. 

Sexual sin means sin outside of marriage for laity, and any sex at all for Buddhist monks and nuns. Notice, 
by the way, that Buddhist ethics are very similar to Christian moral rules. The same is true for the other major 
religions. Christians differ on application and interpretation, but the same basic principles—actually, those of the 
Ten Commandments—are taught by all the major religions. As C.S. Lewis once said, if you went to the British 
Museum (which is a library) to research the moral teachings of the great civilizations, you’d get bored after three 
days, for they all say nearly the same things. He pointed this out in “Illustrations of the Tao,” the appendix to his 
book The Abolition of Man.

“Right action” (the fourth step on the Noble Path) also includes the four Unlimited Virtues (friendliness, com-
passion, sympathetic joy, and even-mindedness). The last virtue means remaining even-keeled even in times of 
suffering and joy. This, Buddhists say, is possible only after meditation.

The fifth step is right livelihood. That means some occupations are obviously forbidden to the faithful Buddhist: 
arms sales, butchering animals, producing intoxicants.

The last three steps (right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration) all have to do with meditation, which 
is the Buddhist way par excellence to spiritual advancement. 

The Buddhist School Closest to the Root: Theravada
There are four main schools of Buddhism—Theravada, Mahayana, Zen, and Tibetan. Here and below we will 

discuss the first two, which are the largest.
Theravada, which is Pali for the “Way of the Elders,” took most of its present shape by the second century BC, 

about two centuries after the death of the Buddha. Of the four schools just mentioned, it is probably closest to 
what historians think Gotama actually taught. 

Its chief goal is liberation from samsara in nirvana, which, as we saw earlier, is the end of consciousness and 
individuality. The Theravada school regards the gods as real but unhelpful in the human search to end suffering. 
It says the human self is unreal and lives many lives in many heavens and hells before it reaches nirvana; most 
of us are not spiritual enough to have attained nirvana before the end of one life. It says the world is not a thing 
but a process, with no beginning or end. Remember here the Buddha’s teaching that nothing is permanent and 
standing on its own. So too for the world.

According to Theravada, the basic human problem is suffering in samsara because of ignorance of the Bud-
dha’s teachings. That ignorance creates desire, which in turn is responsible for our suffering. The resolution to our 
problem(s) is to accept what the Buddha taught and practice his virtues and precepts.

Some have asked how this can be a religion. For it doesn’t have the earmarks of what most of us think of when 
we hear the word religion. There is no worship, for there is no God who made us or the world or will save us. Neither 
are there prayer or praise, forgiveness or heaven. Judgment and a final hell are missing. The Buddha was always 
silent about the future life, except to say what it is not—a place of beings, consciousness or desire.

But in another sense it is a religion. It is a complete way of thinking and practice that answers (or at least 
struggles with) the most important questions in life: Who or what are we? Where did we come from? Where are 
we going? How should we live our lives? 
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In this sense, of course, even atheism is a religion, for it too answers 
these questions. 

This may seem odd to you, to call atheism and this kind of Bud-
dhism “religions” when they don’t purport a belief in God. But it does 
help explain how Theravada (and other kinds of) Buddhists can feel 
religious and look toward reality with reverence without believing in a 
personal god.

Mahayana: The Largest and Most Popular School
The first Mahayana (Sanskrit for “Great Vehicle,” which suggests it 

carries many more than its rival Theravada) sutras (scriptures) were 
written between the first and eighth centuries AD. In them one can 
see distinct departures from Theravada positions. Here are the most 
important differences:

1. Universalism. Whereas in Theravada male monks have been the 
only ones considered spiritual enough to attain nirvana, Mahayana 
promises the possibility of liberation for everyone.

2. Fast and easy. In Theravada liberation takes many lives (in sam-
sara, the reincarnation process), but Mahayana promises liberation after only one life. And it doesn’t take lengthy, 
rigorous meditation; in some Mahayana schools, if you simply look with sincere faith one time during your life to 
the Buddha, you will escape samsara after death. It’s no wonder Mahayana is the largest and most popular seg-
ment of Buddhism.

3. Buddha as god. While Theravada teaches that the Buddha was just a man, Mahayana talks about the divine 
Buddha, and de-emphasizes the historical Gotama.

4. Many Buddhas. Theravada focuses on the one Buddha in history, Gotama. But Mahayanists speak of an 
infinite number of Buddhas. And Mahayana teachers also say each one of us has a latent Buddha nature, so that 
we are all unrealized Buddhas.

5. Grace. The Mahayana ideal figure is the bodhisattva (Sanskrit for “a being for enlightenment”) who was on 
his way to Buddhahood but stopped to help those still ignorant and suffering in samsara. The bodhisattva is said 
to have one foot in our world and one in nirvana. He keeps the one foot here so that he can impart grace to those 
who need it. The most important bodhisattva is Amitabha (in Japan, Amida), who in the distant past said he would 
bring to his Pure Land all who called on his name in faith. He forgives their sins because of their faith and saves 
them from more lives in samsara. Strictly speaking, however, these bodhisattvas are already Buddhas.

6. Levels of truth. Mahayana Buddhists talk about levels of reality and truth. The earthly Buddha, Gotama, is at 
the lowest level. Above that are the paradisal heavens that are full of Buddhas and bodhisattvas. Each one of the 
latter is a bodily form of what they call “absolute Buddha nature.” Then at the highest level is the ultimate nature 
of reality, which is nirvana. This is nondual, which means that there are no distinctions in it. All is one. Nothing 
separates anything from anything else. There are no individuals here. What we think of as the human self is lost 
in the ocean of the ultimate Oneness, like the drop of water that hits the surface of the ocean.

Christian Analysis
I think you can see that Jesus and the Buddha were very different. The most important difference is that the 

Buddha did not believe in a God as we know it (he was agnostic on that) and certainly didn’t know the triune God. 
Later Mahayana traditions came to believe in deities known as Buddhas and bodhisattvas, but Gotama Buddha 
said that he was no more than a man, and that there is no Creator or divine being who can help us achieve our 
spiritual goals. This is why Sakyamuni, as the original Buddha is known by many Buddhists, said that we are to 
be lamps unto ourselves. In contrast, Jesus said that He was the light of the world. 
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We Christians say that we are not on our own, as the Buddha suggested, but can ask for the grace of Jesus to 
do for us what we cannot do. While Jesus emphasized moral corruption as the heart of the basic human problem 
(Mark 7:20–23), the Buddha said desire—for gratification of one’s senses and one’s ego—is the root of all suffer-
ing. With love one can become a bodhisattva, but only knowledge enables one to become a Buddha. Perhaps as 
a result, Buddhist and Christian portrayals of the spiritual ideal are curiously different: Buddhists look to a smiling 
Buddha seated on a lotus blossom, while Christians 
worship a suffering Jesus nailed to a cross. The 
Buddha taught his followers to escape suffering, 
while Jesus showed a way to conquer suffering by 
embracing it. 

Although Buddhist and Christian ethics agree on 
important principles (that stealing, lying, the killing 
of innocent life, and sexual misconduct are wrong, 
and that compassion and sympathy are imperative), 
they differ on the relationship of ethics to ultimate 
reality. For Gotama Buddha and Theravadins the 
ethical life is a provisional raft that takes us to the 
other shore of nirvana, where it can then be dis-
carded. For in nirvana differences between good 
and evil no longer exist. But for Christians, the dis-
tinction between right and wrong is part of the fabric 
of reality and will persist into eternity. 

Ethical differences extend to relations between 
the sexes. In early Buddhism particularly you find 
the idea that you can become a Buddha only if you’re reborn in the form of a man. Not until much later did Ma-
hayanists accept female bodhisattvas. Buddhist monasteries today dominate Theravadin life; most orders for 
nuns disappeared centuries ago. While Christian history contains plenty of sexism, Jesus Himself never demon-
ized women or sexuality. When compared to the rigid structure of Buddhist monasticism, which is at the heart of 
Theravada, Jesus’ circle of disciples appears casual and free.

Buddhists and Christians look at ethics differently in large part because they regard history in radically different 
ways. 

Buddhists read in the Dhammapada that “there is no misery like physical existence” (15.6). Earthly existence 
is necessarily a vale of tears, because as long as one remains in the endless cycle of life, death, and rebirth 
(samsara), suffering is inevitable because of the desire that life in this world produces. We’re told we can escape 
suffering only by escaping this wearisome cycle of rebirth. So we have to break ties to this world and its routines, 
particularly family life and sexuality. 

Jesus, however, never spoke harsh words about sexual intercourse. He announced a salvation that comes not 
by renouncing life in the world but by trust that is lived out in loving commitment amid the everyday routines of 
worldly life. According to Him, marriage is not an impediment to spirituality but the ordinary realm in which salvation 
is lived out. Abstention from family and sexuality is an option, but not a higher path for the spiritual elite.

At the same time I should say that this contrast should not be drawn too sharply. Christian monasticism has 
at times been just as world denying as its Buddhist counterpart. Beginning with the apostle Paul (1 Cor. 7), there 
have been many Christians who have concluded that they could find God best apart from family and sexuality. 
And while monasticism has been more integral to Theravada than Christianity, Jesus Himself chose not to marry 
or regard family as the center of the spiritual life (Matt. 10:37; 12:49–50), and the vast majority of Buddhists enjoy 
the fullness of married life and participation in the secular world.

There’s one final difference, and one of the most important: hope. If you are following the teachings of the origi-
nal Buddha—Siddhartha Gotama—you have little or no hope for life after death. Sure, you can hope for nirvana, 
but this is a realm in which “you” are no longer a “you.” There is no individual self there in which to enjoy freedom 
from suffering. 
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Recommended Reading
Ravi Zacharias, The Lotus and the Cross: Jesus Talks with 
Buddha (Multnomah Books 2010) 
Eavesdrop on an imaginary conversation between Jesus and another great thinker whose 
quest for life’s meaning has influenced millions---Gautama Buddha! 

Jesus, however, gives us the promise of eternal life as an individual self but joined to Him and the Father and 
the Spirit, in fellowship with the millions and perhaps billions of other saints—not only family and friends but the 
saints throughout history. And that fellowship, with joy and learning, will continue through all eternity.

The contrast is more than enormous. v


