
Buddhism
Disclaimer
This resource has been prepared to help staff and 
students in raising awareness, increasing knowledge 
and to assist their work at MMU. 

The resource has been prepared according to the 
Faith Communities Navigator’ published in 2007 
by the Faith Regen Foundation and guidance from 

Key beliefs 

Buddhists generally believe that the nature of existence is 
a cycle of life, death and re-incarnation; that life inevitably 
involves suffering and that the only way to break out of this 
cycle is to achieve enlightenment. 

The Buddhas name was Siddharta Gautama; the Buddha 
is also known as Shakyamuni. Born roughly 2,500 years 
ago as a prince he gave up an affluent destiny to spend 
his life thinking and meditating and became enlightened. 
He then spent decades passing on the understanding of 
how to achieve this. He proposed that the way to achieve 
enlightenment was understanding of the true nature of 
existence by investigating and understanding his teachings 
and the mental exercise of meditation. 

Buddhism is very diverse and has many different forms, 
however, key themes throughout being that it is possible 
to break through one’s limitations and develop to a level of 
unlimited awareness, resourcefulness, kindness, wisdom 
and compassion called ‘Enlightenment’ in parallel with the 
Buddha.  

Because Buddhism does not include the idea of worshipping 
a creator god, some people do not see it as a religion in 
the normal, Western sense. The basic tenets of Buddhist 
teaching are straightforward and practical: nothing is fixed or 
permanent; actions have consequences; change is possible. 
So Buddhism addresses itself to all people irrespective 
of race, nationality, caste, sexuality, or gender. It teaches 
practical methods which enable people to realise and use its 
teachings in order to transform their experience, to be fully 
responsible for their lives.

Ethics 

The two key Buddhist ethical principals are:

•	Avoiding causing harm and seeking to develop greater 
	 kindness.

•	Seeking to avoid confusion, delusion and intoxication and 
	 developing clear awareness. 

MMU Chaplains. The interpretation of the faith, 
observances and representation of standards etc. are 
part of this professional judgement and should not be 
construed as an authorised or official interpretation.
MMU has sought to acknowledge the use of any 
published material in the text of this resource. Any 
inadvertent omissions deemed necessary will be 
corrected upon notification of this error.

These principals are applied to:

•	Possessions, by avoiding taking that which is not freely 
	 given and developing generosity.

•	Relationships and sexuality, by avoiding any form of 
	 manipulation.

•	Developing stillness, simplicity and contentment. 

•	Communications by avoiding lying, slander, negative and 
	 meaningless speech. Seeking to become more kind and 
	 honest and helpful through speech.  

Although Buddhist monks adopt a lengthy list of detailed 
ethical precepts, other Buddhists may take on specific 
precepts to mark holy days.   

Denominations 

Theravada Buddhism - recognises only the Pali Canon as 
the definitive teaching of the Buddha. Practicing countries 
include Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand.

Mahayana Buddhism - accepts the Pali Canon and 
subsequent texts (Sutras) and has many different schools and 
philosophical perspectives. Mainly practiced in China, Japan, 
Taiwan, Korea and Vietnam.

Vajrayana (Tibetan) Buddhism - accepts the Pali 
Canon, Mahayana Sutras and a huge range of Tantras and 
commentaries. There are four main Tibetan schools: Nyingma, 
Kagyu, Sakya and Geluk. 

Zen Buddhism - a Japanese Mahayana school focusing 
on meditation derived from the Ch’an school of Chinese 
Buddhism.

Soka Gakkai - a lay form of Nichiren Buddhism originating 
in Japan and is very popular in the West and has an emphasis 
on cultivation of faith and teaches individual empowerment 
and inner transformation which at the same time contributes 
to global peace, enabling people to develop themselves.

Manchester Metropolitan University Equality and Diversity information factsheet stage 1



Western Buddhist Order - founded by an English monk in 
the late 1960’s seeks to apply the principles of all schools of 
Buddhism to contemporary life.

Worship elements

Although Buddhists do not believe in an interventionist God, 
worship and prayer are still important. This normally takes 
place in a shrine room and includes meditations, chanting 
of texts or mantras and making offerings to the shrine of 
flowers, lamps and incense.

Places of worship 

•	Temples - these may be purpose built or adaptations of 
	 pervious buildings, containing teaching and meditation 
	 halls and a statue of Buddha meditating. Visitors are 
	 expected to remove their shoes on entering a temple;

•	Stupas - a symbolic stone structure, usually reliquary or		
	 built over ancient texts of Buddha’s teachings;
  
•	Monasteries - built in secluded, peaceful locations to house 
	 monks and their activities.
 

Food and drink

Many Buddhists are vegetarians as an expression of the 
key principle non-harm. There are different practices with 
regard to eating meat, for example, many Tibetan Buddhists 
eat meat and Chinese Zen is strictly vegetarian. Theravada 
Buddhist monks and nuns are allowed to eat meat if, to the 
best of their knowledge, the animal has not been specifically 
killed for them. Meat is never served in monasteries. Chinese 
forms of Buddhism avoid garlic and onion as this is said to 
create heat in the body and cause difficulties in meditation. 
Fasting is not common in Buddhism; however, Theravadin 
monks do not eat after midday.    

Festivals and days of worship

The different traditions of Buddhism have different festivals 
and mark the same events on different days. The main 
festivals are:

Wesak or Buddha Day - the first day of the full moon in 
April/May. One of the main festivals as this celebrates the 
Buddha’s enlightenment. In some traditions it is also seen as 
his birth and death and Buddha’s Enlightenment is marked in 
December.  

Dhamma (Pali) or Dharma (Sanskrit) Day - celebrates 
Buddha’s first teaching and is held on the day of the full moon 
during the eighth lunar month.

Paranirvana Day - observes the death of Buddha on either 
the 8th or 15th of February.

New Year - celebrated on different days throughout the 
world according to culture/calendar and the particular 
Buddhist tradition practiced. Theravadins celebrate the New 
Year for 3 days starting on the first day of the full moon in 
April/May. Mahayana practicing countries celebrate from 
the first full moon in January. Tibetan Buddhists celebrate in 
January/February depending on the lunar cycle.

Vassa - a Theravadin festival called the ‘rains retreat’ season.  
At the end of this the Kathina Ceremony is held whereby new 
robes are offered to monks and nuns.

Ancestor Day (Ulambana) - in Mahayana Buddhism it is 
believed that on the first day of the eighth lunar month the 
gates of hell are opened and ghosts visit the world for 15 
days. Ancestors day is celebrated on the 15th day and people 
visit cemeteries and make offerings to the departed.

Text

Religious texts consist of Suttas (Pali), Sutras (Sanskrit) and 
Tantras, which are considered to be the words of Buddha.
  
Tipitaka - collection of early Buddhist texts recorded in Pali 
and preserved in Sri Lanka.  

Mahayana Sutras - tradition considers these texts to have 
been taught by Buddha in one of the heavens.

Tibetan Book of the Dead - the best known Tibetan Buddhist 
text in the West, it is a member of a group of texts known as 
‘Termas’.

The diversity calendar can be found at www.mmu.ac.uk/
humanresources/equalities 

This fact sheet has been produced using information found in 
the ‘Faith Communities Navigator’ published in 2007 by the 
Faith Regen Foundation and www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/
zoroastrian with guidance from MMU Chaplains.
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