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Introduction- 
      At the time of the Buddha, the religious and philosophical situation in India 
was not yet one of a clearly established system, it was in fact chaotic. There were 
many teachers, sages and recluses, who declared their own philosophies and 
ultimate realities but all differing from each other, so that religious and 
philosophical debates were very common. If we look at the religious situation at 
that time we discover that the concept of religious equality did not exist. There 
were at least four classes in the society, a large percentage of the people 
belonging to the lowest caste or untouchables; these people were deprived of all 
spiritual, social rights and justice. The status of women at that time was also very 
low and they knew no equality. It was common for animals to be killed in 
sacrifice in the name of religion for the sake of particular people. In those days 
acceptance of the caste system and the sacrificial killings in the name of a god 
represented adherence to a religion or a doctrinal practice. The Buddha after his 
Enlightment discovered the truth for himself and taught the dhamma which 
contradicted these traditional concepts. The Buddha himself said that his 
teachings were against the prevalent current of belief. It is, indeed, vital to 
understand that the Buddhas dhamma is not a kind of religious sermon given to 
please or appease super beings or god. But a path to develop wisdom and 
compassion towards all living beings. 
 

Definition of Religion 
 

     Modern Indian philosophers like Dr. Radhakrishnan (1), have expounded the 
theme that religion is not a set of doctrines but that it is experience. And religious 
experience is based on the realization of the ‘presence of the divine in man’. 
H.G. Wells (2) says ‘religion is the central part of our education that 
determines our moral conduct’. The German philosopher, Kant (3), stated that 
‘religion is the recognition of our moral principles as laws that must not be 
transgressed’. 
     The Buddha’s message as a religious way of life:” Keeping away from all 
evil deeds, cultivation of life by doing good deeds and purification of mind 
from mental impurities 
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 Sabba pāpassa akaraṇaṃ, kusalassa 
upasampadā, sacitta pariyodapanaṃ, etaṃ 
buddhāna sāsanaṃ- Dhp.183 
  “. For our proposes, religion may be defined in a 
very broad sense as a body of moral and 
philosophical teachings and the acceptance with 
confidence of such teachings. In this sense, 
Buddhism is a religion. 
    Six qualities peculiar to the teachings of the 
Buddha are often quoted. Dhamma, the doctrine, is 
well-proclaimed (svākkhāta), because it is lovely at 
the beginning, lovely in the middle, lovely at the 
ending. It is related to this very life of the 
individual(sandiṭṭhika). It transcends limitations of 
time and yields results here and now(akālika). 
certainly, the problem discussed in Buddhism are 
human situations perennially facing humankind. It is 
open to all and it invites one to come and see 
(ehipassiko) because it is not imparted to a selected 
few, but freely and equally available to all 
irrespective of their birth and social status. it leads to 
the annihilation of suffering(opanayika).it has to be 
realised individually by the wise (paccattaṃ 
veditabbo viññūhī) (D. ii, p.217.iii; p.227; a. i; p.158) 
Who is a lay person-? 
     Buddhists can be broadly categorized into two 
groups, namely the lay people and the monastic 
community. The assembly of monastic community is 
the Order of Monks and Nuns (s. Sangha). The 
organization for those who practice Buddhism at 
home is the Lay People Organization. What is the 
difference between these two institutions? 
    In terms of faith, they both take refuge in the 
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. From the perspective 
of attainment and enlightenment, there is not much 
difference. According to the Sravakayana, lay people 
can attain the third Supramundane Fruitions (s. phala) 
i.e. the Non-Returner (s. Anagamin), whereas the 
Sangha can attain the fourth Fruition i.e. the Holy 
One (s. Arahant). The difference is only one stage. 
       Freedom of thought to lay disciples on 
religious matters some examples : 
   Brahmanism taught that men were created by the 
god Brahma from different parts of his body and 
according to their castes they are assigned duties to 
perform. Those who were born in to low castes had to 
do all the minor jobs.  The Buddha taught that  men 
are born equal but their actions alone which 
distinguish them: 

    “One is not Brahmin by the birth, nor by birth one 
a non-Brahmin by action (kamma) one a Brahmin. 
By action is one a non-Brahmin. For men are farmers 
by their acts are craftsmen too .and merchants by 
their acts and by their acts are servants too .and men 
are priest by their acts and by acts are rulers too.” 
(Vasetthasutta, MN.2.5.98)1 
    It is stated in the universal declaration of human 
rights (article18) that everyone has the right to 
freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 
Buddhism from its very inception, commenced with 
recognition of the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion. The freedom of thought 
allowed by the buddha is unheard of elsewhere in the 
history of religions. The buddha dhamma is open to 
all without any discriminating of caste, class or 
colours and is not to be accepted on blind faith, but it 
invites one to come and see-ehipassiko to test its truth 
and validity before accepting it. The buddha advised 
Rahul: To make sure that a proposed course of action 
should always lead to good and never to harmful 
results either to oneself or to others or to both. 
      The most important teaching on the freedom of 
thought and religious matters  thinking is also to be 
found in the Buddhas advice to the Kalama’s: “come 
kalamas,do not be led by report, by tradition or by 
hearsay or by the authority of religious texts or by 
claims of knowledge and truth that are based on any 
type of reasoning or speculation or on the basis of the 
reliability of the person or by the respect for your 
teacher. Rather, kalams, when you know for yourself 
these things are unprofitable, blameworthy and 
conducive to loss and sorrow, then indeed, you 
should reject them and when you know for yourself 
that certain things are profitable, blameless and 
conducive to profit and happiness then indeed you 
should accept them and abide by them. (Kalama 
sutta-AN, Tiknipata, Mahāvagga, sutta no.65) 
      The right of the freedom of religion and tolerance 
allowed by the buddha is astonishing to those who 
study the history of religion. The Buddha advised his 
followers to respect all other religious orders. Upāli 
for instance, a prominent wealthy householder and 
well-known lay disciple of Niganthas Natputta, was 
convinced after discussing them that the views of the 
buddha were right and those of his teacher were 
wrong, so he begged the buddha to accept him as one 
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of his lay disciples. But the Buddha asked him to 
reconsider it, not to be in hurry, for considering 
carefully is good for well-known men like you. When 
Upāli expressed his desire again, the Buddha 
requested him to continue to respect and support to 
his old religious teachers as he was used to.  
     Second Incidents is related to Natthputta is at one 
time, siha of vesāli who was also a disciple of 
Niganthas Natthaputta, after having conversed with 
the buddha declared himself a follower of the 
buddha, but the buddha accepted him only on 
condition that siha would continue to support his 
former teacher too. This shows clearly that Buddhism 
is also concerned with the social impact of religion 
and considers that religion should serve not as a 
divisive but as a unifying force for spiritual uplift, the 
immediate happiness and well-being of people. 
Therefore, there should be no conflict in the name of 
religion. 
     In the third century B, C., The Buddhist emperor 
Asoka honoured and supported all other religions in 
his vast empire. Intending his subject to fallow the 
Nobel example of tolerance and understanding, he 
had carved on rock one of his edicts, the original of 
which one may read even today. The emperor 
declared: the one who doesn’t honour others 
religions, does not honour his own, the one who does 
honour others, honours his own. 
RELIGIOUS TERMINOLOGY 

But in introducing his doctrine, the Buddha did 
use the existing religious terms current in India at the 
time because in this way he would be on familiar 
ground with his listeners. They would grasp what he 
was alluding to and then he could proceed to develop 
his original ideas from this common ground. 
      Dharmas, Karma, Nirvana, Moksha, Niraya, 
Samsara, Atma are some words, which were 
common to all religious groups during his time. But 
in his teaching the Buddha gave very rational and 
unique meanings and interpretations to those existing 
religious terms. 
DHARMA 
    Let us take a look at the word dharma (or 
dhamma) for example. The ancient interpretation 
given to the word Dharma is that it is a law given by 
the god. According to ancient belief the god 
promised to appear from time to time to protect this 
dharma by taking different incarnations. The 

Buddha did not accept that any god could have 
given doctrines and commandments and religious 
laws. The Buddha used the word Dharma to 
describe his entire teaching. Dharma means that 
which hold up, upholds, supports. 

      The Buddha taught the dharma to help us escape 
the suffering caused by existence and to prevent us 
from degrading human dignity and descending into 
lower states such as hell, animal, the spirit of ghost or 
devil realms. The dharma introduced by the Buddha 
holds and supports us, and free us from the misery of 
these realms. It also means that if we follow the 
methods he advocates we will never get into such 
unfortunate circumstances as being born blind, 
crippled, deaf, dumb or mad. So, in the Buddha’s 
usage, Dharma is the advice given to support us in 
our struggle to be free from suffering and also to 
upgrade human values. Western philosophers 
describe Buddhism as a noble way of life or as “a 
religion of freedom and reason”. The Dharma is not 
an extraordinary law create by or given by anyone. 
Our body itself is Dharma. Our mind itself is 
Dharma; the whole universe is Dharma. By 
understanding the nature of the physical body and the 
nature of the mind and worldly conditions we realize 
the Dharma. The Buddha taught us to understand the 
nature of our existence rationally in a realistic way. It 
concerns the life, here and now of each sentient being 
and thus interrelated of all existence. 

      Usually when people talk about religion they ask, 
“What is your Faith?” They use the word “faith” in 
an absolute sense, although it can be useful in the 
preliminary stages of one’s religion development. 
The danger of relying on faith alone without 
analytical knowledge is that it can make us into 
religious fanatics. Those who allow faith to 
crystallize in their minds cannot see other people 
point of view because they have already established 
in their minds that what they believe is alone the 
truth. The Buddha insisted that one must not accept 
even his own Teachings on the basis of faith alone. 
One must gain knowledge and then develop 
understanding through study, discussion meditation 
and finally contemplation. Knowledge is one thing; 
understanding is another. If there is understanding 
one can adjust one’s life according to changing 
circumstances based on the knowledge one has. We 
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may have met learned people who know many things 
but are not realistic because their egoism, their 
selfishness, their anger, their hatred does not allow 
them to go unbiased mental attitudes and peace of 
mind. 
     When it is necessary to tolerate, we must know 
how to tolerate. When it is necessary to stand firm, 
we must stand firm, with dignity. 
KARMA 
      Let us take another example, the world Karma (or 
kamma). It simply means action. If a person commits 
a bad karma it will be impossible for that person to 
escape from its bad effect. Somehow or other he or 
she must face the consequences that will follow. 
According to ancient belief there is a god to operate 
the effect of this karma. God punishes according 
one’s bad karma; god rewards according to one’s 
good karma. The Buddha did not accept this belief. 
He said there is no being or force that handles the 
operation of the effects of karma. Karma itself will 
yield the result, as a neutral operation of the law of 
cause and effect. He said we could avoid and, in 
some cases, even overcome the effect of karma if we 
act wisely. He said we must never surrender 
ourselves fatalistically thinking that once we have 
done bad action there can be no more hope. Other 
religions teach that god can negate the effect of 
karma through forgiveness if the follower’s worship 
and pray and sacrifice. But the Buddha teaches that 
we have to affect our salvation by our own effort and 
mental purity. 
 “The Buddha can tell you what to do but he 
cannot do the work for you”. You have to do the 
work of salvation yourself. The Buddha has clearly 
stated that no one can do anything for another for 
salvation except show the way. Therefore, we must 
not depend on god, and not even depend on the 
Buddha. We must know what are the qualities, duties, 
and responsibilities of being a human being. He said 
that if we have committed certain bad karma, we 
should not waste precious energy by being frustrated 
or disappointed in our effort to put it right. 
     The first thing to do is to firmly resolve to stop 
repeating such bad karma by realizing the harm it can 
do. The second thing is to cultivate more and more 
good karma. Thirdly, we must try to reduce evil 
thoughts, selfishness, hatred, anger, jealousy, 

grudges, and ill-will. In this way we can reduce the 
bad effect of the bad karma that we commit. This is 
the Buddha’s method for overcoming the bad effects. 
     He did not say we must pray to and worship him 
and that he would forgive all our sins. Purity and 
impurity of our mind depend on ourselves. Neither 
god nor Buddha or human being can pollute or purity 
one’s mind. I cannot create impurity in your mind. I 
cannot purify your mind. But by taking my word or 
my action, you create either purity or impurity within 
yourself. Outsiders cannot do anything for your mind 
if you mind is strong enough to resist it. That’s why 
knowledge and understanding are important. 

The Buddha taught that what man needs for his 
happiness is not a religion or a mass of theories but 
an understanding of the cosmic nature of the universe 
and its complete operation according to the law of 
cause and effect. Until this fact is fully understood, 
man’s understanding of life and existence will remain 
imperfect and faulty. 
    “The path that the Buddha showed us is, I 
believe, the only path humanity must tread if it is 
to escape disaster”. Jawaharlal Nehru (7)  
 

NIRVANA 
 

     The Buddha never claimed to have created the 
Dharma. What he discovered was the universal truth 
of the real nature of existence. In fact, some religious 
terms were already well known in India at that time. 
But the Buddha’s uniqueness is that he took existing 
concepts and gave them very refined meanings and 
much deeper significance. 
     For example, before the Buddha’s time, 
“Nirvana” (or Nibbana) simply meant peace or 
extinction. But he gave it entirely new dimensions of 
meaning. NIR means “no” and VANA means 
“craving”: no more craving, no more attachment and 
no more selfishness. We cannot experience Nirvana 
because we have craving, attachment and selfishness. 
When we get rid of these defilements we can 
experience Nirvana bliss. 

    It is difficult to experience true bliss because we 
have emotions and we crave for sensual gratification. 
So long as we live entangled in this world of sensual 
pleasures we will never experience true happiness. Of 
course, it is true that we experience some kind of 
happiness in life but it cannot be termed “happiness” 
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in the absolute sense of the world because it is not 
permanent. 

Concluion- 
    over 2500 years ago, the Buddha offered another 
way of relating religions to each other based on 
mutual respect yet maintaining the separate identity 
of each religion. To practice this method, one need 
not become a Buddhist. It is also very practical, 
effective, and does no violence or offense to anyone. 
It is simply to cultivate regularly four basic social and 
ethical attitudes: (1) metta — a friendly feeling of 
loving-kindness to all beings in every situation 
regardless of race, creed, or caste; (2) karuna — 
compassion for all who suffer, and to take practical 
steps whenever possible to eliminate or alleviate 
those sufferings; (3) mudita — altruistic joy, to be 
happy in others' happiness, in their prosperity and 
success, thereby counteracting feelings of jealousy 
and unhealthy rivalry between individuals and 
groups; and (4) upekkha — equanimity, the 
maintenance of an even mind when faced with the 
ups and downs inherent in life. By practicing these 
virtues daily, a Christian becomes a better Christian, 
a Hindu a better Hindu, a Muslim a better Muslim. 
All of these qualities convey universal messages that 
make the practitioners universal human beings. 
Surely, this is universalism in religion par excellence. 
This is the most satisfactory way of living 
harmoniously with one's fellow men and women of 
all faiths, fostering inter-religious goodwill and 
avoiding religious conflicts. By pursuing this policy 
for over 2500 years, there have been no religious 
wars in Buddhism. It is also the best method of 
relating the Buddha's Teaching to other religions. 
    Now a days we are working with others faith, 
learning to live together with neighbours in harmony, 
so we should apply this spirit of sympathetic 
understanding and tolerance, this spirit of 
understanding and tolerance has been from the 
beginning one of the most cherished ideals of 
Buddhist culture and civilization. 
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