Chapter Three

The Upanishads and Buddha

A. Background:

     1. Upanishads appeared in India in the 7th-8th century BC

     2. Buddha and Confucius lived in the 6th Century BC

B. Method

     1. One Could investigate by supposing there could be some personal characteristics that are 

          shared by all human beings.

     
a. There is the possibility that human beings usually or always have some qualities that 

                  are distinctive and individual.


b. someone might then be described by social class, age occupation (distinctions).


c. The person also has normal qualities that are part of a shared human nature.

     2. But what is it, if anything that all human beings share?


a. some say they share nothing. Typically a person does not even entirely share a nature 

                  with himself  as of a year or two ago. People are constantly changing in various ways.


b. Upanishads state that all things share in the ATMAN.

     3. Philosophical thought often come to a point where there are two opposing views, each of 

          which is plausible and attractive. 


a. One the one hand, people do change.


b. There is also a strong sense that we are the same person we have always been.

     4. A shared human nature does not include everything that is true of all persons. Every 

         person possesses their own distinctive personalities.

          
a. Thus an entirely shared human nature would not include personalities or the content 

                  of personal experience.

C. The Upanishads

     1. Beneath the personality and other individual characteristics, there is an entirely 

         impersonal region of the self. Because it is impersonal, it never changes and is shared with 

         other people.


a. the impersonal core of the self is the ATMAN.


b. Through meditation one can  gain contact with your ATMAN and be aware of its 

                  persistence.


c. This view shows a connection with religion, which usually relies on faith and 

                  philosophy, which usually relies on reason.

     2. Hinduism and Reincarnation


a. The way in which one’s status in the next life corresponds to the degree of virtue in 

                  this life. The law of karma characteristics an automatic process in which virtuous 

                  people rise to a higher caste and less virtuous people fall into a lower one.


b. The idea developed in India that all of the seemingly distinct gods and goddesses 

                  were really spirits of a single divine reality which comprised the entire universe. This 

                  universe was known as the Brahman


c. Because humans, animals and even gods and goddesses possessed an ATMAN, then 

                  everything is identical with Brahman.

     3. If ATMAN represents a shared human nature, then there are still other questions:


a. why do we think that such a thing is real? It is not part of one’s everyday experience.


b. However, there may be some special form of experience, such as a mystical 

                  experience in which one can have a revelatory episode that is difficult to put into 

                  words, but still real.

D. Being in Touch with the ATMAN

     1. People have had experience with their ATMAN, but it would take a lot of work and it 

         would possess a special character.


a. It would be a “non-dual” experience: We are the same person and possess a 

                 substantial self throughout the changes of life. The experience of ATMAN would not 

                 consider a separation between subject and object.


b. If someone has an ATMAN experience, it could not be put into words. The experience 

                  would be like a silent immersion into a reality that was blank, but also a source of 

                  peacefulness and joy.

     2. The immersion into the ATMAN would occur during meditation.


a. Meditation requires preparation and control of one’s environment, otherwise the 

                  mind will begin to wander.


b. there must be training in steadiness and concentration. This required techniques 

                  (Yoga) which need to be mastered.


c. One had to avoid restlessness and so one was required to eat very little food, because 

                  eating would give a person too much energy.


d. The Upanishads do not require focusing on particular things, but rather on emptying 

                  the mind and eliminating boundaries within experience. Everything partakes of the 

                  same substance. In this process, one encounters a diverse unity which seems 

                  contradictory.

     3. Model of the Two tables


a. Eddington argued that one could look at a table in an ordinary sense as something

                  solid and dense, but also see it in view of nuclear physics as an empty space filled 

                  with moving micro-particles. The deeper truth here is the view of nuclear physics.


b. From the Hindu perspective, the view of the world as Brahman is a deeper truth with 

                  the view of the world in which there are differences among individuals.


c. The transition between the views of reality are crucial. One may have occasional 

                  glimpses of the deeper reality, but the ideal was to reach the point at which one’s 

                  ongoing view of the world was dominated by the Brahman. That would lead to the 

                  liberation of the person from the ongoing states of reincarnation.


d. If one achieves this continual state, one is no longer reincarnated, but rather enters 

                  into the highly positive state of MOKSHA. There would be no consciousness in terms 

                  of differentiating reality.

E. Summary

     1. The shared nature of human beings is that deep within them they have an impersonal 

          spiritual nature or ATMAN.


a. Most people are unaware of this deep spiritual reality.

     2. The fulfilled nature of human beings is to have fully realized, in an ongoing way, that the 

          deepest truths about them is that they are an ATMAN identical with the Brahman.

II. Buddhism and Human nature

A. Basic Principles

     1.  All that we are is the result of what we have thought. It is founded on our thoughts and it 

          is made up of our thoughts.


a. What we encounter in ourselves is our thoughts- no more, no less.

     2. Buddha’s concern is that life is shot through with suffering and this suffering is inevitable 

         unless one can get beyond the mindset that the majority of the people share.


a. There is no ATMAN, but instead each person is an interwoven connection of thoughts 

                  or patterns of thought.


b. Human beings are normally full of desire, which involves attachment to something or 

                  things, either the things themselves or the idea of the things.

     3. Human Beings tend to be full of desires and therefore vulnerable to suffering. This is as a 

          matter of fact normal human nature.


a. Buddha believes normal human nature to be faulty and can be improved upon.


b. people have the false impression that there is a “me” in each of us, a substantial self 

                  that has needs.


c. If we can think of ourselves as a bundle of psychic elements, it would lead to taking 

                  ourselves less seriously. The experiences or outcomes that constitute our lives could 

                  easily have been someone else’s.


d. Buddhist compassion would be a set of mild preferences for the well-being of others. 

                  This does not mean that one would be seriously upset over it.

     4. The thorough purification of the mind has its rewards.


a. The ensuing calm might enable a person to become more effective in compassionate 

                  activities, as well as an immunity from suffering.


b. Someone who would achieve a total purification  of desires would avoid further 

                  reincarnation and enter a permanent state of bliss called NIRVANA.


c. This reward can be viewed in different ways. One considers the idea of an afterlife, 

                  while another does not.

     5. Different Buddhist views


a. Some believe that an individual could perfect himself, eliminating all desires. There 

                  are others believe that a person needs help in overcoming the desires of the world.


b. Bodhisattva: This is a celestial being that has achieved enlightenment and could enter 

                  Nirvana, but postpones it in order to help others become liberated.


c. Some question whether the bundles of thoughts proceed from one life to another 

                  through reincarnation? Some believe this to be the case.

     6. the Buddhist views are not necessarily uniform.


a. Some believe that supernatural help is needed in purification while others do not.


b. Initially human nature is given and overrun by desires  and therefore prone to 

                  suffering. 


c. fulfilled human nature though is rid of any sense of having a substantial self, cleansed 

                 of desires, immune to suffering and compassionate.

