Using the chapters by Paul Williams and Elizabeth Harris in the book "A Brief Introduction to Buddhism" (ed. by Tim Dowley), explain the key features of Buddhism. 
Buddhism was started by the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama in the 5th century BCE in India. It is a practical and philosophical teaching aimed at ending suffering (dukkha), by doing this Buddhists believe that they will reach enlightenment (Nirvana). They do this by way of meditation, prayer, and self-discipline. Williams explains that Buddhism does not focus on the existence of a creator but instead reaching enlightenment to escape “the endless cycle of death and rebirth”[footnoteRef:1]. Buddhism does not rely on a creator god to reach salvation but instead believes that reaching enlightenment or Nirvana is a personal journey that requires hard work and the dedication to let go of negative emotions such as craving and suffering. Buddhism asserts that there are three characteristics in life: impermanence (Anicca), non-self (Anatta), and suffering (Dukkha). By understanding that everything can change (impermanence), there is no permanent self (non-self), and suffering is everywhere. By realising this Buddhists can begin to change the way they think by letting go of attachments and reach enlightenment.  [1:  WILLIAMS, PAUL and Tim Dowley, 'A Historical Overview', in A Brief Introduction to Buddhism, ed. by Christopher Partridge, 1 vols (Augsburg Fortress, 2018), pp. 52–60, in JSTOR http://www.jstor.org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/j.ctv43vt39.16 ] 

Paul Williams tells a brief history of the life of Siddhartha Gautama, his life is important to Buddhism as the events that occurred led to the creation of the religion and forms the foundation of the teachings. Siddhartha grew up as a sheltered, wealthy prince who was shielded from the evil and suffering of the world. When he left the comfort of his home, he discovered that there was suffering in the world in forms of sickness, death, and old age. This led Siddhartha to leave his family to find the way to get rid of suffering. He tried many methods including intense meditation, fasting, and letting go of desires and attachments. Through deep meditation Siddhartha finally realised that by following Four Noble Truths he would be free from suffering and reach enlightenment. After becoming enlightened Siddhartha became known as Buddha (the enlightened one) by his followers who travelled around India spreading his teachings. Buddha emphasised that ‘seeing things the way they really are’ is the key to enlightenment. 
Williams presents suffering (dukkha) as the central feature of Buddhism, and the main goal of the religion is for Buddhists to rid themselves of this suffering to reach enlightenment (Nirvana). Williams emphasises that suffering should not only be understood as physical pain but also includes “unpleasantness, imperfection, and frustration”[footnoteRef:2].  Willams explains that suffering is “the result of our ignorance, not understanding the way things really are, and we all live our lives in the light of that failure of understanding.” To get rid of dukkha one must let go of their worldly attachments as these often result in suffering or other negative emotions. This is the starting point to the Four Noble Truths.  [2:  Williams, Dowley, p. 51] 

Elizabeth Harris explains that the Four Noble Truths are the way in which Buddhists can eradicate suffering (dukkha). The first noble truth is that life involves suffering and unsatisfaction. An example of this suffering is the loss of a loved one, being unsatisfied with life, or pain. The second truth is that the origin of this suffering is caused by craving (tanha). Harris describes this as “the thirst for sensual pleasures, the thirst for continued existence, and the thirst for annihilation.”[footnoteRef:3] This for example could be jealousy, wanting wealth, or seeking more pleasure than they already have. The third Noble Truth says that it is possible for suffering to end “based on the law of cause and effect”[footnoteRef:4], if craving is ended then suffering cannot arise. For example, if you no longer crave wealth then you will not feel the resentment of not having it. The fourth Noble Truth explains that the way to achieve a life of no craving is through the Eightfold path. The Eightfold path is a set of rules and guides that Buddhists must follow to become enlightened. They are “right view, right resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration or meditation.”[footnoteRef:5] These rules focus on ethical conduct, self-discipline, and wisdom. The Eightfold path demonstrates that in Buddhism not only is belief important but also putting those beliefs into practice.  [3:  HARRIS, ELIZABETH J. and Tim Dowley, 'Beliefs', in A Brief Introduction to Buddhism, ed. by Christopher Partridge, 1 vols (Augsburg Fortress, 2018), pp. 67–73 (p. 68), in JSTOR http://www.jstor.org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/j.ctv43vt39.18 ]  [4:  Harris, Dowley, p.68]  [5:  Harris, Dowley, p. 69] 

Harris emphasises the importance of morality describing it as the foundation of Buddhism and that it is “the avoidance of evil, the undertaking of good”[footnoteRef:6]5. This includes not harming any living being, not taking what is not being given, not partaking in sexual misconduct, not partaking in fake speech, and not doing anything that could cloud the mind such as alcohol or drugs. By following this path Buddhists develop kindness, compassion, and integrity, furthering themselves from suffering therefore getting closer to enlightenment.   [6: ] 

Elizabeth Harris brings attention to meditation as a key feature of Buddhism emphasising that it is important as it serves to cleanse the mind. Meditation is important as Buddhists believe it is the way hatred, greed, and delusion can be eradicated. To crave comes from the mind and heart, therefore Buddhists believe the only way to get rid of it is to work on the mind and heart through meditation. Harris states that the main two methods are tranquillity meditation and insight meditation. When practicing tranquillity meditation Buddhists will focus on an object to concentrate on. Usually, Buddhists will use their breath and if their focus shifts, they can use the breath to come back to their meditative state. Harris states that this may lead to meditative absorption which is “intense absorption and mental refinement.”[footnoteRef:7] The Pali word for this method is Samatha which means ‘seeing clearly’ and is unique to Buddhism. Harris describes the bare attention method of mindfulness where Buddhists will focus on what they are presently feeling. This may be something physical, aural, or mental. The goal of this method is to allow the feeling to pass and observe the impermanence of everything. [7:  Harris, Dowley, p. 71] 

Rebirth or reincarnation is a key feature in Buddhism as one of the main beliefs is that there is continuity after death. Buddhists believe that there is no permanent self, that the soul is ever-changing through cause and effect. There is believed to be five realms that Buddhists can be reborn into: the hells, the animal world, the realm of hungry ghosts, the realm of humans, and the realms of gods. Mahayana Buddhists believe in an extra realm of the demi-gods. Harris explains that the realms are associated with an emotion or characteristic by using the example of one who is filled with hatred is in the realm of hell already. The goal of Buddhism is to “go beyond all of these realms by attaining nirvana, through eradicating greed, hatred, and delusion.”[footnoteRef:8]7 This is only achieved when the feeling of craving is completely gone and replaced with love, kindness, and satisfaction. Many Mahayana Buddhists take the bodhisattva vow, which is a vow to help others achieve nirvana, sometimes meaning to stay within the realm of birth and rebirth until all have reached nirvana.  [8: 7 Harris, Dowley, p.73] 

Community is an important feature in Buddhism as monks, nuns, and laypeople all rely on each other for support, this is called the fourfold system. The monks and nuns often live in voluntary ‘poverty’ so it is important for the laypeople to help them out with basic needs like food, clothes and whatever else they may need to survive. In return, the monks will help the laypeople spiritually. By doing these good deeds and helping the monks out, the laypeople will receive good karma and positive consequences. Though Buddhism teaches to let go of attachments this does not mean to isolate oneself. Laypersons were seen to be at a disadvantage because they would have a slower time letting go of attachments than monks as they had family to look after. But without them the monks would struggle greatly to survive. 
Family is important in Buddhism, children are a happy addition to the family, but parents are aware that this has a cost of suffering. Because of this Buddhist monks have a long tradition of celibacy. As Buddhists believe in rebirth, children are seen to come into the world as someone who has already lived a life, therefore they do not belong to their parents. Buddhists focus on the preciousness of life and teach their children about the religion. Parents will help and encourage their child’s spiritual journey, guiding them on the spiritual path. There is an ancient Theravada text the Sigalovada Sutta, this text explains family relationships.  The family dynamic involves helping and looking out for each other. Wives and husbands will look after each other spiritually and physically. Servants will work hard and in return their employers will look after them in giving time off and giving payment. 
Buddha expressed the importance of community being together and following his teaching, this became an order of monks and nuns (Sangha). After Buddha’s death the order disagreed over the monastic rules and split. The two main traditions are Theravada and Mahayana. Theravada mainly focuses on the earlier teaching of Buddha and monastic tradition. Mahayana is not a monastic tradition or doctrinal school, there is no distinct set of rules. Mahayana’s main feature is that its followers believe there is a difference between reaching enlightenment and becoming a buddha. Williams describes it as being more than being free from suffering but also being “perfectly compassionate.” Mahayana Buddhists will often become a bodhisattva, meaning that they will delay their own enlightenment to help others instead. 
In conclusion, from the Four Noble Truths, Buddhists understand that all suffering comes from craving and that in order to eradicate suffering they must follow the Eightfold Path. This path provides a ‘moral code’ which dictates how they behave within their communities, their families, and their own self-discipline. 



