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hy are we here? This is the proverbial question posed in undergraduate courses 
dealing with Western philosophy and religion, but it is also a question that has 

relevance in the philosophical and religious traditions of the East, of which Buddhism is one 
of the most important. However, it also has a more direct and concrete application for us: Why 
are you here, at Bucknell University, studying Buddhism? This second sense of this grand old 
question should serve as both a starting and an end point for our investigations, as it will allow 
us to keep in mind that philosophy and religion are and must always be ‘existential’, i.e., 
rooted in and reflective of a particular human needs and contexts—social, cultural, economic, 
artistic and psychological. 
 
This course provides an introduction to the religious tradition of Buddhism through study of 
its origins, basic beliefs, practices and values, historical development, as well as its interaction 
and involvement with politics, culture, art and society. Along the way we will examine not 
only the principle tenets and doctrines of the religion in its textual and ideal forms, but also 
the context in which it arose and developed over the centuries (i.e., how Buddhism works ‘on 
the ground’). Particular attention will be given to Buddhist material culture, since it is largely 
through stupas, relics, works of art, and temples that Buddhist teachings were spread across 
Asia.  
 
Course Objectives: 
The primary objective of the course is to help students figure out the meaning of life. Just 
kidding. Actually, its aims are rather less grandiose: to help students: a) develop a knowledge 
and understanding of the basic teachings of Buddhism with regard to the nature of reality, the 
idea of the self (or lack of such), ethical principles, and methods of meditation; b) examine the 
historical development of Buddhism in Asia, including the changes that Buddhism underwent 
over its history and cultural diffusion, with particular attention to the effect Buddhism has had 
on social values, political ideas and institutions and material culture; and c) to explore the 
movement of Buddhism to the West in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, including its 
relevance to contemporary issues and its future prospects.  
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Course Format: 
The course will follow a lecture-discussion format, with three lectures of roughly 40 minutes 
each on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Generally each week of lectures will encompass 
a new theme, as dictated by the Schedule of Topics and Readings (see below). Each lecture is 
accompanied by a reading from one of the course texts, familiarity with which will greatly 
enhance comprehension of the lecture. Please be prepared. I have tried to keep the readings to 
a minimum, in part because I realize that you have a lot of other reading to do, and in part 
because I want as much as possible for you to spend your time thinking about the ideas, and, 
wherever possible, trying to ‘ground them’ in you own life and in the context of the 
contemporary world. The final 10-12 minutes at the end of each class will be left for questions 
of clarification and, it is hoped, an open discussion of any ideas presented. Friday classes will 
often be set aside for further discussion. 
 
Pedagogical Note: 
I want to create at all times a comfortable, enjoyable, and at times provocative environment 
for learning. This is meant to be an interactive course; the student will be asked to respond and 
engage with the course material, and with the ideas and opinions of the instructor and other 
students—though, it is hoped, always in a civil and polite fashion. Evaluation for the course 
will be based largely on the demonstration of critical engagement with course material. I will 
also be employing various media, including Powerpoint presentations, video and DVDs, CDs, 
and interactive CD-ROMs, in order to stimulate as many learning faculties as possible. 
Powerpoints will be available prior to each class for those who wish to print them as a basis 
for note taking. 
 
Required reading material: 
 

       
• Buddhism: The e-Book. 2nd edition.  
(Charles Prebish & Damien Keown, eds.  
JBE Online Books, 2005) 
  

  
• The Dhammapada  
(Gil Fronsdal, trans. Shambala, 2005) 
 

         
• The Heart of Understanding  
  (Thich Nhat Hanh. Parallax, 1988) 
 
 

         
• Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind  
  (Shunryu Suzuki. Berkeley: Weatherhill, 1970) 
 

 
 
Blackboard Readings: See page 4 
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Course requirements: 
 
1. ATTENDANCE  
Recently, I have decided NOT to make attendance mandatory in my classes. Instead, I have 
increased the weight of the participation grade (from 10% to 15%). Thus, while it is up to you 
to decide whether you want to come to class, it will be difficult to score well on participation 
without regular attendance.      
 
2. PARTICIPATION   15% 
Significant class participation is a requirement. Participation is a matter of quality not 
quantity. Thus you do not have to speak every class, but rather show that you have done the 
readings and are willing and able to engage, in a thoughtful way, with the topics under 
discussion. Of course, good questions are also an aspect of participation.  
 
3. ENGAGEMENT PIECES (EPs)  5 X 5% = 25%   
Throughout the duration of the course, you will be required to write a total of five short (1000 
word) “engagement pieces,” in response to an issue or question raised in the lectures or the 
readings. These pieces will take a variety of forms, and each will have its own specific 
requirements. Generally, the EPs will be graded in terms of your ability to critically engage 
with a specific text, issue or question (note: critically does not mean negatively). Any opinion 
or idea is valid, providing you can back it up evidentially (or, failing that, rhetorically). As the 
term progresses, evaluation will become more demanding. All Engagement Pieces must be 
submitted to me electronically (i.e., I will not accept paper copies). 
 
4. UNIT QUIZZES   3 X 10% = 30%  
There will be three in-class unit quizzes during the semester, the first on the origins, early 
development and basic ideas of Buddhism, the second on Theravada, or ‘Southern’ Buddhism, 
and the third on Mahayana or ‘Northern’ Buddhism. The specific format will be specified in 
advance, and, if required, some class time will be provided for questions and discussion prior 
to quiz days. 
 
5. FINAL TAKE-HOME EXAM   30% 
On the last day of class, Monday, December 8, I will hand out the Final Take Home Exam. 
You will have exactly one week to complete the exam, which consists of a series of short essay 
questions on various themes related to Buddhism. As with the EPs, I will expect your answers 
to be submitted to me electronically (i.e., I will not accept paper copies). 
 
GRADING RUBRIC: 93-100% = A  4.00 Near Perfect! 
   88-92%  = A- 3.67 Excellent 
   83-87%  = B+ 3.33 Very Good 
   78-82%  = B 3.00 Good 
   73-77%  = B- 2.67 Average 
   68-72%  = C+ 2.33 Below Average 
   63-67%  = C 2.00 Acceptable, but… 
   58-62%  = C- 1.50 Not so Good 
   50-57%  = D 1.00 Poor 
    0-49%  = F 0.00 Not Acceptable 
 
*For more information, see “Grading Policies” handout 
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Blackboard Readings   
1.  KEOWN, Damien. “Buddhism and Elephants.” In Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction, pp. 1-14. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000. 
2.  HORI, Victor Sōgen. “Sweet and Sour Buddhism.” Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, Fall 1994. 
3.  ERALY, Abraham. “A Savior is Born.” In Gem in the Lotus: The Seeding of Indian Civilization, pp. 

201-209. London: Weiedenfeld and Nicolson, 2000. 
4.  HARVEY, Peter. “Key Buddhist Values.” An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, pp. 60-90. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
5.  MURCOTT, Susan. “Mahapajapati Gotami & Her Disciples.” In The First Buddhist Women: 

Translations and Commentaries on the Therigatha, pp. 13-30; 191-195. Berkeley, CA: Parallax.   
6.  ERALY, Abraham. “All Men Are My Children.” In Gem in the Lotus: The Seeding of Indian 

Civilization, pp. 323-332. London: Weiedenfeld and Nicolson, 2000. 
7.  DEHEJIA, Vidya. “Stories in Stone: The Popular Appeal of Early Buddhist Art.” In Indian Art, 

pp. 49–76. London: Phaidon, 1997. 
8.  SHIELDS, James Mark. “When You Meet A Stone Buddha in the Desert….” Peace Research: The 

Canadian Journal of Peace Studies 33 (2): 99-101, 2001 
9.  GOMBRICH, Richard. “The Buddhist Tradition in Sri Lanka.” In Theravāda Buddhism: A Social 

History from Ancient Benares to Modern Colombo. London: Routledge, 1988. 
10.  BUNNAG, Jane. “The Way of the Monk and the Way of the World: Buddhism in Thailand, Laos 

and Cambodia.” In The World of Buddhism, edited by Heinz Bechert and Richard Gombrich, pp. 
159-170. London: Thames & Hudson, 1984. 

11.  AUNG San Suu Kyi. “Truth is a Powerful Weapon.” In The Voice of Hope, pp. 51-65. New York: 
Seven Stories Press, 1996. 

12. AUNG San Suu Kyi. “Towards a True Refuge.” In Freedom from Fear, and Other Writings, revised 
edition, pp. 239-248. London: Penguin Books, 1995. 

13.  STRONG, John S. “Saviors and Siddhas: The Mahāyāna Pantheon and Tantric Buddhism.” In 
The Experience of Buddhism: Sources and Interpretations, 3rd edition, pp. 188-205. Wadsworth, 2007. 

14. LEIGHTON, Taigen Daniel. “The Bodhisattva Ideal: Benefiting Beings.” In Bodhisattva Archetypes: 
Classic Buddhist Guides to Awakening and their Modern Expression, pp. 1–21. New York: Penguin, 1998. 

15. NĀGĀRJUNA. “Chapter XXV: Examination of Nirvana.” In The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle 
Way: Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, pp. 322-334. Translation and commentary by Jay L. 
Garfield. New York: Oxford, 1995.  

16. WILLIAMS, Paul. “Hua-yen: The Flower Garland Tradition.” In Mahāyāna Buddhism: The Doctrinal 
Foundations, pp. 116-138. London: Routledge, 1989.  

17. WILLIAMS, Paul. “The Saddharmapuṇḍdarīka (Lotus) Sūtra and its Influences.” In Mahāyāna Buddhism: 
The Doctrinal Foundations, pp. 141-159. London: Routledge, 1989.   

18. Excerpts from the Lotus Sūtra (Columbia, 1993) and the Flower Garland Sutra (Shambala, 1993).   
19. RAMBELLI, Fabio. “Just Behave as You Like; Prohibitions and Impurities Are Not a Problem.” In 

Approaching the Land of Bliss: Religious Praxis in the Cult of Amitabha, pp. 169-201. Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press, 2004. 

20. DŌGEN. Excerpts from Shōbōgenzō, translated by Thomas Cleary. Honolulu: University of Hawaii, 
1986.  

21. HISAMATSU Shin’ichi. “Zen Aesthetics.” Zen and the Fine Arts. Tokyo: Kodansha, 1971. 
22. KING, Winston. “The Zen Sword: A Modern Association.” Zen and the Way of the Sword. New York: 

OUP, 1993.  
23. HORI, Victor Sōgen. “The Nature of Rinzai Zen Kōan Practice.” In Zen Sand: The Book of Capping 

Phrases for Kōan Practice, pp. 5-15. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2003. 
24.  BRAUEN, Martin. “The Other Mandala: Tantric Method.” In The Mandala: Sacred Circle in Tibetan 

Buddhism, pp. 36-79. Boston: Shambala, 1997. 
25.  DALAI LAMA. “Modern Society and the Quest for Human Happiness.” In Ethics for the New 

Millenium, pp. 3-17. London: Penguin, 2001. 
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ENGAGEMENT PIECE #5  
  
Assigned:  Friday, November 14  
Due Date:  Monday, December 1  (before 5:00 pm)  
Length:  1000 words, typed, single - spaced, reasonable font - size (11 - 12)  
Submission:  As Word  document, sent to jms089@bucknell.edu  
Worth:   5% of final grade  
 
PREAMBLE 
As Mahayana and Vajrayana (i.e, tantric) Buddhism developed in China, Japan and Tibet, a 
number of new techniques began to emerge. Of these, two of the most recognizable are 
the Zen  KOAN and the Vajrayana MANDALA. Though these two may represent opposite 
approaches to Buddhist awakening, each has proven long lasting within their respective 
traditions, and each has long been held in fascination by Westerners trying to come to 
terms wit h various forms of Asian Buddhism.   
 
ASSIGNMENT  
In this short assignment, I would like you to reflect personally and critically upon EITHER 
the Zen koan OR the Vajrayana mandala. Basic information can be found in the eBook, pp. 
202 -206.  
 
For the Zen koan, read the article by Hori (“Rinzai Koan,” on Blackboard), to get a sense of 
the nature and practice of  koan in Rinzai Zen. You should then look for examples from the 
‘classic’ Chan/Zen texts, such as the Blue Cliff Record or the Gateless Gate (many koan 
f rom these and other texts can be found on the internet). What exactly is a koan? How 
are they used in Rinzai Zen practice?  
 
For Vajrayana mandalas, read the article by Brauen (“Mandalas, ”on Blackboard) for an 
introduction to the key elements of tantric me thod. A quick web search should bring up 
numerous examples of mandalas from the Tibetan -Nepalese traditions as well as Shingon 
esoteric tradition of Japan. What exactly is a mandala? How are they used in tantric 
Buddhist practice?  
 
In either case, include  your own (informed) impressions and ideas on koan or mandalas. Are 
there parallels in other religious traditions that you are familiar with? Finally, I would like 
you to construct a brief koan or a small mandala and include it with your paper, along with a 
brief explanation.   


