
Buddhism and Christianity
The Founders

Socio-Religious Backgrounds

India Israel

• From ~1300 BCE to 800 BCE, 
Paurava empire in northern India.  
Religious practice codified in the 
Vedas.  

• Basic points of the established religion:
• Brahman - Godhead, divine 

ground that creates and sustains 
the universe

• The universe undergoes cycles of 
creation and destruction over vast 
spans of time. 

• Brahmins - priestly caste who’s 
role is to make proper offerings to 
ensure order

• The individual soul (atman) is seen 
as identical with Brahman.

• Two perspectives: (1) Brahman 
evolves into the universe, (2) the 
universe and all its living beings 
are only the appearances of 
Brahman. 

• Like the universe, individual souls 
experience repeated rebirths over 
vast spans of time. 

• This cycle is known as samsara, 
and is driven by karma - the 
effects of actions performed in 
ignorance of the unity of all things 
in Brahman. 

• Stages to achieve liberation: 
celibate student, married 
householder, retired hermit, 
renunciate.

• Judaism formed from covenant of God 
with Abraham (year unknown, some 
claim ~2000 BCE)  

• Israelites in Egypt.  Moses brings them 
out and receives the law.

• 40 years in the desert.  Entry into the 
promised land.  Establishment of 
Kingdom of Israel

• ~930 BCE - Kingdom splits into Israel 
(north) and Judah (south). 

• ~750 BCE - Assyrian destruction and 
exile of Kingdom of Israel.

• ~612 BCE Babylonian overthrow of 
Assyrian empire.  586 BCE Judah is 
conquered.

• 538 BCE - 174 BCE - Persian and 
Hellenistic rule.

• 175 - 135 BCE - Maccabean revolt. 
Beginnings of Hasmonean kingdom 
(priest kings).  Main movements: 
Saducees, Pharisees, Essenes.

• 37 BCE - Herodian Dynasty 
• 6 CE - Roman Imperial Rule
• 70 CE - Destruction of the temple
• Basic points of the established religion:

• Monotheism
• Ethical basis: worship of the one 

God; love for one another
• This basis is realized in the 

commandments and law. 
• Observation of the commandments 

and law fosters continual 
connection with the Divine and is a 
source of grace. 



India Israel

• Situation at the time of the Buddha
• Empire had devolved into multiple 

kingdoms and republics, both types 
functioning according to ritual 
Brahmanism.  

• Rise of merchant class, increasing of 
wealth beyond rulers, backlash and 
power consolidation makes 
kingdoms stronger than republics.

• Curtailment of freedom -> many 
seeking liberation through spiritual 
means. 

• Spiritual movements
• Brahmanas - orthodoxy, followed 

established Brahmanic rituals, 
pursued life of duty followed by 
solitary celibate renunciation after 
retirement.  Exclusively from 
brahmin caste. 

• Shramanas - wandering mendicants 
from other castes.  Left society from 
start, and lived in spiritual 
communities (sanghas).  Rejection 
of Vedic texts.  Various schools: 
deterministic, hedonistic, ethical 
adherence, etc.  

• Situation at the time of Jesus
• Judea a province under Roman 

Imperial rule. 
• Temple still the center of Jewish 

life.  Sacrificial system in place
• Continual tensions with Roman 

rulers led to various spiritual 
movements. 

• Spiritual movements
• Sadducees - orthodox priestly 

class, responsible for temple 
service and sacrifices.  Increasingly 
viewed as elite by public, and 
aligned with Romans.  No afterlife 
or resurrection.

• Pharisees - broader view of the law 
(includes Oral Torah), importance 
of Mosaic law, resurrection of the 
dead. 

• Essenes - ascetics who practiced 
voluntary poverty, daily immersion, 
and abstinence / celibacy.  Believed 
in immortality of the soul.  



Biographical Backgrounds

Buddha Jesus

• Siddhartha Gautama
• Born: ~560 BCE 
• Death: ~480 BCE 
• At birth, prediction was he would become 

a great king or a great holy man.
• His father (a King, leader of the Shakya 

clan) wanted the former, sought to shield 
him from human suffering and religious 
teachings.   

• Married around age 16, fathered a son.
• Encounters with aging, illness, and death 

made him aware of the problem of 
suffering in human life, and of the desire 
to transcend it.

• He abandoned his family and life in the 
palace to become a mendicant.  

• He practiced and excelled under two 
hermit teachers, but was unsatisfied with 
the practice.

• He joined a group of five other ascetics 
and sought transcendence through 
extreme austerity.  

• In a severely weakened state, accepted 
milk and rice pudding from a young girl.  

• Stronger, he sat under the Bodhi tree until 
gaining enlightenment.  He was ~35.  

• He gained complete insight into the 
causes of suffering and how to eliminate 
(or transform) suffering.  

• Dies after 45 year ministry.  Final words: 
“All conditioned things are impermanent. 
Work out your own salvation with 
diligence.”

• Jesus of Nazareth
• Born: ~ beginning of CE
• Death: ~ 33 CE
• Birth heralded by the angel Gabriel to 

the Virgin Mary.
• Born is a stable in Bethlehem.
• HIs father is Joseph, a carpenter (Gr. 
tekton) and Jesus is identified as 
having the sam profession. 

• At age 12, Jesus teaches in the 
temple during the Passover.  

• ~27-29 CE, Jesus is baptized by 
John the Baptist, driven into the 
wilderness by the Holy Spirit, and 
starts his ministry. 

• Ministry consists of words and work: 
preaching, teaching via parables, 
healing the sick, and other miracles.

• Jesus is Transfigured and proclaimed 
as the Son of God. 

• Near Passover, Jesus makes a 
triumphal entry into Jerusalem.

• Jesus institutes the Last Supper and 
predicts his betrayal. 

• Betrayed by Judas Iscariot and 
arrested.

• Jesus is tried, crucified, and buried. 
• Jesus is resurrected on the third day, 

several appearances to the disciples.
• Jesus ascends into heaven, and 

sends the gift of the Holy Spirit to his 
followers. 


