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Diana Winston, “You Are What You Download”

Dependent origination is a spontaneous process associated with human desire or greed. Buddhism teaches us that when we encounter an object we find to be pleasurable our natural instinct is to try and “acquire” the object in question. We associate these positive sensations with the object, and unconsciously create a sort of pain that can only be alleviated once we become the owner of said object. The Buddha teaches us that “mindfulness” can help break the seemingly endless cycle of want and acquisition. In reality, the possession or purchase of what we want or think we need only numbs the pain of greed temporarily. 

By staying conscious of our impulsive desires we can release ourselves from their grip. Buddhism teaches us that releasing ourselves from our desires is far more soothing than fulfilling them. Winston presents the cycle of greed within the context of the Internet. The Internet often presents us with the opportunity to act on our gluttonous impulses so quickly that there is no time for “mindfulness.” She suggests we attempt to distance ourselves from the Internet so that we don’t lose ourselves within it.
A Kempis, “Useful Reminders for the Spiritual Life”

The Christian view of self-betterment has everything to do with the mirroring of Christ. The article stresses the difference between filling one’s head with worldly knowledge and the application of Christ’s teachings towards a better life. Selflessness and piety are held above vanity and ambition. Kempis associates vanity with a short-sited view of pleasure and the quest for recognition.

The truly devout do not let their passions or hungers interfere with his best judgment. Important to the triumph of reason over lust is a firm understanding of one’s self. Knowledge of one’s self is hailed as far more profound than any worldly knowledge to be acquired in “this” life.

Above all else, the fleetingness of the world in which we find ourselves is emphasized. Kempis tries to remind us that all we do in this world is best “placed before the image of the Crucified”—done in the image of God so that we may achieve paradise in the next life (the “true” life). This sort of self-betterment cannot be achieved without struggle, and Kempis cites “the dread of difficulty” as the main deterrent to “finding God.”
Vivekananda, “Soul, God, and Religion”

This excerpt on Hindusim puts forth the notion of a universal human spirituality. That is to say in essence, all religions hold the same basic ideals and tenets.  The mere fact that so many of the disparate cultures and religions of the world have come to celebrate so many of the same beliefs is evidence of a basic human need for religion. Vivekenanda claims that the only differences between each of these faiths lie in “non-essentials.”

Vivekananda goes on to point out more commonalities among the faiths of the world—most notably the concept of a soul’s “perfection.” Most of the world’s major religious traditions hold some sort of belief regarding the original purity of man’s soul, and the quest to “regain” this purity (finding God, “seeing” God, achieving enlightenment, etc). Vivekenda does, however, criticize European faiths for not acknowledging reincarnation, an idea he believes essential to the “eternity” of the human soul. He believes in the good of symbols and allegories for the teaching of religion to children, but stresses that one must absorb these teachings in order to “realize God,” as opposed to simply “knowing” them.
