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Explain Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising.

Human beings possess specific traits which often lead to stress and personal suffering, including self-awareness, memory, emotions, and intelligence.  We also tend to view the world as being something over which we have little or no control, and where external circumstances can cause us to experience further mental, emotional and physical pain. We can learn practical steps about how to end the cycle of human emotional pain by explaining Buddhist teachings about suffering and its arising, 

The term ‘suffering’ as used in the Buddhist sense, originates from the Sanskrit phrase Dukkha.  A basic interpretation is that ‘du’ means bad, and ‘kha’ means ‘empty’. Whilst there is no single word for an accurate translation into English, the term refers to a sense of uneasiness, discomfort, pain, or emotional stress which is associated with human life. Suffering in the Buddhist sense is an inability to feel at peace with the ever-changing nature of life.  It shows itself in many behaviours: the constant seeking of new experiences, physical restlessness and distraction, emotional ‘clinging’ to people or situations, and trying to move toward what we find desirable, and aversion from what we do not like. Historically, the phrase ‘Duhkha has also been used exclusively in theological contexts which ‘define this world as distinct from the world of the eternal’.’[endnoteRef:1] The term contains an existential element when used in Buddhist teachings. [1:  Paul Younger, The Concept of Duhkha and the Indian Religious Tradition, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 37:2 (1969) http://www.jstor.org/stable/1461936 141-152, p.151] 


It is important to highlight confusion caused by mistaken interpretation within Western society, where the word ‘suffering’ refers primarily to situations which are particularly stressful, like trauma, illness or death. In this instance the deeper theological inference is absent. Inaccurate interpretation of the term in the West can lead to misunderstanding Buddhist teachings as pessimistic; focused only upon the negative experiences in life. Whereas teachings are a compassionate source of wisdom, intended to relieve multiple levels of discomfort within our lives, and to bring happiness to those who follow them.  Whilst multiple branches have developed over time within Buddhism, core teachings on suffering are shared throughout the main Buddhist schools of thought.

To understand teachings on suffering, we must first familiarise ourselves with the Buddhist concepts of Two Truths and Samsara. The Two Truths are two modes of interdependent reality operating within the world; that of conventional and ultimate truth. Conventional truth, or samvaharasatya, is our everyday perception of the world, the realm where casual reality operates. Ultimate truth, or paramarthasatya, is the realm of the empty nature of existence, from which conventional truth arises, and is then experienced as our normal reality. This realm is observable by inference, from the arising and disappearing of thoughts, persons, objects and situations within everyday experience. The ability to correctly perceive the relationship between these two realms, or truths, is fundamental to Buddhist teachings about suffering, which is based upon the principle that everything has a cause and effect.

Samsara is the cycle of birth, death and rebirth, without beginning or end.  Within Buddhist thought, all things arise from ultimate reality when certain causes and conditions are met. Everything is part of one unified field of existence, and all our thoughts and actions generate a casual effect within this field. When we die we undergo a process of dissolution, being reborn when the right conditions arise, and in accordance with our karma, or previous actions. Rather than being due to random events, there is a predictable pattern of cause and effect in operation throughout existence. Once we understand these principles, we can relieve suffering in our current life, influence the nature of our future rebirths, and end the cycle of samsara. 

Buddhist teachings can be difficult to comprehend within Western society, which takes conventional truth as the only real mode of existence.  In this materialist view, people are believed to be born, either because of a randomly occurring event, or creation by a Deity. There is an underlying Cartesian dualistic concept at work.  A person is believed to be an entity who is entirely separate from all external objects and persons, whether possessing a separate soul, or not.  This is a fundamentally different approach to Buddhism, where all things are interdependent and subject to causal effects operating within a unified existence.  

The primary Buddhist teaching for understanding the arising of suffering, and the sequential path for cessation of suffering, is known as the Four Noble Truths.  Each of the four teachings explains a truth in relation to suffering.  The four truths are: the truth of suffering, the truth of origin, the truth of cessation, and the truth of the path to cessation.  It is believed that the primary intention of the Buddha was to relieve human suffering, rather than teach on metaphysical reality.[endnoteRef:2]  So, the Four Noble Truths is a practical guide on how to achieve this, offering a series of step-by-step paths to follow in sequential order.  The result is nirvana: ‘the cessation of lust, anger and ignorance’.[endnoteRef:3] [2:  Mark Siderits, ‘Buddha’, The Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy (2015) Edward N. Zalta (ed) https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/buddha p.7]  [3:  Oscar Frankfurter, ‘Buddhist Nirvana, and the Eightfold Noble Path’, The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland. 12:4 (1880) p.549] 


The first noble truth is ‘The Truth of Suffering’.  This is the process of beginning to increase awareness that suffering exists in our lives.  Often our lives exist as a whirlwind of activities.  We constantly seek external ways to relieve our inner turmoil, to distract ourselves, without even having any insight into the behaviour patterns that we are engaging in.  We seek a bigger house, a better job, a higher salary, more popularity, increased knowledge, anything that makes us temporarily feel good. Then we move on to the next project to occupy our awareness.  We are unable to sit still, and to rest in a state of contentedness. This continuous desire for numbing of an ongoing existential discomfort is at the core of all addictions, including work, drugs or food. Because our attention is distracted, it is possible to go through life keeping our own suffering hidden. The first step is to reveal the existence of suffering to ourselves. 

Suffering is divided into eight types which occur within human experience.  These are the suffering of: birth, old age, illness, death, encountering what is unpleasant, separation from what is pleasant, not getting what you want, and the five appropriated aggregates, or pervasive suffering.[endnoteRef:4]  These are then further categorised into three types: the suffering of suffering, the suffering of change and pervasive suffering.  Underlying Buddhist teachings on suffering are four characteristics of suffering. These are impermanence, suffering, emptiness, and selflessness. [4:  Geshe Tashi Tsering, The Four Noble Truths: The Foundation of Buddhist Thought, Vol 1 (Somerville: Wisdom Publications, 2005) p.39] 


The first four types of suffering are known as inherited suffering, or the suffering of suffering, and occur due to being alive. This category mainly finds its remedies to alleviate pain within regular existence.  The first is birth; this includes physical birth which involves pain, stress and exposure to a whole world of new sensations and sounds. It can also refer to birth in the context of new beginnings.  As we get comfortable with a situation, unwanted change occurs, and we are reluctantly forced into new circumstances. Next is old age, which brings with it a loss of enjoyment of life, tiredness, physical and mental fatigue.  Sickness includes physical ailments and associated condition like resentment of not being able to enjoy life, disillusionment, and a realisation of having little control over the circumstances of our death.  Finally, death brings great pain and loss; elimination of identity, desires, unwanted loss of everything we own, including our family and our own body. A permanent separation from life in our current form. In the process of trying to avoid death, we undertake great pains and suffering, in our attempts to cling on, find a cure, and prevent such a drastic change. 
 
The second category includes three areas of suffering which occur in the period between birth and death. First is coming across situations and experiences which are non-desirable.  We prefer not to encounter certain events, and when we do we are surprised and disappointed. Second, not being able to hold onto what is desirable; the realisation that all is impermanent and does not continue forever, despite your desire to hold onto good fortune. Finally, not getting what you want: Most people say they want to be happy, but don’t know how to achieve it, or you may want great wealth and well-being, but do not experience it within life. 

To alleviate these types of suffering we need to understand the impermanent nature of things. Our attitude toward a specific situation changes, depending on our mood. We may view it as desirable one day, and yet we dismiss it the next day. We may crave attention from a person we find attractive, only to find that we lose interest or find them unpleasant once we get to know them.  Or perhaps we enjoy being part of our family, and we never want this dynamic to change. We become upset when a family member leaves and we crave permanent happiness through clinging to the past. The source of these frustrations lies in understanding our mind, not only on an intellectual level, but on the level of emotions and physicality. Developing experiential understanding of impermanence through meditation and guidance can also help relieve these types of pain. 

The third category contains the subtle, but all-pervasive element of suffering which is associated with human existence.  It is based upon the Buddhist concept that five constituents make up the entire mental and physical existence of a human being.  These aggregates, or skandhas, are: form, sensations, perceptions, mental activity and consciousness. To relieve suffering in this category requires an enlightened mind, due to its underlying subtle nature. There is a significant discrepancy over the nature of this process according to school: Theravada tradition says that when a person achieves full liberation they cease to exist in form, whereas the Mahayana tradition says that it is the defilements of the mind (desire, aversion and ignorance) which cease to exist, rather than the mind itself.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  Geshe Tashi Tsering, The Four Noble Truths, vol 1. P.38] 


The amount and type of suffering experienced relates directly to three realms of existence: The Desire Realm, the Form Realm, and the Formless Realm.  These realms are based upon a person’s level of conscious awareness, which affects the process of dissolution and rebirth. Stronger levels of attachment and desire lead to lower realms of rebirth, whilst more subtle levels of consciousness are associated with higher realms.  The Desire Realm relates to a strong attachment to physical sensations, thought processes, and inner states. When these attachments are transcended, a state of equanimity prevails, relating to the Form Realm, and when these processes are subtle, they correlate to the Formless Realm.

The Second Noble Truth is the Truth of Origin, and it outlines the arising of human suffering, or kunjung.  The origins of suffering can be broadly categorised into two types: first is causal dependence based on kleshas, or mental delusions. The second is understanding the nature of ultimate truth, the chain of dependent origination and effects of karmic action.

Ignorance of the nature of the mind is a major source of suffering.  We constantly move our attention from thought to thought and our awareness skips from one random event to the next.  From thinking about what to eat, to worrying about possible future events, to concern about work, and then anxiety about a family situation.  When we begin to still ourselves and pay attention, we realise that it this endless cycle of craving which also leads to the physical symptoms of stress, fear and anxiety.  In Theravada traditions this craving, or thirst,  is seen as the root source of all suffering, whereas in Mahayana traditions other causal factors are also attributed.[endnoteRef:6]  Mindfulness, or constant awareness, of these patterns can help us to gain insight and release from the suffering caused by the mind. [6:  Geshe Tashi Tsering, The Four Noble Truths, vol 1. p.60] 


We also create attachment to objects, persons and situations. When we examine our thought patterns we notice that they are all ego-centred. Every thought refers to the concept of ‘I’, ‘me’, or ‘mine’; my friend, my house, my opinion.  The ‘I’ takes centre stage in every experience of life. Examining the Buddhist concept of ‘anatta’ or ‘non-self’ helps to release the attachment to the idea of oneself as a discrete, independent entity, decreases the suffering through attachment, and dispels the ignorance of causality.  By meditating on the Five Skandhas we can gain experience of the nature of our own arising within ultimate reality.  This makes it easier to see the lack of an independently existing self, and we become more able to let go of attachment to problematic aspects of our life by seeing their empty nature.  

‘Kleshas’ are conflicting, chaotic, emotions which lead to suffering.  The six root kleshas are: desire, anger, pride, ignorance, doubt and opinion. There is a sequential progression: First desire arises, and if not recognised immediately it begins to gain traction, progressing into aggressive, ego-based, thoughts and opinions.  If allowed to continue, the root kleshas can then progress to twenty secondary kleshas.  This cycle causes continued suffering to self and others, until it is recognised and allowed to dissipate at source. There are some differences in the categorisation of emotions according to literary text. Abhidharma states that there are six root, and twenty secondary kleshas, whilst Tantric Vajrayana lists eighty types of concepts which are associated with existing in an unenlightened state.[endnoteRef:7] Recognising the causal dependence of emotions is a central to the cessation of suffering. [7:  Dalai Lama, The Four Noble Truths (London: Thorsons, 1997) p. 73] 

 
Buddhist teachings also differentiate two types of emotion. The first is negative, based upon prejudice and is irrational. It tends to arise from superficial reasons which are associated with the ego, like a person saying something which upsets our sense of self-righteousness.  The second type of emotion is based in compassion.  This is associated with rational thought, awareness, and insight into the deeper reasons which cause situations to arise. This type of emotion allows altruistic actions to arise, even in the presence of difficulty.

The second aspect of the origin of suffering is Karma, which means action. In Buddhist thought, everything arises as a direct result of a combination of causes and conditions.  These conditions are affected by karmic action, which is itself based upon causality. It is of central importance both in life, and within the cycle of rebirth, operating both on a personal level and being influenced by the wider laws of nature. 

Karmic action is based on a general notion that you get back what you put in to life. If your actions are aggressive, this will trigger a chain of steady and predictable karmic consequences. Dharma lists these into six sections: the power of volition, experiencing what you have planted, white karmic consequences, changing flow by forceful action, shared karmic situations, and the interaction between intention and action.[endnoteRef:8] Within regular life, this translates into the principle that the intentions and actions that we give out into the world create a ripple effect that comes back to us. [8:  Chogyam Trungpa, p.54] 

 
Everything we do is believed to have either virtuous or non-virtuous consequences, and this translates directly into the type of karma which is generated, being positive, negative, or neutral.   Karma also applies to actions which arise from mind, speech, and physical actions.  Examples of non-virtuous karma might include: mental processes of greed or jealousy, criticising someone or telling lies, and physical actions like taking life or sexual misconduct. The aim of Buddhist followers is to lead a life of virtuous action, or karma, based upon principles of high moral value like respecting life, practising compassion, truthfulness, and friendship.  

Karma applies to every minute element of an action.  If we examine an individual action, we can break it down into components of intention, action, and emotions regarding the action.  Each of these components contains either a virtuous or non-virtuous karmic action.  This leads to a corresponding range from complete non-virtuous action, through to complete virtuous action.  So, if a person has a vengeful and angry thought, followed by a deliberate violent action, and does not have any feelings of regret afterward, this would be completely non-virtuous.  If the same intention and actions occurred, but the person suffered remorse, and then sought forgiveness for his behaviour, this would be a lesser scale of non-virtuous action.  Buddhist scriptures discuss four types of karma, which are based upon these principles.  These are: carried out but not accumulated, accumulated but not carried out, both carried out and accumulated, and absence of action and accumulation.[endnoteRef:9]   [9:  Dalai Lama, The Four Noble Truths, p. 78] 


Karma applies to human incarnations. The laws of nature operate in a different way because they originate from ultimate reality; whilst they are influenced by karmic action to some extent, they are not dependent upon it. The difference is due to the nature of what is arising, and the components which it contains.  A human may experience negative emotion, and then notice its impact upon the mood and actions which follow. Whereas a mountain arises from directly from ultimate reality and does not experience such causes and effects; it has a more simplistic existence. The Vajrayana literature states that both humans and nature are comprised of five elements: earth, fire, water, wind and space.  Humans having both internal and external factors, which accounts for the interdependence between human action and nature.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  The Dalai Lama, p.87] 

Karma is of vital importance in the cycle of rebirth because when present, it leads to rebirth in any of six realms of existence following physical death.  There are two non-physical realms; heavenly or demi-God, which are the most pleasant, and three unfavourable, lower realms; animals, hungry ghosts and hellish realms.  The central human realm of existence is believed to be the most favourable because it provides greatest opportunity for increasing wisdom and karmic change, motivated by suffering. The presence of suffering is a motivation for people to seek refuge in the three jewels; first the Buddha or enlightened one, Dharma or teachings of Buddha, and the Sangha or Buddhist community.

Whilst the first two Noble Truths focus upon recognition and developing insight into the nature of suffering, the second two Noble Truths are concerned with the permanent cessation of suffering. They include wisdom about the ultimate realm of existence, the interaction between the two realms, and the steps to permanent cessation of suffering. 

The Third Noble Truth is the Truth of Cessation.  It is the stage of realisation that release from the cycle of samsara, and endless suffering, is possible. Liberation from suffering is known as tharpa or nirvana. It is not a psychological tool, theory, or mystical concept, but a subjective personal experience.  The practical application of intellectual insights and learning. Also known as ‘awakening’ to the acquisition of insight and wisdom to samsara, especially the three categories of seed, cause, and effect. There are three phases of understanding within this stage: the nature of cessation, what should be done, and the ultimate result.  Goals regarding cessation differ slightly according to tradition: Theravada recognises the primary aspiration is to achieve liberation for oneself, whilst Mahayana seeks to liberate all beings.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Geshe Tashi Tsering The Four Noble Truths, vol 1. p 112] 


All Buddhist teachings advocate meditation as an important tool for quieting the mind, gaining insight into how to cease the cycle of suffering, and recognising the two realms of existence through direct experience.  Whereas the conventional realm of existence can be seen and experienced by our self and others, the realm of ultimate existence can only be realised by inference because it is essentially empty of substance which can be externally verified.  By engaging in a regular meditative practice, with right intention, it is possible to gain increasing insights into the nature of the mind, and the karmic action which underlies samsara.  Buddhist meditation takes several forms for specific purposes: ‘Sati’ or mindfulness, ‘samadhi’ or concentration, ‘abhijna’ or supramundane powers, ‘samatha’ or tranquillity, and ‘vipassana’ or insight.

The concept of anatta, or no-self underlies Buddhist teachings of suffering. This is the realisation that there is no inherently existing person as understood in the conventional sense. When we observe the mind through meditation, we see only a bundle of psycho-physical elements, a constantly changing arising of thoughts which dissolve back into the realm of ultimate truth, which is emptiness. Rupert Gethin notes that ‘to understand the world in terms of self is not only to see it wrongly but to be led by greed, desire and attachment’.[endnoteRef:12]  On a subjective level, suffering arises due to the qualities of human nature, but objectively, there is no intrinsic difference between the arising of a tree, or the arising of a human being. They are both inherently empty of existence. [12:  Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) p.146] 


The interpretation of emptiness differs according to tradition, and this can lead to confused thought about what is being discussed, and the extent to which karmic action affects the individual self.  In some Buddhist and Hindu literature, the self is referred to as ‘atman’, an individual soul which is believed to emerge from ultimate reality, or brahman, and which contains inherent existence. The Madhyamaka-Svatantrika school believes in intrinsic reality and believes that emptiness refers to the lack of existence without perception. The Chittamatra hold a mentalist opinion, that the world has no basis of inherent reality, and the Madhymaka-Prasangika school believe that all things and events are empty of any intrinsic existence.[endnoteRef:13]  One of the main criticisms about anatta is highlighted by Steven Collins: ‘There is no central self which animates the impersonal elements’.[endnoteRef:14]  The original teachings of Buddha advocated a middle path, refuting both nihilism, the belief that there is no inherent reality, and absolutism, the opposing belief in an eternally existing soul. [13:   Dalai Lama, p.100]  [14:  Steven Collins, Selfless Persons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) p.82] 

 
It is important to understand the true meaning of emptiness so that when we experience very strong emotions, we are still able to release their interdependent nature, rather than mistakenly thinking that they contain inherent reality. If we have a strong fear attached to a specific event or person, we are presuming that they have an independent existence.  When we view the same situation from the perspective of inter-dependent arising, the fear can dissipate because it is seen to contain no valid reality.  We can more easily release our attachment to it because we are able to recognise our own misunderstanding of the situation, both by reason and through experience.

Once we understand anatta, we can begin to comprehend the finer mechanisms which give rise to samsara, and from this understanding we can act to prevent the continuation of suffering.  There are twelve links of dependent origination identified in Buddhist teachings which outline the mechanism which produces the causal factors of suffering. Essentially the twelve links are an outline of the process of creation and rebirth.  They are illustrated in a cyclical pattern to represent the cycle of life. The links are: ignorance, volitional formations, consciousness, name and form, craving, six ayatanas (sensations), contact, sensation, craving, grasping, becoming, rebirth, ageing and death.  

The starting point is ignorance and a mistaken association with the five skandas as a self.  This is perhaps the most important of the links in terms of the cessation of suffering because it is the one from which all other links and conditions arise.  In the presence of ignorance there is always karma which perpetuates rebirth. It is the absence of ignorance and karmic action which prevents other conditions from arising and leads to the cessation of suffering.  If ignorance continues, then suffering develops as the links evolve. 

If karma exists and rebirth occurs, then these formations lead to the ‘impelling consciousness’, or momentum toward a new rebirth. From here the five skandhas develop the sense of ‘I am’. These are closely followed by the six inner ayatanas, or senses of the body: vision, sound, odour, taste, touch and mental abilities. Now we have the existence of a person in the conventional sense, and the process of attachment, avoidance, and grasping begins again, creating a new cycle of experience and associated karma.

The final stage of release from suffering is found through the Fourth Noble Truth, the Truth of the Path to Liberation.  The path is a practical guide for the cessation of suffering.  Once again, we encounter some differences in approach according to tradition.[endnoteRef:15]  For example, in the Madhyamaka school liberation is gained by an intuitive experience of emptiness, acquired through deepening practical experience and is built upon an initial training of intellectual understanding, called the Path of Accumulation.  The Mahayana path emphasises compassion, which generates bodhichitta, or compassion and a desire to attain enlightenment for the welfare of all beings.  The Vajrayana, or tantric, path uses techniques like focusing on dissolving everything into emptiness and developing experiential awareness of the subtle energy channels within the body.   [15:  Dalai Lama, p.95-129] 


All Buddhist teachings share a common training in morality or shila, concentration or samadhi, and developing wisdom or insight, known as prajna.  Morality is based upon compassion for others and an ability to think and act accordingly.  Ethics builds upon morality and refers to our actions within society; regarding speech, action and work.   Concentration helps us to become mindful of our thoughts, efforts and actions, and to have single-pointed focus on our endeavours.  Wisdom is fundamental to maintaining a correct view of the world and underlies everything we do in life.

Theravada masters teach the Eightfold Noble Path, whilst Mahayana schools outline the five paths. A combination of the two may be followed as the two different modes are simply due to historical origin, the content being effectively the same spiritual path but categorised in a different format.  It is important to note that on an experiential level the path is a process of deepening, rather than becoming. In Western society we often associate learning as acquiring new skills and knowledge to add to our self.  In contrast, the Fourth Noble Path is about losing the unhelpful conditioning that we have acquired during our life, to reveal the deeper layers underneath.  Rather than building up our ego, we are beginning to see through its empty nature, recognising ultimate truth, and then helping other beings to relieve their own suffering.  The release of ignorance, attachments and aversions results in Nirvana.

The training of The Eightfold Noble Path is the active process of aligning one’s life with Buddhist teachings, or Dharma.   We do this by perfecting eight aspects of our life: view, understanding, speech, end of karma, livelihood, effort, recollection and meditation. The path involves fully incorporating teachings into consistent, positive, mindful actions for each of the eight aspects.  It begins with clearing of the mind and understanding Dharma in the first few steps. Then evolves through to practical application of the teachings into our life, and development of wisdom through the meditative path.  Morality, concentration and wisdom run throughout these teachings. As an example, ‘perfect livelihood’ is acquired when one is independent and making a living without excessive greed or hoarding of money, or from taking resources from others without their permission. In addition, it is preferable to use a work skill which creates positive karma, like caregiving and provision of food for others, as oppose to an activity like selling drugs, or using others for your economic gain.   

In working through the Five Paths, the first step is the Path of Accumulation. It involves understanding and embracing Dharma, or the teachings of Buddha, beginning the process of clearing the mind, and becoming aware of the joining of conventional and ultimate truth. Second is the Path of Unification, or preparation, which is the increasing coherence between our psychological state and actions.  Where we begin to recognise the restless nature of our mind, and not to act impulsively on its direction.  We begin to create space between a thought and the action which follows.  It allows us to make rational decisions which create compassionate, positive actions for ourselves and others.  

This is followed by the Path of Seeing; a deepening of clarity and realisation of how applicable the path is to our own circumstances and developing an increased motivation to continue the path of enlightenment.  The process of seeing also embraces ‘Bodhi’ which are the seven categories of enlightenment, which are: recollection, separating dharmas, exertion, joy, being well trained, samadhi or one pointedness, and equilibrium.  The fourth step is the Path of Meditation, where we gain insight into our state of ignorance and its karmic effect.  We begin to take actions to change the karma that we create, to dispel negative acquisitions, and to produce an abundance of positive karma.  

The final stage is the Path of No More Learning, which is complete cessation or enlightenment. In this state where we can prevent karmic consequences and chain reactions immediately, because we have such a deep insight into their nature. Buddhist teachings are consistent to this point, but there is a significant difference at this stage between schools of thought. Theravada teachings support the complete dissolution of the self to reach enlightenment.  This requires letting go of everything. It can be difficult because any active intention or volition will negate this step, even though the empty self has already been seen through. 

In contrast, Mahayana teachings focus upon acquiring bodhicitta, which is the selfless desire to help relieve suffering in other sentient beings.  Whilst this requires some degree of holding onto the sense of self, it is not as understood in the conventional manner, but in a very subtle sense. Whilst a non-enlightened being may seek to hold onto the self as a means of self-preservation, the Bodhisattva’s intention is purely for the higher good of all beings, with no element of self-concern being present at all.  David J. Kalupahana describes this as being possessed of wisdom, not led by the belief in the real existence of souls or persons, but not having any kind of interest or motivation, either good or bad when practising virtues such as generosity.[endnoteRef:16] [16:  David J. Kalupahana, Buddhist Philosophy (Hawaii: University Press of Hawaii, 1976) p.125] 


Buddha taught that we should follow teachings of the Four Noble Truths, and then once someone has understood suffering fully and completely, the teaching needs to be abandoned for a state of complete attainment, and enlightenment.[endnoteRef:17]   Put another way, to reach complete enlightenment it is necessary to give up both samsara and nirvana.  We must ultimately let go of all personal involvement with teachings about suffering, states of being, and realms of existence to reach complete attainment and a permanent cessation of suffering.   [17: 
 Geshe Tashi Tsering, The Four Noble Truths: The Foundation of Buddhist Thought p. 12
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Buddhist teachings about suffering contain an ebb and flow which reflects the very nature of existence itself. They provide a profound, step by step guide for the cessation of suffering in oneself and other beings and provide a step by step practical guide on how to achieve liberation from suffering.   Dharma provides profound teachings for spiritual enlightenment.  But the wisdom contained with the teachings highly beneficial for everyone, both as an aid to relieving mental and emotional suffering, and to bring a sense of peace and coherence throughout wider society.
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