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‘In the Buddha’s life story we see the three stages of practice; morality comes first, then concentrated meditation, and then wisdom. And we see the path takes time.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Tenzin Gyatso, How to Practice (London: Rider, 2002), p. 20.] 




In this essay I will attempt to explain the Buddhist teachings of the end of suffering and the path that leads to it. Firstly, I will look at the eight-fold path and how meditation can help us on the path. Then I will look at the four noble truths and move on to the four seals. I will then turn to dependent origination before considering impermanence. I will finally consider the notion of self / non-self. 
The Eight Fold Path

‘Through the pursuit of knowledge (panna) and moral virtue (sila), ignorance and selfish desire are over come, the cause of the arising of suffering is removed, and nirvana is attained.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Damien Keown, Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction, Very Short Introductions, 3, Fully updated new edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 60.] 


The eight-fold path is an important part of the path to ending suffering. It is a set of principles and is also know as the middle way. The eight steps of the path do not need to be done in order, they need to be done to support and reinforce each other.

			Right self-possession	 


	Right Speech  		Right effort

Right intention 				Right livelihood 

Right View 			Right Action

			Right concentration


Practising the eight-fold path will not, in itself, lead to the end of suffering. It is an ethical guide to action rather than a sufficient means to the end of suffering; good action is not enough in itself. It is also necessary to have wisdom and concentration. To have any hope of ending suffering we have to realise our ignorance and also accept the four seals, not just intellectually, but really know them.  

If we follow the eight fold path it will improve the lives of others, make our own life more worth- while and help us on the path to the end of suffering.

Meditation

‘What is meditation? It is you and me, it is us! Our inner journey, our business, our effort.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Rob Nairn, Diamond Mind: Psychology of Meditation, Kairon Exploring Consciousness Series (Kalk Bay, South Africa: Kairoon Press, 1998), p. 13.] 




Meditation is part of the eight-fold path. The normal state of our minds is that it is jumbled and chaotic. Some people refer this state as being like a wild horse,[footnoteRef:4] others would say it is like a butterfly.[footnoteRef:5]  An analogy could be a wild child who has never been disciplined. Just as the child needs to be trained, the mind also needs to be trained. Meditation is a way of training the mind. ‘Meditation is a method of gaining access to our inner wisdom and compassion – and resolving our  [4:  Akong Tulku Rinpoche, Taming the Tiger (Dzalendara Publishing, 1994), p. 9.]  [5:  Nairn.] 

inner problems in the process.’[footnoteRef:6] There is no such thing as success or failure in doing meditation. We as individuals are training our minds to be in the moment. A common way of doing this is through focussing on the breath. Tranquillity needs to come first and that leads to understanding and insight.  [6:  Nairn, p. 13.] 


Gethin makes a distinction between Buddhist theory and practice. Meditation would be the practice and discussions would be theory. Gethin explains that the theory is the soil in which understanding grows.[footnoteRef:7] We can think of mediation as rain, which enriches the soil, clears away confusion and helps us to flourish. [7:  Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism, An OPUS Book, 1. publ. paperback, 17th pr (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2010), p. 163.] 

The Four Noble Truths

In order to build a solid aspiration for liberation from the cycle of existence, we must thoroughly examine our condition.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya-mtsho and Donald S. Lopez, The Way to Freedom, The Path to Enlightenment Series, 1st ed (San Francisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 1994), p. 110.] 



The four noble truths are the foundation of Buddhist teaching. The first noble truth (Dukkha), is suffering. The Buddhist would say that life is about pain and suffering. The second noble truth (Samudaya) is the origination of suffering. The 

Buddha says that there are causes of our suffering – craving, ignorance and delusion. [footnoteRef:9] Since there are causes of suffering, there is the possibility of the cessation of suffering, and this leads to the third noble truth – Nirohda - the cessation of suffering. Finally, the fourth noble truth is that there is a path to cessation and the term used for this is Magga. Understanding the four noble truths is the Buddhists’ prescription for the end of suffering.  [9:  Genius of the Ancient World - 1. Buddha <http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b064jf28/genius-of-the-ancient-world-1-buddha> [accessed 26 October 2017].] 


The four noble truths are the key to understanding the nature of suffering and its cessation.
Four seals

Whoever holds these four, in their heart, or in their head, and contemplates them, is a Buddhist. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche, ‘Buddhism in a Nutshell: The Four Seals of Dharma’, Lion’s Roar, 2017 <https://www.lionsroar.com/buddhism-nutshell-four-seals-dharma/> [accessed 26 October 2017].] 


Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche [footnoteRef:11] says that the four seals of Dharma is the path we should consider as the path of Buddha. He says that these are the absolute core of the Buddhist path, and are more related to metaphysics than ethics. The four seals are Anicca (Impermanance), Anatta (Phenomena have no existence), Dukkha (all emotions are painful) and Nirvana, which is beyond description or imagination.  [11:  Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche, ‘Buddhism in a Nutshell: The Four Seals of Dharma’, Lion’s Roar, 2017 <https://www.lionsroar.com/buddhism-nutshell-four-seals-dharma/> [accessed 26 October 2017].] 


Through meditation we can gain the wisdom to realise the truth of the four seals and eliminate ignorance.
Dependent Origination


We are ignorant of our actions
But conscious of our senses
We grasp the contact of suffering.
But
We need not worry of birth and death.

Marina Jones


Ignorance is at the core of dependant origination and therefore the cause of all our suffering. In the Samyutta-nikāya it is said suffering arises out of ignorance. ‘On ignorance depends actions. On actions depends consciousness.  (…) Thus does the whole aggregation of suffering arise (…). However, if 
there is no ignorance, actions cease (…) Thus does the whole aggregation of suffering cease.’[footnoteRef:12]    [12:  ‘Connected_Discourses_of_the_Buddha(Samyutta_Nikaya).Vol.I.Pdf’ <http://lirs.ru/lib/sutra/Connected_Discourses_of_the_Buddha(Samyutta_Nikaya).Vol.I.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2017].] 


The concept of dependent origination is important because it identifies the cause of our suffering, and we can therefore eliminate it.
	
Impermanence

Like stars, mists and candle flames,
Mirages, dew-drops and water-bubbles
Like dreams, lightning and clouds.
In that way I will view all compensate Phenomena.

Kagyu Wishing Prayer[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Tulku Rinpoche, p. 21.] 



How then, can we escape our ignorance? The way we can escape our ignorance is through meditation and the teachings. These will give us insights and lead us to realise  impermanence and then we will get to Wisdom. Akong Tulku Rinpoche observes that ‘if we fail to understand the impermanence of everything, we would delay our development.’[footnoteRef:14]  In The Question of King Milinda it says, ‘…as the lady sat there listening, there arose in her heart the Insight into the Truth, clear and stainless, which perceives that whatsoever has beginning, that has the inherent quality of passing away’ [footnoteRef:15]. In this quote we see the lady has a true understanding and insight into the truth of Impermanence. She reached this state through the guidance and help of the teacher, Nagasēna. In the following sentence ‘… Nagasēna also (…) felt the force of the truths he himself had preached, and he too arrived at insight.’ The book goes on to say that both Nagasēna and the lady had started their journey to Nirvana many years before. This insight did not come out of the blue. The lady had been practicing for 30 years and Nagasēna was re born and was taught from the start of his life.  ‘Neither a space station nor an enlightened mind can be realised in a day.’[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Tulku Rinpoche, p. 21.]  [15:  ‘Milinda.Pdf’, p. 25 <http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/milinda.pdf> [accessed 31 October 2017].]  [16:  Gyatso, p. 20.] 


To explore the idea of impermanence in more detail, things are changing all the time: ‘Some things may change very rapidly, some things extremely slowly, but still everything changes…’[footnoteRef:17] Peter Harvey argues that the concept of impermanence can be used to accept that people’s characters can change.[footnoteRef:18] The Buddha gave the example of Angulimāla, who would only need a small persuasion to change his ways from being a ‘murderous bandit’ and could change to become a monk ‘and soon attain Nirvana’.  [17:  Gethin, p. 61.]  [18:  Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values and Issues, 9. print. with corrections (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2011), p. 35.] 

Some people use the concept of impermanence as an excuse not to do their work or chores but I would say that thus is a misunderstanding of impermanence.[footnoteRef:19]A student or child may say impermanence means that there is no point in studying. This means that they are avoiding the real meaning of impermanence and not facing it honestly.   [19:  Tulku Rinpoche, p. 23.] 


In my opinion, the concepts of impermanence should be seen beside the eight-fold path. Truly understanding the ‘Truth, clear and stainless’[footnoteRef:20] of impermanence is a necessary step on the path that leads to the end of suffering. [20:  ‘Milinda.Pdf’, p. 25.] 

Self / Non self

January 28

The still revolutionary insight of Buddhism is that life and death are in the mind, and nowhere else. Mind is revealed as the universal basis of experience-the creator of
happiness and the creator of suffering, the creator of what we call life and what we call death.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Sogyal Rinpoche, Glimpse after Glimpse (London: Random house, 1995), sec. January 28.] 



Insight into impermanence is necessary, but not sufficient for a full attainment of Buddhahood. Also necessary is the realisation of self / non-self. The idea of the non-self is difficult to understand. Rupert Gethin asks if the Buddha denied the existence of the self. [footnoteRef:22] He starts by saying there  are disagreements between scholars as to whether the teachings of the Buddha suggest the idea of the non-self. He turns to looking at the early texts of the Buddha and points out that the Buddha does not deny the self but does say what the self Is not. To my mind, this is similar to the point made in The Questions of King Melinda. Nagasna explained it by saying our names are only a label and are not attached to a permanent thing. ‘Nagasēna (…) is only a generally understood term, a designation in common use for there is no permanent individuality…’[footnoteRef:23] The King was confused and questioned Nagasēna further ‘Then thus, ask as I may, I can discover no Nagasēna. Nagasēna is a mere empty sound. Who then is the Nagasēna that we see before us?’[footnoteRef:24] To make things clear Nagasēna uses the idea of a chariot. Nagasēna asked the King which part of the chariot is the chariot. He asks for example which part is the chariot, the wheels or the axle? The king says it is none of the bits that is made up of. So then Nagasēna askes if it something out side that makes the chariot? Again, it is not. Nagasēna explains he has spoken no untruth and it is all these things that place it under the generally understood term. The word ‘chariot’ is ‘the designation in common use.’ So now King Melinda has seen Nagasēna’s point. [footnoteRef:25] [22:  Gethin, p. 159.]  [23:  ‘Milinda.Pdf’, p. 43.]  [24:  ‘Milinda.Pdf’, p. 43.]  [25:  This has similarities to Hume’s Bundle Theory. ] 


Gethin illustrates the point with the story of Vacchagotta, who asked the Buddha whether the self exists and the Buddha remained silent. So then Vacchagotta asked again if the self did not exist and the Buddha still remained silent to the question. He was asked why he was declining to answer the question; he replied he would rather not say either way. Gethin concludes that the Buddha thought the questions were meaningless. Gethin argues that ‘to talk of a self that exists apart from the five aggregates is meaningless for the Buddha’[footnoteRef:26] He explains that ‘from the Buddhist’s perspective, the mind needs to give up all attachment to any view about the self.’[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Gethin, p. 161.]  [27:  Gethin, p. 162.] 


We, as individuals, should not be asking the question whether or not there is a self; we need to detach from thinking of the question. This is a difficult concept to understand and this is why Nagasēna explained it so well to King Melinda. 
I understand the self/non self issue to be like a wave in the sea. It would be foolish to ask whether  it was the wave or the sea.

I think that it is not possible to reach the end of suffering without having insight into the self / non-self. I think it is towards the end of the path of suffering and you need to go through the other stages before you can reach it. To achieve this state you will need to meditate and follow the paths with a wise teacher guiding you. 





Conclusion

Buddhism suggests that the only way to end suffering is to follow the eightfold path. You begin by following the ethical code, and avoiding the ten non-virtues. But this is not enough. The next stage would be meditating. This not only helps the person, but also the people around them, and having good intent is an important thing to consider at the beginning of each meditation practice. It has been suggested that a teacher is essential at this point, to help you to the right insight. However, it is not always possible to find a teacher to guide you. On the other hand, a teacher is not enough, either. The path is an individual journey, and no-one can do it for you. Gethin suggests that theory is the soil in which we can grow on the Buddhist path. But I would suggest, that just as a plant does not need to know it is in soil, so it is possible we do not need to be aware of the theory. Then again, it is not enough to have blind faith; we need to question what we are doing. It could be argued that I am not far enough on the path to realise the need for theory, and this is where Karma comes in. If I lead a virtuous life, this will become the foundation for 
future development along the path to the end of suffering. As the Buddha has said: 

Karma creates all, like an artist. Karma composes, like a dancer.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Sogyal Rinpoche, sec. January 18th.] 



It is important to remember that the path to the cessation of suffering is over many lives, not just one. In this understanding, if we are good in this life it is a good start for the next journey. It can be ‘used as a foundation for further development’[footnoteRef:29] to take us along the path to the end of suffering. [29:  Harvey, p. 29.] 
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