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Explain Buddhist teachings about the end of suffering and the path that leads to it.
Fundamental to Buddhist teachings (Dharma) - the end of suffering and the path that leads to it arise consequentially from the first principle of Buddhist metaphysics; the four noble truths (Satyams) - dis-ease, its cause, the cure and the medicine. To elaborate – the first truth; (from birth to death to rebirth,,,) - existence is suffering (Dukkha) – the causalities of Dukkha are sub-categorized as the suffering of pain, change and conditions, and interpreted as pain/suffering/anguish (Sanskrit), and philosophically defined as unsatisfactoriness – a general unease – an inherent subjective angst – continuously underlying even the experience of joy -  as comparable with all feelings (and indeed with all five existential aggregates (Skandas) – corporeality (Rupa) – feeling (Vedana) – perception (Sanna)– formations (Sankhara) – consciousness (Vinnana) (1), and furthermore – the universe on the whole), joy is subject to change. The second truth; suffering - basically arises from ignorance (Avidya) - conditioned misidentifying with self-ideology, impermanence (Annica) and conditioned ‘reality’ with dependently effectuated, hence delusional, aversive attachment. The third; the remedy or cure, is in rectification of Avidya - the cessation of the misidentifying human disposition of cyclical self-suffering, and encompassing a necessarily concurrent metaphysical realization of essential emptiness (initial (Nirvana). And the fourth; the medicine to realize the cure - is in virtue of the eightfold path (Aryastangamarga), the doctrine of right (Samyanc)/wholesome/wise/skilful/ appropriate or perfect) - wisdom (Prajna) - Conduct (Sila) and meditation (Samadhi) (2), represented in Buddhist symbolism as an eight - spoked wheel (Dharmachakra), the circularity of which represents the perfection of the Dharma, the rim represents meditation/mindfulness, the hub represents discipline and the eight spokes represent the eight Samyancs - right viewpoint, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood- these five overlap to constitute right wisdom and conduct, and right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration fulfil the meditation element, although essentially the eight correlate to form a wholeness of being of which meditation is the unifier. The paradox of the eightfold path is that it cannot be learnt, yet its attainment is principally sought on the Buddhist path, so, the eightfold path is paradoxically teleological – it is the way of Buddhist Saints, Arhats and Bodhisattvas who have gradually perfected the Samyancs. For beings who attain such, it is not a case of conforming behaviour to a prescribed doctrine, but simply how they are in all speech, thought and action – denoting an inner transformation at the deepest level of being, (3) for which mindfulness is the predominantly necessary factor.


In order to consider the causality of such a transformation of being we must consider the principles of the four noble truths as prime mover of consciousness from ignorance to Nirvana.                                
The first and second noble truths arise introspectively from self-analysis and self-reduction. The third truth – remedy/cure; is realized by a furthermore paradoxical mode; the subjective initiation of the primary construct of practicing Buddhism, a desire based action towards desireless non-action, in taking refuge in the three jewels (Triratna). Taking refuge is the seed (Bija) of any subjective venture into practicing the philosophy of Buddhism, accordingly prerequisite to the subjective cessation of suffering broadly termed Nirvana – a graduating state experienced exclusively by realization of the fourth truth – the eightfold path, the - right way – which unfolds consequentially to contemplation of the prior three. 
The three jewels consist firstly of - Buddha (the awakened one as the ultimate seer, therefore the ultimate teacher (sharada), secondly - Dharma [in the scriptural sense – as opposed to the Dharmas of everyday aggregative existential occurrences known as karmas (4)] - (the scriptures (Sutras) or teachings of the Buddha) - [principally the Dhammapada with manifold others including the heart, lotus and the ten wholesome ways sutras,,,], and thirdly - immersion in Sangha (Buddhist fellowship/community) [also relevant to Yogic traditions, Hinduism etc].
So, taking refuge is primary to self-realization which is a prerequisite to liberation (moksha). However, this orientation is not without problems, and sceptics tend to view Buddhism as a nihilistic and contradictive philosophy, and Buddhism is undoubtedly a dichotomous philosophy, for furthermore paradoxically, who if not self, initiates the act of taking refuge and to what telos if not selflessness and self-liberation from self-suffering? ‘Suffering and its cessation is the basic orientation of Buddhism’ (5) and self-realization is a necessarily established principle of Buddhist metaphysics. Inevitably though, self-initiation towards self-realisation is a transcendence of conditioned self (Atman)-ideology, to selfless or no-self (Anatta – relinquished self-concept) realization founded in emptiness, which according to the Dharma, is metaphysical essentiality - ‘emptiness is the ultimate truth of reality and of Nirvana (extinguished/simplicity) – it too is empty of its own existence’ (6).
The nihilist claim is certainly apparent. Buddhism appears to denote a life of disinvolvement and contemplation of nothingness and emptiness often misconstrued as existentially negative and meaninglessness. However, the essential mode of the Dharma is metaphysical and epistemological observation which concludes that meaningfulness, purpose or essence is not self-evident, which philosophically resounds in the theses of the post-modernist existentialist movement. In such it is not that life is necessarily meaningless, rather that meaning - is subjectively applied, and the authenticity of such is self-evidently contingent to metaphysical realization of the preconditioned state, hence motion towards the unconditioned, the nature of which must – as is furthermore self-evident, be emptiness as it is unconditioned or non-conditioned, and so any meaning associated with the conditioned state is metaphysically void, therefore, only from and of emptiness can truth validate itself. Yet this is merely an observational truth and by no means metaphysically negative. The negation innate to the Buddhist path is a negation of ignorance, and of invalid metaphysical epistemological pre-conditions such as Atman as existentiality, the question of which was never directly denied by Buddha - when prompted by a monk he simply wouldn’t broach the subject, which is not to say that self necessarily does not exist, however it certainly cannot be conceptualised nor measured nor observed, and so cannot exist as either aggregate nor concept (7) such as is the conditional quo of ‘I’ in day-to-day ignorance. Yet with reductive introspection and relinquished pre-condition, facticity of self cannot be established (8). Self - repeatedly comes up against emptiness whenever sought, therefore exposing its ever-elusive metaphysical location/substantiation and epistemological invalidity whilst simultaneously elucidating its essential emptiness. The ideological self - devoid of location hence verifiability, must essentially be nothing more than a delusional abstract of human existentiality, which serves to perpetually deceive consciousness and obscure the perception of knowledge and reality. If we consider the resonance here to Sartre’s existentialist principle ‘existence prior to essence ‘(9), existence is the sole philosophically verifiable factor whereas essence, and indeed any form of existential/phenomenological continuity, cannot be established, hence the essence of existence must be emptiness, and a persisting self-Atman-identification - a delusional misconception condemned to the extinguishment of Nirvana and transcended into the simplicity of Anatta. From such an orientation the selfless-sadhana (subha-yoga) of the Bodhisattva vows may arise relatively unimpeded by self-delusional aversion and ignorance. 
Aversion and ignorance however, alike angst, serve valuable purpose on the path to cessation of suffering, after all one’s conscious deliberation towards liberation is motivated by aversion towards the unsatisfactoriness angst state of existence, causing the Skanda of consciousness - to come before itself as self-consciousness revealing one’s perceived existentiality and metaphysicality as conditioned inauthenticities, and serving to initiate an irreversible conscious seeking, with the telos of existential metaphysical truth validation. ‘With self-consciousness, we have passed into the native land of truth, into the kingdom where consciousness is at home’ (10). Self-consciousness seeks to verify its existence as well as the nature of the reality in which the phenomenon of its existence occurs. Therefore, existence as Dukkha is itself a motivative factor towards epistemological self-establishment, however, in so seeking a self, existence only ever comes up against existentiality, comparable to Heidegger’s Dasein – the being of Being-there – motivated by underlying angst - orientates itself before itself only to realize its Beingness as a conditioned inauthenticity devoid of essential meaning (11), yet resultantly heading away from such misidentification and towards metaphysical realization, which on the Buddhist path, coincides the eightfold path, hence causing meaning or essence to naturally arise from realization through meditation. 
The Bodhisattvas vow to remain in samsara to liberate all sentient beings - is therefore a vow taken in Paradoxical ignorance, and once this ignorance is realized, the journey towards knowledge is already well under way. Shantideva summarizes this paradox in his 8th A.D. works – Bodhisattvacharyavatara - ‘when I vowed to liberate all beings, who dwell in the ten directions as far as the ends of space, from their disturbing conceptions, I myself was not yet free of mine – thus, unaware of even my own capacity, was it not somewhat crazy to have spoken like that? Yet as this is so, I must never withdraw from vanquishing my own disturbing conceptions’ (12).
The realization of metaphysical emptiness constitutes a deliverance from the void of ignorance, therefore, from emptiness comes knowledge, whereas ignorance merely serves to initiate the seeking of knowledge, and clearly can never serve as truth in itself. Therefore, the extinguisher of the nihilist misperception is in the transcendental nature of emptiness as the source of liberation from ignorance hence it is the source of metaphysical knowledge.  Likewise - it is the transcendental nature of the self-initiation of taking refuge, principally surrendering the self to the three jewels or refuges, which serve as first ground in realization of the state of cessation of suffering and of extinguishing the three defilements of greed, aversion/hate and delusion - towards subsequent liberation from the cycle of life, death and rebirth (Samsara) (13), with the essential intention to benefit all sentient beings arising as a compassionate by-product of realizing the four noble truths and Buddha-nature as universally applicable existential fundamentals, bringing meaning/purpose and authenticity into an otherwise delusional state of existence. This liberated state is the primary realizing of Nirvana and a revered accomplishment on the path to metaphysical epistemological enlightenment as laid out in the sutras of Shakyamuni Buddha. 
[bookmark: _Hlk498564711]However Nirvana is not an accomplishment in the traditional sense, nothing is gained as such, rather Nirvana is a negating of condition reflecting the graduating ultimate telos of Buddhas, Arhats and Bodhisattvas to the unconditioned, whilst simply being an accumulative realized state of existing -whether with the five Skandas (bundles) of beingness - Nirvana with remainder of life – either present life (So-pad-his-esa) or beyond this life yet still aggregated but with more favourable karmic conscious existence remaining (Para-Nirvana), and finally Khanda-para-Nirvana – beyond extinguishment – non-existing - a complete cessation of the physical, mental aggregative phenomena constitutive of a being (14). 
Therefore, Nirvana is tri-graduated as an embodied state, a post-embodied state, and a post existential statelessness. And Nirvana must be metaphysically omnipresent if it is merely obscured by Avidya (ignorance), and so it is not experienced as a fixed state, rather is revealed in progressive layers of realisation reflecting the graduated rectification of ignorance towards the pinnacle of full awakening of one’s true Buddha nature (Satyam Tathagatagarbha) – a transcending of ignorance. However, unless directly experienced in meditation (Samadhi), Nirvana remains a paradoxical ideology, viz; it is an ideology encompassing liberation from and of ideologies, as Nirvana serves to extinguish the very idea of itself.

 
[bookmark: _Hlk499061169]This quote referring to the Indian school of Mādhyamika (middle-way) Buddhism concludes on a crucial point in the apparently contradictive problems with the Buddhist cessation of suffering. ‘There are a number of points that all Mādhyamika thinkers have in common. In all of them one finds some version of the doctrine of two truths, according to which there is a level of understanding that consists of an accurate account of the world as it is experienced in everyday life and another level of understanding that is conducive to reaching the ultimate goal (paramārtha) of Buddhist practice, namely, nirvana, understood as the absence of attachment, aversion and delusion with no possibility of their return. There is also broad agreement that language is limited to the everyday level of understanding and that the truth of nirvana is beyond the reach of language and of the conceptualization that makes language possible’ (15). 
Therefore, if nirvana can neither be realistically verbalised nor comprehended, experience must be its sole existential medium and ultimately even experience and existence must extinguish. ‘The Buddha describes Nirvana as supreme happiness, as peace, as immortal. Similarly, he has described Nirvana as uncreated, unformed’, completely beyond fathom and measure (16). During a monastic Satsang, Buddha refers to ‘a domain where there is no earth, no, water, no fire, no wind, no sphere of infinite space, no sphere of nothingness, no sphere of infinite consciousness, no sphere of neither awareness nor non-awareness; there is not this world, there is not another world, there is no sun or moon. I do not call this coming or going, nor standing, nor dying, nor being reborn; it is without support, without occurrence, without object. Just this is the end of suffering’ (17). This shows the futility of attempting to comprehend the incomprehensible, from a place of ignorance one cannot know what it is to see truth, leaving authentic experience as the necessary medium for realizing Buddhist teachings about the end of suffering and the path that leads to it. Authentic, non-aversive, present experience, is the basic telos of meditation. Nirvana then is a manifest state of meditation, in Being-with phenomenal existence exactly as it is.
WORD COUNT; (2219)
[bookmark: _Hlk498462586]
1- [bookmark: _Hlk499133598][bookmark: _Hlk498514718]Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-135/136, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
2- Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-81/82, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
3- [bookmark: _Hlk499066460][bookmark: _Hlk498509490]Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-83, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
4- [bookmark: _Hlk499132232]Alfonso Verdu, The philosophy of Buddhism, p-93, Martinus Nijhoff Publishing, The Hauge – Netherlands, (1981)
[bookmark: _Hlk498509308]
5- [bookmark: _Hlk499066756] Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-59, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
6- [bookmark: _Hlk497875809][bookmark: _Hlk498513815]Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-239, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
7- www.iep.utm.edu/buddha/
8- https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/buddha/  
9- Jean-Paul Sartre, being and nothingness, Part-4, Methuen co, London, (1976)
10- George. H. F. Hegel, J. B. Ballie (translator), The phenomenology of spirit, p-45, Pantiano’s Classics, USA, (1910)
11- Stephen Mulhall, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Heidegger and Being and Time, P-37. Routledge, London, (1996)
12- [bookmark: _Hlk499143312]Shantideva, Steven Batchelor (trans), A guide to the Bodhisattva’s way of life - 6th edition, P-32; 41, Library of Tibetan works and archives, New Delhi, (2015)  
13- [bookmark: _Hlk498514276]Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-108, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
14- [bookmark: _Hlk499132203]Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-76, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
15- https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/madhyamaka/
16- [bookmark: _Hlk499132146][bookmark: _Hlk498510223]Peter d Santina, fundamentals of Buddhism p-46, The Buddhist association of the United States, the institute for advanced studies of world religions, Chuang Yen monastery, Carmel, N.Y. (undated) 
17- Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, p-77 (Etienne Lamotte, ‘Three Sutra’s from the Samyuktagama Concerning Emptiness’, Buddhist studies review, 10 (1993), Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
Sanskrit translations; William. H. Snyder Time, Being, and Soul in the Oldest Sanskrit Sources, Global Academic Publishing Books, India, (2001) 

Bibliography;
1- Peter d Santina, fundamentals of Buddhism, The Buddhist association of the United States, the institute for advanced studies of world religions, Chuang Yen monastery, Carmel, N.Y. (undated) 
2- Rupert Gethin, Foundations of Buddhism, Oxford University Press, Oxford, (1998)
3- Alfonso Verdu, The philosophy of Buddhism, Martinus Nijhoff Publishing, The Hauge – Netherlands, (1981)
4- Stephen Mulhall, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Heidegger and Being and Time. Routledge, London, (1996)
5- Gil Fronsdal (translator), The Dhammapada, Shambahala Publishing Inc, London (2006)
6- Shantideva, Steven Batchelor (trans), A guide to the Bodhisattva’s way of life - 6th edition, Library of Tibetan works and archives, New Delhi, (2015)  
7- [bookmark: _Hlk499145898]Jean-Paul Sartre, being and nothingness, Part-4, Methuen co, London, (1976)
8- Stephen Law, The Great Philosophers, Quercus publishing, London, (2013)
9- R. C. Solomon, Introducing the Existentialists, Hackett publishing co, Cambridge, (1981)
10- Anthony Flew (ed), A Dictionary of Philosophy, Pan Reference, London (1979)
11- Will. Johnson, Breathing through the whole body – Buddha’s instructions on integrating mind body and breath, Healing Arts Press, USA, (2012)
12- Khenpo Yeshe Phunstok, Vajrasattva Meditation, Wisdom Publications, Boston-USA, (2017)


Websites;
1- www.plato.stanford.edu 
2- www.iep.utm.edu 



image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





image2.png




