
Buddhism



Symbol

Dharma wheel

Samsara – meaning 
‘wandering’ – the cycle of re-
incarnation, aimless, endless, 
cyclical change

The Noble Eight-Fold Path –
to the end of suffering

Dharma – meaning ‘what is 
established and firm’ – law, 
teachings, cosmic order





The precepts: abstinence from 
1. ...harming living beings.

2. ...taking things not freely given.

3. ...sexual misconduct.

4. ...false speech.

5. ...intoxicating drinks and drugs causing heedlessness.

6. ...taking untimely meals.

7. ...dancing, singing, music and watching grotesque mime.

8. ...use of garlands, perfumes and personal adornment.

9. ...use of high seats.

10. ...accepting gold or silver.



Buddhists Sources of authority

During worship, Buddhists will bow three times to reflect their dedication to 
the Three Refuges, also known as the Triple Gem or the Three Treasures. The 
Three Refuges consist of the following sources of authority:

• the Buddha

• the dharma, his teaching

• the Sangha, the community of Buddhist practitioners

The monks in the Sangha see it as their responsibility to teach members of 
the community about Buddhism and they will be there to offer advice on any 
issue which concerns a member of the lay community.



What is evil and suffering?

• Most Buddhists believe that the negative actions and beliefs of 
human beings such as greed, anger and ignorance give rise to evil. 
These three things stop Buddhists from reaching enlightenment.

• Buddhists do not believe that human beings are evil, but they 
generally accept that humans create suffering through their greed, 
anger and ignorance.



What does Buddhism teach about suffering?

Suffering is a natural part of life. When Siddhartha [Buddha] left the palace in 
which he lived, the three people he saw were an old man, an ill man and a 
dead person. This taught him that people suffer in life.

The Four Noble Truths are a summary of the Buddha's teachings. It is these 
truths that the Buddha taught to his first disciples after he was enlightened.

• Dukkha - the truth of suffering. 

• Samudaya - the truth of the origin of suffering. 

• Nirodha - the truth of the cessation (end) of suffering. 

• Magga - the truth of the path to the cessation (end) of suffering. 



Suffering (dukkha)

Suffering comes in many forms. In Buddhism there are three main 
types of suffering:

1. The first is linked to the first three sights the Buddha saw on his first 
journey outside his palace: old age, sickness and death.

2. Suffering is also caused by constant change. People constantly lose 
the things and situations to which they become attached. 

3. Even when people are not immediately suffering, they are 
unsatisfied because they are not enlightened. 

[Strong emphasis on impermanence, ‘vanity’, illusion, detachment, 
death – cf. Ecclesiastes]



Origin of suffering (samudaya)

The Buddha taught that the immediate root of all suffering is desire.

The three ultimate causes of suffering are:

• greed, represented in art by a rooster 

• ignorance, represented by a pig 

• hatred, represented by a snake 



The cessation of suffering (nirodha)

• In the third truth the Buddha asserts that it is possible to bring an end 
to suffering. The Buddha was a living example that this is possible in a 
human lifetime and this is what all Buddhists strive for. Someone who 
reaches enlightenment is filled with compassion for all living things.

• Ayacana Sutta ‘The Request’ (SN 6.1): “This Truth that I have realised 
is profound, hard to see, hard to realize, harmless, sophisticated, 
more than just speculation, subtle, only really understood by the 
wise. But this present generation takes delight in attachment, is 
excited by it, enjoys it. For a generation like this, it’s really hard to 
understand how things arise in dependence on each other. It’s also 
really hard to understand the calming of all fabrications, the rejection 
of all attachments to rebirth, the destruction of craving, dispassion, 
cessation, nirvana”



Path to the ending of suffering (magga)
In the fourth truth the Buddha taught that the way to get rid of the desire that 
causes suffering is to free yourself from being attached to it. The Eightfold Path is a 
set of guidelines for Buddhists to live by that should lead to the end of suffering.

Each step of the Eightfold Path is carried out simultaneously:
1. Right Understanding 
2. Right Intention 
3. Right Speech 
4. Right Action 
5. Right Livelihood 
6. Right Effort 
7. Right Mindfulness 
8. Right Concentration 

Buddhists believe that following the Eightfold Path will help them to reach 
enlightenment. This will end the cycle of suffering.

Buddhists also believe in karma or 'intentional action'. Actions determine where 
they will be reborn in the next life. Good actions with good intentions can mean 
being born as a human. Bad actions with bad intentions can mean rebirth as an 
animal. Ethical actions are important in so far as they will be rewarded.



Life and death

• All life is in a cycle of death and rebirth called samsara. This cycle is 
something to escape from. When someone dies their energy passes 
into another form.

• Through good actions, such as ethical conduct, and by developing 
concentration and wisdom, Buddhists hope to either gain 
enlightenment or to ensure a better future for themselves. These 
good actions are set out in the Eightfold Path, which includes right 
speech, right livelihood, and right concentration. Good actions will 
result in a better rebirth, while bad actions will have the opposite 
effect.



What does it mean to be human in Buddhism then?
Buddha analysed a person as a composition of five vital constituents 
(skandas) namely; 

1. The physical body (rupa), consists of four elements; earth, water, fire and 
air. It as one that is capable of life but subject to change and decay.  

2. Feeling (verdana), arises from sight, sound, smell, taste, touch or 
thought. 

3. Perceptions (samjna), are the part of a human that categorise good, evil 
or neutral feelings. 

4. Habitual dispositions (samskaras), are the connection between deeds 
and actions.

5. Consciousness (virnana), a situation that come into being when the mind 
and the body come into contact with the external world. 



Concept of anatta to deal with suffering

• Anatta is the rejection of immortal soul “self”, a concept held so dear 
in the Brahmanis/ Hindu tradition. They understood “self” from the 
doctrine of permanence. In Hinduism the soul is permanent and 
reincarnated time and time again in samsara, but Buddhism takes a 
radical departure. With reincarnation of a permanent self we are 
doomed to remain on the wheel of rebirth, a circular and unending 
journey.

• The term anatta indicates non-existence. 



• Buddha believed that, this person previously described, has no 
permanent, personal entity called soul because it is constantly 
changing and has no possibility of an existence of fixed entity as it is 
only dependent on particular conditions. 

• He explains that each of these constituents of the human being is 
transitory and is the source of suffering and we should get rid of this 
erroneous belief and vain clinging to “I”.

• Clinging to this self, Buddha argues, becomes the source of suffering; 
by detaching from it one would end one’s suffering.  

• He describes desire as the root cause of all suffering. Human beings 
yearn for food, material things, power and sex and it is in this desire 
that Buddha traces all of the world’s troubles. Desire, like narcotic 
drugs, get our minds buckled up and our understanding twisted, 
leading us to a desire-driven path that keeps us on the cycle of 
suffering and inevitable rebirth.



• According to Buddha, birth, old age, death, sickness and everything 
(including pleasurable things) is suffering, not because these things 
are miserable but because they are impermanent. 

• Desire is a human disease which is our inability to be satisfied.  

• We keep craving for more and better, a fundamental problem anatta
is designed to cure. 

• In Buddhism, any desire is an impediment to the attainment of 
transformed consciousness which is the ultimate goal of all Buddhists. 

• It is the absence of craving or suffering, which delivers from birth and 
death.  A state only possible on extinction of personal self. 

• Anatta therefore has two-fold effects namely; detachment from soul 
which causes clinging to things as well as generating spiritual insight 
that dispels ignorance.



Christian Concept of God and salvation vis-a-vis anatta and redemption.

• The philosophy of anatta denies the existence of anything called soul 
or any fixed entity in human beings.

• Though Buddhism refutes any claim made of God’s existence, the 
doctrine of anatta makes the subject of God unavoidable. On one 
hand Buddha denies the self, while on the other teaches that a man 
would have to depend on his own enlightenment for any escape to 
take place. 

• What is the self that denies the self and at the same time asserts that 
it alone can save the self? This a contradiction. 

• This thought poses the deepest dilemma in Buddhism.



• Our view as Christians is that we are all created with a soul which 
goes to show that God has held us with great value and dignity. I am 
created in the image of God.

• Our view as Christians is that creation is fallen and suffering and 
passing away and that we are full of evil desires and ignorance but 
also that we cannot save ourselves from death, blindness, evil desires 
and suffering by meditation or good deeds. Salvation is in God alone. 
(Jonah 2:10; Galatians 6:3; Eph 2:8).

• Our view as Christians is that (right) desire is actually key to true 
religion – our problem is not desire but desire for the wrong things –
we should be consumed by a desire for Jesus Christ, seeking after 
him, hunger for him and his coming and righteousness and kingdom.



Christian understanding of Suffering

• Christianity understanding of the human condition places sin squarely 
as the sole root cause of suffering and the punishment of sin (in a 
suffering substitute) and a repentant, faithful return to the Master 
Saviour as the only possible ultimate solution. 

• If self does not really exist, then suffering is an illusion, because there 
would be no being to suffer. The Bible takes reality and suffering 
seriously. It is not illusion, it is real.

• The Exodus, the Law and the Incarnation we see the Lord God is the 
“God of the poor (suffering)”, “God of the oppressed”. He has genuine 
compassion on his people. “In all their affliction he was afflicted” 
(Isaiah 63:9).

• Most amazingly, at the Cross, God displays his glory – the outshining 
of his nature – most clearly in suffering on behalf of sinners.
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