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TheBuddhist path beginswith therecognition of
sufferingN not just the pointed suffering of sickness,
aging, or death, but the vaguefeeling of anxiety and
dissatisfaction that underlies every moment of our
lives. Buddhism callsthis adukkha, and the bad newsis
that it@ all- pervasive and universal. Thegood newsis
that thisiswherethe genuine spiritua journey begins.

Why Knowing this Truth IsN oble

BY TRALEG KYABGON RINPOCHE

BUDDH ISM TAKES DUKKH AN the Sanskrit word m ost often translated
as sufferingN very seriously. But the concept at the root of this word is
complex. It doesnot simply mean suffering as we would normally under-
stand theword. Hum an beings experience dukkhain many form sN certain
types of dukkha have to do with plain and sim ple suffering, while other
form s of dukkhawould not really be experienced as suffering at al. They
appear moreto usin theform of thepleasure of apparent happiness. Som e
dukkhaisavoidable and som eisunavoidable, and weneed to understand
thedifference.

Many people have heard of Buddhism® four noble truthsN about suf-
feringand theend of sufferingN but oneof the great m iscon ceptions about
thesetruthscom esin thetitleitself. Thereisnothingthat wecould redly call
MobleGabout the brst two: thetruth of sufferingand the cause of suffering.
PHOTOSBY TRAVIS RUSE Thelast two truths, thetruth of the cessation of suffering and the path that
leads to cessation, could be said to be noble. What isin fact noble, though,
isthe person who fully realizesthe four truths atogether. The person who
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comes to afull understanding of dukkha, and how to work
with it, can becalled noble.

Such nobility arisesnot from escaping suffering but rather
from having fully understood the truth of suffering. We brst
accept thereality of sufferingin al itsform sN westop denying
it. Then we can com e to appreciate what might be called the
Gedem ptiveOquality of suffering, for want of a better word.
Wedo not aspireto attain enlightenm ent in spite of suffering.
Wework to attain enlightenm ent because of suffering.

Thereisso much wecan learn from theexperienceof dukkha,
which describes the full gamut of cydlic conditioned exisence,
the whed of samsara caused by our habitua dinging. It might
seem like bad newsto hear that lifeis perm eated with suffering,
but just becausewe experiencedissatisfaction or pain, or thet our
pleasuresdonot last, or that our preciousdream sturn intonight-
m ares, doesnot mean that our lifeisrendered m eaningless.

Aslongaswearecaught up or enmeshed in sam saric states,
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holding on to a bxed version of reality, we experience many
form sof suffering. But wedo not need to. They are avoidable.
Buddhism teachesusthat if wecultivatetheright attitudeand
are able to look simply into ourselves and our perspectives,
predilections, and habit patterns, we can reduce and ultim ately
eliminatethe avoidable form sof suffering.

Of course, there are other form s of suffering that we cannot
avoid until we attain com pleteenlightenm ent, or buddhahood.
ThesufferingsweinBict on ourselvesdueto our undisciplined
mind are avoidable, but other form s of suffering, such asold
age, sickness, and death, areunavoidable.

Oncewehaveaccepted that wearesubject to form sof dukkha
that can be avoided, therearetwo partsto the solution: looking
at the causes of dukkhaand bnding themeans of reducing or
stoppingit. When welook into the causes of dukkha, wedo not
sim ply search for the source of papable, tangible suffering. We
aso must look closdly a them ental states, habits, and attitudes
that producewhat we consider to be our m om entsof joy, hap-
piness, or satisfaction. One of the profound insights offered by
Buddhism isthat wecannot rely on our own imm ediate experi-
encesto tell uswhether we are experiencing well-being or mis-
ery. st becauseon thesurfacewefee wearehappy or satisbed,
or just because everything seemsto lead to doom and gloom,
these im pressons may not necessarily ref3ect the true state of
affairs. Weneed to look deeper.

We m ay discover, asthe Buddhatelsus, that thelack of sub-
dantidity or permanence in dl that surrounds us gives rise to
unhappiness and pain. This does not mean, however, that the
experienceof im perm anenceor non-substantidity is itself suffer-
ingor thedirect cause of suffering. Wem isconsiruethe Buddhas
m essageif wethink it isthefact that dl thingsareim perm anent
or non-subsantid or without asolid sdlf that generatessuffering.
Thesebasicfactsarenot thetruth of theorigin of suffering.

Dukkhais produced not by things them selves or by their
insubstantial nature. Rather, our mind has been conditioned
by ignoranceinto thinking that eternal happiness can be ob-
tained through thingsthat are ephemeral and transient. That
iswhy we areinstructed to seek enlightenment or attain nir-
vana. We are asked to settle our mind on that which isun-
changing. Settlingthemind on theunchanginghasacaming
effect on the mind generaly, but it aso leads to a state that
alows us to relate to what istransient and ephemera with
amentd attitude born of amore enlightened view, one that
doesnot seek perm anent joy and happiness from thingsthat
areimpermanent and non-substantia in nature. In so doing,
you can transform yourself into anoblebeing.

Without thetruth of suffering and thetruth of the cause of
auffering, therewould beno truth of cessation, nor would there
bethetruth of thepath. Far from highlighting thenegative fea-
tures of human existence, Buddhism presents avery com plete
pictureof thehuman condition. It shedslight on both theperils

and promises of human nature. We focus on human life, not
because Buddhism doesnot concern itself with other form s of
life, but rather because Buddhism in al itsforms, in all itstra-
ditions, has singled out human life asthe m ost precious. Hu-
man em bodim ent is seen asthe optim a vehicle that we could
employ and deploy on the journey toward enlightenment.
According to the sublim eteachings of the Buddha, our destiny
liesin our own hands. That is what we com e to see when we
truly appreciatethetruth of sufferingand thetruth of the cause
of suffering. We can continue to wallow in our own suffering
and misery or take som einitiative, such asm aking the practice
of dharm a which enablesusto seethetruenatureof our expe-
rience, part of our everyday life.

Buddhist teachingsm ake it am ply clear that we should not
expect sam sarato benirvana That isdenying the brst noble
truth, and it isthem ost profound mistake. It istotdly irrationd.
Asstudentsof Buddhism ,weareinstructed to seehonestly what
ispossibleand what isnot possible. The brst lesson we have to
learn isthat sam sara does not deliver dl that it promises. We

haveto recognizethat transient pleasures are sim ply that and
nothingmore. So long aswe do not recognizethat, wedo not
accept the brst noble truth fully, and this non-acceptance of
thetruth only producesm orediscontentm ent and frustration.
In fact, we feel that we have failed in our effort to dispel suf-
fering and pain.

Samsarais a bad deal. Suffering pervades and perm eates
the whole of the sam saric dom ain. Yet most of our suffering
is avoidable. If we can only learn to discipline our mind, we
can deal with our physical allmentsand mental distress with
agreater resolve and fortitude. It is possible not to get upset
when peoplespeakiill of us. It ispossibleto befreeof paranoia
about what others are thinking of us. When we fedl loss and
we grieve, we can do so without the emotions overwhelm -
ing us, opening the door to despair and depression. We can
aso learn how not to generate further suffering by accepting
the unavoidable suffering of old age, sickness, and death. By
trying to look younger, one does not becom e younger. Pre-
tending oneB illness is not serious does not m ake the iliness
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go away. Pretending you are not dying when you are in fact
already halfway there will not lead to an endless life. Apart
from theseexistentia form sof suffering,thereareunavoidable
forms of suffering in the environment, such as earthquakes,
tsunamis, and Roods. Thereisaso suffering from adversecir-
cum stances, such asaplanecrash or an auto accident. There
are conditionsthat are beyond our control. Trying to control
them leadsto suffering.

Pleasures are also frequent causes of suffering. If we enjoy
beingin thesun, it becom esunpleasurable after awhile. It can
lead to apainful bout of sunburn and even to skin cancer. We
gain pleasurefrom culinary delights, but eating the sam efood
again and again may stop being pleasurable. And our eating
habitsm ay lead to al sortsof physical ailm ents. Wem ay think
that we are addicted to pleasure because we Pnd the object of
our addiction pleasurable. But being addicted to som ethingis
not in theleast bit pleasurable.

Even though we suffer ashuman beings, we do not have
to suffer without purposeor meaning. Thefirst nobletruth
revealsto usthemeaning of suffering. Painful experiences
can teach us alot. Buddhism treats life as a school where
we learn from our painful experiences. Thisis not about
the childish approach of going deeper and deeper into our
painful experiencesand dwelling on them and com plaining
about them to the point that they becom e deeply personal
emotiona concerns. It is about utilizing our painful experi-
ences, the truth of suffering, with fortitude and dignity,
and thereby m aking ourselves stronger and morem ature.

Theteachingsspeak of dharm aasthem edicinethat will cure

What@ D ukkha? (What [sn@?)

BY GLENN WALLIS

THE SUTRA KNOWN AS Olurningthe Whee of the Teach-
ingQ Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta) seem sto givean account
of the very brst instance that the Buddha communicated his
redization to others. It contains the Buddha® descriptions
of the redlities of dukkha and his prescription for it, usualy
trandated asthefour nobletruths. What the Buddharefersto
asdukkhain thisteaching coverslife pretty much from begin-
ning to end: birth, aging, illness, and death; having what we
don@® want, not having what we do.

The most common rendering of the Pali term dukkha is
QufferingOSo if you have read books on Buddhism before,
you have amost certainly encountered the term QufferingO
H owever, probably very few people would describe their lives
as characterized by suffering. Thenotion of pain and anguish
connoted by that term doesindeed resonatein dukkha, but it

usof al our m aladies. Although dharm aisam edicing,itisnot a
quick Px. It isnot liketaking Prozac. It workswith our chronic
illness. It will not prevent old sym ptom s from recurring from
timeto time, but with judicious ingestion of the antidotes to
our illness provided by the dharma, we are gradualy able to
overcom e our long-term aff¥ictions. Dharm aisthe antidote to
dukkha, but dukkha will not disappear overnight. The fourth
nobletruth, thetruth of thepath, m akesthat very clear.

We need to travel on the path of healing and wholeness.
That will take time. We may start out expecting quick relief
from samsaric suffering. When that is not forthcoming, we
may becom e disappointed, resentful, or indignant. We m ay
even rail against thedharm aor abuseit. We cannot digest the
powerful medicine of thedharmain onedose, but aswetreat
ourselvesin astepwisefashion, our capacity to absorb dharm a
increases. Then we can takeN and ought to takeN more and
m ore powerful doses. When we can do that, we soon com eto
see the dharm a8 true potency and its healing power. It isthe
m ost powerful m edicinefor counteracting dukkha.
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istoo dragtic for ageneral and universa application. So the
stock statem ent Quifeis sufferingQas atrandation of the brst
statem ent of the Buddha about redlity, while not outright in-
correct, issom ewhat too dram a-queenish.

In getting abetter feel for them eaning of dukkha, let@place
QufferingOat one extrem e of the spectrum . At the other ex-
trem e, let@ place qualities such asannoyance, tension, nonde-
pendability. Dukkha, then, can be understood on oneend of
thespectrum asasubtle, perhapsbarely discernible quality of
being, and, on the other, asseverem ental or physical anguish.

A further nuanceisadded to theterm dukkha when we bear
in mind that, in the BuddhaB view, even a happyOm om ent
istinged by dukkha. That is because neither the moment nor
theexperienceis gtable. Sincethe quality of happinessarisesin
dependence on externd factors, it fades avay as those factors
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disassem ble. And in that gap is felt the trace, however subtle,
of underlying dukkha. Since, furtherm ore, our lives are succes-
sions of such moments, dukkha is said to be QervasiveOBut
Buddhistswould go even further, to the point of what appears
to be paradoxical, even contradictory: it isnot only in the gap
(due to impermanence and insubstantidity) that dukkha is
present but even in the very experience of happiness.

Given this view, what should we call dukkha in our lan-
guage? Our English term would have to have the following
colorings (on an increasing scale of intensity):

faint unsettledness, irritation, im patience, annoyance, frus-
tration, disappointment, dissatisfaction, aggravation, ten-
sion, stress, anxiety, vexation, pain, desperation, sorrow,
sadness, suffering, misery, agony, anguish

Of course, you may add to thislist; thereisvirtually no end
toit. And that isprecisely the Buddha$point! It Bowsthrough
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life like waterN each instant of lifeis colored to som e degree
by these qualities.

Itisobviousthat each of thesequdlitiesinvolvessom edegree of
unease, so AneaseQishow | trandatetheterm for genera usage.
Thelexica @ppositeOof dukkhais sukha, and sukhastraightfor-
wardly m eans @ese, pleasure, happinessOPerhaps, then, dukkha
can graightforwardly mean Qinesse, displeasure, unhappinessO
Weadl know about dukkha, then, asit isglossed by theBuddha
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