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The Four Noble Truths 

1. Life means suffering. 

2. The origin of suffering is attachment. 

3. The cessation of suffering is attainable. 

4. The path to the cessation of suffering. 

  

1. Life means suffering.  

To live means to suffer, because the human nature is not perfect and neither is the world we live 
in. During our lifetime, we inevitably have to endure physical suffering such as pain, sickness, 
injury, tiredness, old age, and eventually death; and we have to endure psychological suffering 
like sadness, fear, frustration, disappointment, and depression. Although there are different 
degrees of suffering and there are also positive experiences in life that we perceive as the 
opposite of suffering, such as ease, comfort and happiness, life in its totality is imperfect and 
incomplete, because our world is subject to impermanence. This means we are never able to 
keep permanently what we strive for, and just as happy moments pass by, we ourselves and our 
loved ones will pass away one day, too. 

2. The origin of suffering is attachment. 

The origin of suffering is attachment to transient things and the ignorance thereof. Transient 
things do not only include the physical objects that surround us, but also ideas, and -in a greater 
sense- all objects of our perception. Ignorance is the lack of understanding of how our mind is 
attached to impermanent things. The reasons for suffering are desire, passion, ardour, pursuit of 
wealth and prestige, striving for fame and popularity, or in short: craving and clinging. Because 
the objects of our attachment are transient, their loss is inevitable, thus suffering will necessarily 
follow. Objects of attachment also include the idea of a "self" which is a delusion, because there 
is no abiding self. What we call "self" is just an imagined entity, and we are merely a part of the 
ceaseless becoming of the universe. 

3. The cessation of suffering is attainable. 

The cessation of suffering can be attained through nirodha. Nirodha means the unmaking of 
sensual craving and conceptual attachment. The third noble truth expresses the idea that 
suffering can be ended by attaining dispassion. Nirodha extinguishes all forms of clinging and 
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attachment. This means that suffering can be overcome through human activity, simply by 
removing the cause of suffering. Attaining and perfecting dispassion is a process of many levels 
that ultimately results in the state of Nirvana. Nirvana means freedom from all worries, 
troubles, complexes, fabrications and ideas. Nirvana is not comprehensible for those who have 
not attained it. 

4. The path to the cessation of suffering. 

There is a path to the end of suffering - a gradual path of self-improvement, which is described 
more detailed in the Eightfold Path. It is the middle way between the two extremes of excessive 
self-indulgence (hedonism) and excessive self-mortification (asceticism); and it leads to the end 
of the cycle of rebirth. The latter quality discerns it from other paths which are merely 
"wandering on the wheel of becoming", because these do not have a final object. The path to the 
end of suffering can extend over many lifetimes, throughout which every individual rebirth is 
subject to karmic conditioning. Craving, ignorance, delusions, and its effects will disappear 
gradually, as progress is made on the path. 

 

http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfoldpath.html
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The Noble Eightfold Path 

 

 

 

1. Right View 
Wisdom 

2. Right Intention 

3. Right Speech 

Ethical Conduct 4. Right Action 

5. Right Livelihood 

6. Right Effort 

Mental Development 7. Right Mindfulness 

8. Right Concentration 

The Noble Eightfold Path describes the way to the end of suffering, as it was laid out by 
Siddhartha Gautama. It is a practical guideline to ethical and mental development with the goal 
of freeing the individual from attachments and delusions; and it finally leads to understanding 
the truth about all things. Together with the Four Noble Truths it constitutes the gist of 
Buddhism. Great emphasis is put on the practical aspect, because it is only through practice that 
one can attain a higher level of existence and finally reach Nirvana. The eight aspects of the path 
are not to be understood as a sequence of single steps, instead they are highly interdependent 
principles that have to be seen in relationship with each other. 

1. Right View 

http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfoldpath.html#Right_View
http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfoldpath.html#Right_Intention
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http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfoldpath.html#Right_Action
http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/eightfoldpath.html#Right_Livelihood
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Right view is the beginning and the end of the path, it simply means to see and to understand 
things as they really are and to realise the Four Noble Truth. As such, right view is the cognitive 
aspect of wisdom. It means to see things through, to grasp the impermanent and imperfect 
nature of worldly objects and ideas, and to understand the law of karma and karmic 
conditioning. Right view is not necessarily an intellectual capacity, just as wisdom is not just a 
matter of intelligence. Instead, right view is attained, sustained, and enhanced through all 
capacities of mind. It begins with the intuitive insight that all beings are subject to suffering and 
it ends with complete understanding of the true nature of all things. Since our view of the world 
forms our thoughts and our actions, right view yields right thoughts and right actions. 

2. Right Intention 

While right view refers to the cognitive aspect of wisdom, right intention refers to the volitional 
aspect, i.e. the kind of mental energy that controls our actions. Right intention can be described 
best as commitment to ethical and mental self-improvement. Buddha distinguishes three types 
of right intentions: 1. the intention of renunciation, which means resistance to the pull of desire, 
2. the intention of good will, meaning resistance to feelings of anger and aversion, and 3. the 
intention of harmlessness, meaning not to think or act cruelly, violently, or aggressively, and to 
develop compassion. 

3. Right Speech 

Right speech is the first principle of ethical conduct in the eightfold path. Ethical conduct is 
viewed as a guideline to moral discipline, which supports the other principles of the path. This 
aspect is not self-sufficient, however, essential, because mental purification can only be achieved 
through the cultivation of ethical conduct. The importance of speech in the context of Buddhist 
ethics is obvious: words can break or save lives, make enemies or friends, start war or create 
peace. Buddha explained right speech as follows: 1. to abstain from false speech, especially not 
to tell deliberate lies and not to speak deceitfully, 2. to abstain from slanderous speech and not 
to use words maliciously against others, 3. to abstain from harsh words that offend or hurt 
others, and 4. to abstain from idle chatter that lacks purpose or depth. Positively phrased, this 
means to tell the truth, to speak friendly, warm, and gently and to talk only when necessary. 

4. Right Action 

The second ethical principle, right action, involves the body as natural means of expression, as it 
refers to deeds that involve bodily actions. Unwholesome actions lead to unsound states of 
mind, while wholesome actions lead to sound states of mind. Again, the principle is explained in 
terms of abstinence: right action means 1. to abstain from harming sentient beings, especially to 
abstain from taking life (including suicide) and doing harm intentionally or delinquently, 2. to 
abstain from taking what is not given, which includes stealing, robbery, fraud, deceitfulness, and 
dishonesty, and 3. to abstain from sexual misconduct. Positively formulated, right action means 
to act kindly and compassionately, to be honest, to respect the belongings of others, and to keep 
sexual relationships harmless to others. Further details regarding the concrete meaning of right 
action can be found in the Precepts.  

5. Right Livelihood 

Right livelihood means that one should earn one's living in a righteous way and that wealth 
should be gained legally and peacefully. The Buddha mentions four specific activities that harm 

http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/precepts.html
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other beings and that one should avoid for this reason: 1. dealing in weapons, 2. dealing in living 
beings (including raising animals for slaughter as well as slave trade and prostitution), 3. 
working in meat production and butchery, and 4. selling intoxicants and poisons, such as 
alcohol and drugs. Furthermore any other occupation that would violate the principles of right 
speech and right action should be avoided. 

6. Right Effort 

Right effort can be seen as a prerequisite for the other principles of the path. Without effort, 
which is in itself an act of will, nothing can be achieved, whereas misguided effort distracts the 
mind from its task, and confusion will be the consequence. Mental energy is the force behind 
right effort; it can occur in either wholesome or unwholesome states. The same type of energy 
that fuels desire, envy, aggression, and violence can on the other side fuel self-discipline, 
honesty, benevolence, and kindness. Right effort is detailed in four types of endeavours that 
rank in ascending order of perfection: 1. to prevent the arising of unarisen unwholesome states, 
2. to abandon unwholesome states that have already arisen, 3. to arouse wholesome states that 
have not yet arisen, and 4. to maintain and perfect wholesome states already arisen. 

7. Right Mindfulness 

Right mindfulness is the controlled and perfected faculty of cognition. It is the mental ability to 
see things as they are, with clear consciousness. Usually, the cognitive process begins with an 
impression induced by perception, or by a thought, but then it does not stay with the mere 
impression. Instead, we almost always conceptualise sense impressions and thoughts 
immediately. We interpret them and set them in relation to other thoughts and experiences, 
which naturally go beyond the facticity of the original impression. The mind then posits 
concepts, joins concepts into constructs, and weaves those constructs into complex 
interpretative schemes. All this happens only half consciously, and as a result we often see 
things obscured. Right mindfulness is anchored in clear perception and it penetrates 
impressions without getting carried away. Right mindfulness enables us to be aware of the 
process of conceptualisation in a way that we actively observe and control the way our thoughts 
go. Buddha accounted for this as the four foundations of mindfulness: 1. contemplation of the 
body, 2. contemplation of feeling (repulsive, attractive, or neutral), 3. contemplation of the state 
of mind, and 4. contemplation of the phenomena. 

8. Right Concentration 

The eighth principle of the path, right concentration, refers to the development of a mental force 
that occurs in natural consciousness, although at a relatively low level of intensity, namely 
concentration. Concentration in this context is described as one-pointedness of mind, meaning a 
state where all mental faculties are unified and directed onto one particular object. Right 
concentration for the purpose of the eightfold path means wholesome concentration, i.e. 
concentration on wholesome thoughts and actions. The Buddhist method of choice to develop 
right concentration is through the practice of meditation. The meditating mind focuses on a 
selected object. It first directs itself onto it, then sustains concentration, and finally intensifies 
concentration step by step. Through this practice it becomes natural to apply elevated levels 
concentration also in everyday situations. 
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The Precepts 

The precepts are a condensed form of Buddhist ethical practice. They are often compared with 
the ten commandments of Christianity, however, the precepts are different in two respects: 
First, they are to be taken as recommendations, not commandments. This means the individual 
is encouraged to use his/her own intelligence to apply these rules in the best possible way. 
Second, it is the spirit of the precepts -not the text- that counts, hence, the guidelines for ethical 
conduct must be seen in the larger context of the Eightfold Path. 

The first five precepts are mandatory for every Buddhist, although the fifth precept is often not 
observed, because it bans the consumption of alcohol. Precepts no. six to ten are laid out for 
those in preparation for monastic life and for devoted lay people unattached to families. The 
eight precepts put together number eight and nine and omit the tenth. Lay people may observe 
the eight precepts on Buddhist festival days. Ordained Theravada monks undertake no less than 
227 precepts, which are not listed here. 

I undertake to observe the precept to abstain 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. 

(adapted from The Word of the Buddha, Niyamatolika, The Buddhist Publication Society, 1971, p xii) 

The above phrasing of the precepts is very concise and leaves much open to interpretation. One 
might ask, for example, what exactly constitutes false speech, what are untimely meals, what 
constitutes sexual misconduct, or whether a glass of wine causes heedlessness. And, the 
grotesque mime watching of the seventh precept sounds perhaps a bit outdated. The Buddhist 
master Thich Nath Hanh has formulated The Five Mindfulness Trainings, which are an 
adaptation of the first five Buddhist precepts. These are practised by Buddhists of the Lam Te 
Dhyana school. By virtue of their sensible phrasing and their relevance to modern lifestyle, these 
"trainings" provide a valuable foundation of ethics for all of humanity. 
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The Five Mindfulness Trainings 
(according to Thich Nath Hanh, www.plumvillage.org) 

-First Training- 

Aware of the suffering caused by the destruction of life, I am committed to cultivating 
compassion and learning ways to protect the lives of people, animals, plants, and minerals. I am 
determined not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to condone any act of killing in the world, in 
my thinking, and in my way of life. 

-Second Training- 

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, I am 
committed to cultivate loving kindness and learn ways to work for the well-being of people, 
animals, plants, and minerals. I am committed to practice generosity by sharing my time, 
energy, and material resources with those who are in real need. I am determined not to steal and 
not to possess anything that should belong to others. I will respect the property of others, but I 
will prevent others from profiting from human suffering or the suffering of other species on 
Earth. 

-Third Training- 

Aware of the suffering caused by sexual misconduct, I am committed to cultivate responsibility 
and learn ways to protect the safety and integrity of individuals, couples, families, and society. I 
am determined not to engage in sexual relations without love and a long-term commitment. To 
preserve the happiness of myself and others, I am determined to respect my commitments and 
the commitments of others. I will do everything in my power to protect children from sexual 
abuse and to prevent couples and families from being broken by sexual misconduct. 

-Fourth Training- 

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech and the inability to listen to others, I am 
committed to cultivate loving speech and deep listening in order to bring joy and happiness to 
others and relieve others of their suffering. Knowing that words can create happiness or 
suffering, I am committed to learn to speak truthfully, with words that inspire self-confidence, 
joy, and hope. I am determined not to spread news that I do not know to be certain and not to 
criticise or condemn things of which I am not sure. I will refrain from uttering words that can 
cause division or discord, or that can cause the family or the community to break. I will make all 
efforts to reconcile and resolve all conflicts, however small. 

-Fifth Training- 

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I am committed to cultivate good 
health, both physical and mental, for myself, my family, and my society by practising mindful 
eating, drinking, and consuming. I am committed to ingest only items that preserve peace, well-
being, and joy in my body, in my consciousness, and in the collective body and consciousness of 
my family and society. I am determined not to use alcohol or any other intoxicant or to ingest 
foods or other items that contain toxins, such as certain TV programs, magazines, books, films, 
and conversations. I am aware that to damage my body or my consciousness with these poisons 
is to betray my ancestors, my parents, my society, and future generations. I will work to 
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transform violence, fear, anger, and confusion in myself and in society by practising a diet for 
myself and for society. I understand that a proper diet is crucial for self-transformation and for 
the transformation of society. 

Buddhist Symbols  

Since the making of human images of the Buddha was considered sacrilegious for a long time, 
Buddhist visual art has produced an elaborate vocabulary of symbolic and iconic forms of 
expressions. A great variety of Buddhist symbols is found in temples and in Buddhist visual art 
and literature. The following eight figures are among the more common ones. The lotus, the 
wheel, and the stupa can be seen in almost every Buddhist temple. One may understand these 
symbols as visual mantras. Contemplating these figures is an exercise in meditation to establish 
inner contact with the aspect that is represented. 

Lot

us Flower 
Padma - Symbol of Purity. 

Can be of any colour 
except blue.  

  
Dharmach

akra 
The wheel of the law. The eight 
spokes represent the eightfold 

path.  

  
St

upa 
The stupa is a symbolic 
grave monument where 
relics or the ashes of a 
holy monk are kept. It 

also symbolises the 
universe.  

  
Trira

tana 
The three jewels - the 

Buddha, the Dhamma, and 
the Sangha.  

              

Cha

ttra 
A parasol - protection 

against all evil; high rank.  

  
Dhvaja 

Banner - the victory of the 
Buddha's teachings.  

  
D

eer 
The deer -usually in 

pairs- symbolises the 
first sermon of the 

Buddha which was held 
in the deer park of 

Benares.  

  
Naga 

The snake king. Vestige of 
pre-Buddhist fertility rituals 
and protector of the Buddha 

and the Dhamma.  

  

 
Mudras  

Images of the Buddha were produced from the fifth century onwards. The sacred nature of the 
representation is reflected in the artistic goal of creating an aura of equanimity, perfection, and 
holiness. The large number of rules governing the execution of a portrayal or a statue require an 
erudite understanding of Buddhist symbolism. Any Buddha figure made by a skilled artist 
exhibits a multitude of characteristics that communicate subtle meanings and intentions to the 
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viewer. The most important of these characteristics are perhaps the mudras, or hand gestures, of 
the Buddha. These well-defined gestures have a fixed meaning throughout all styles and periods 
of Buddha images. 

Bhumisp

arsa Mudra 
Touching the earth as Gautama 

did, to invoke the earth as 
witness to the truth of his 

words.  

  
Va

rada Mudra 
Fulfilment of all wishes; 
the gesture of charity.  

  
Dh

yana Mudra 
The gesture of absolute 
balance, of meditation. 

The hands are relaxed in 
the lap, and the tips of 
the thumbs and fingers 
touch each other. When 
depicted with a begging 
bowl this is a sign of the 

head of an order.  

  
Abhay

a Mudra 
Gesture of reassurance, 

blessing, and protection. "Do 
not fear."  

  

Dharmac

hakra Mudra 
The gesture of teaching usually 

interpreted as turning the 
Wheel of Law. The hands are 
held level with the heart, the 

thumbs and index fingers form 

circles.  

  
Vit

arka Mudra 
Intellectual argument, 
discussion. The circle 
formed by the thumb 
and index finger is the 

sign of the Wheel of Law.  

  
Tar

jani Mudra 
Threat, warning. The 

extended index finger is 
pointed at the opponent.  

  
Nama

skara Mudra 
Gesture of greeting, prayer, 
and adoration. Buddhas no 
longer make this gesture 

because they do not have to 
show devotion to anything.  

  

Jnana 

Mudra 
Teaching. The hand is held at 
chest level and the thumb and 

index finger again form the 
Wheel of Law.  

  
Ka

rana Mudra 
Gesture with which 

demons are expelled.  

  
Kse

pana Mudra 
Two hands together in the 
gesture of 'sprinkling' the 

nectar of immortality.  

  
Uttara

bodhi Mudra 
Two hands placed together 
above the head with the 

index fingers together and 
the other fingers intertwined. 

The gesture of supreme 
enlightenment.  

 

SOURCE:  http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/ 


