


acquisition of [sense] media of the various beings in this

or that group of beings, that is called birth.

"And what is becoming? These three are becomings: sensu-
al becoming, form becoming, & formless becoming. This is

called becoming.

"And what is clinging/sustenance? These four are clingings:
sensuality clinging, view clinging, precept & practice
clinging, and doctrine of self clinging. This is called cling-

ing.

"And what is craving? These six are classes of craving:
craving for forms, craving for sounds, craving for smells,
craving for tastes, craving for tactile sensations, craving

for ideas. This is called craving.

"And what is feeling? These six are classes of feeling: feel-
ing born from eye-contact, feeling born from ear-contact,
feeling born from nose-contact, feeling born from tongue-
contact, feeling born from body-contact, feeling born

from intellect-contact. This is called feeling.
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"And what is contact? These six are classes of contact: eye-
contact, ear-contact, nose-contact, tongue-contact, body-

contact, intellect-contact. This is called contact.

"And what are the six sense media? These six are sense me-
dia: the eye-medium, the ear-medium, the nose-medium,
the tongue-medium, the body-medium, the intellect-

medium. These are called the six sense media.

"And what is name-&form? Feeling, perception, intention,
contact, & attention: This is called name. The four great
elements, and the form dependent on the four great ele-
ments: This is called form. This name & this form are

called name-&-form.

"And what is consciousness? These six are classes of con-
sciousness: eye-consciousness, ear-consciousness, nose-
consciousness, tongue-consciousness, body-
consciousness, intellect-consciousness. This is called con-

sciousness.

"And what are fabrications? These three are fabrications:
bodily fabrications, verbal fabrications, mental fabrica-

tions. These are called fabrications.



"And what is ignorance? Not knowing stress, not knowing
the origination of stress, not knowing the cessation of
stress, not knowing the way of practice leading to the ces-

sation of stress: This is called ignorance.

"Now from the remainderless fading & cessation of that
very ignorance comes the cessation of fabrications. From
the cessation of fabrications comes the cessation of con-
sciousness. From the cessation of consciousness comes the
cessation of name-&-form. From the cessation of name-&-
form comes the cessation of the six sense media. From the
cessation of the six sense media comes the cessation of
contact. From the cessation of contact comes the cessa-
tion of feeling. From the cessation of feeling comes the
cessation of craving. From the cessation of craving comes
the cessation of clinging/sustenance. From the cessation
of clinging/sustenance comes the cessation of becoming.
From the cessation of becoming comes the cessation of
birth. From the cessation of birth, then aging & death,
sorrow, lamentation, pain, distress, & despair all cease.
Such is the cessation of this entire mass of stress & suffer-
ing."

- SN 12.2 Paticcasamuppada Vibhanga sutta: Analysis of De-

pendent Origination
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From this we see that suffering has causes and conditions and
does not arise spontaneously and independently. Also, inherent
in the cycle of dependent is the possibility of the cessation of suf-
fering. This can be accomplished by interfering with or removing
one or more of the links. However, the process of dependent
origination is complex and dynamic and does not always occur in
a linear progression. The 12 different links in the causal chain
feedback upon and interact with each other. The process usually
happens very rapidly and below the level or our ordinary aware-

ness.

Deep is this dependent co-arising, and deep its appearance.
It's because of not understanding and not penetrating this
Dhamma that this generation is like a tangled skein, a knot-
ted ball of string, like matted rushes and reeds, and does
not go beyond transmigration, beyond the planes of depri-

vation, woe, and bad destinations.
- DN 15.1 Mahanidana Sutta: The Great Causes Discourse
There are many other teachings of the Buddha found in the suttas

that are considered by many to be essential. I refer the reader to

the references for more in depth coverage of the Dharma.
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The Buddha’s Death

At the age of 80, after a rich and productive 40-year teaching ca-
reer, the Buddha passed away. He left the Sarigha to carry on the
practice and teaching of the Dharma. Sutta number 16 of the
Digha Nikaya (the Mahdparinibbana sutta) describes the last year of
the Buddha’s life. Towards the end of his days we get a picture of
an aging Buddha who’s Sanigha has grown large, diverse, and at
times unruly. He has thwarted a plot to take his life and usurp
control of the Sangha by his cousin Devadatta. His two main dis-
ciples, Sariputa and Mahamogollana have both already died. The
two kings (Pasenadi and Bimbasara) who supported him for many
years also had succumbed to treachery and death. The Buddha

describes himself as old and worn out:

Ananda, I am now old, worn out, venerable, one who has
traversed life’s path, I have reached the term of life which
is eighty. Just as an old cart is made to go by being held to-
gether with straps, so the Tathagata’s body is kept going by
being strapped up.

-DN 16 Mahaparinibbana sutta: The Great Passing Discourse

(tr, Walshe)
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Legend has it that the Buddha had knowledge of his impending
death. He spent his last year wandering the region where he had
spread the Dharma for many years. During this time he addressed

his many followers giving his last teachings.

Therefore, Ananda you should live as islands unto your-
selves, being your own refuge with no one else as your ref-
uge, with the Dhamma as an island, with the Dhamma as
your refuge, with no other refuge. How does one do that?

[With the four foundations of mindfulness.]

- DN 16 Mahdparinibbana sutta: The Great Passing Discourse

(tr, Walshe)

When asked about the governance of the Sarigha and a possible
successor, the Buddha replied that the Dharma and discipline
(Vinaya) should guide the Sarigha. He did not want any one per-

son to become the leader of the Sargha.

[From his deathbed]... the Buddha said to Ananda: “... it may
be that you will think: ‘The Teacher’s instruction has
ceased, now we have no teacher!” It should not be seen like
this, Ananda, for what I have taught and explained to you
as Dhamma and Discipline will, at my passing, be your

teacher.
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- DN 16 Mahdparinibbana sutta: The Great Passing Discourse

(tr, Walshe)
The sutta records the Buddha’s cause of death to be accidental
food poisoning. His final words before reaching parinibbana (com-

plete unbinding, final Nibbana) were:

Now, monks, I declare to you: All conditioned things are of

the nature to decay - strive on untiringly.

- DN 16 Mahdparinibbana sutta: The Great Passing Discourse

(tr, Walshe)
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Conclusion

After the Buddha’s death many of his senior disciples met, dis-
cussed his teachings, and agreed upon the content and accuracy
of their recall of his words. The result of this First Council of Ara-
hats was to codify the Dharma and to establish a system of memo-
rizing and orally reciting the teachings. These teachings have
been handed down to us through the ages. Now we are left with a
body of work that is rich, complex, at times confusing, and even
occasionally self-contradictory. From the pages of that work we
get a view of the man who awoke to the truth of suffering and
discovered the path that leads to the end of suffering. Out of his
compassion for the vast amount of pain and distress in the world
he went on to become one of the greatest teachers known to this
world. Today, from studying the suttas and practicing the Dhar-
ma, we can still benefit from the Buddha’s words and discover

our own path to Nibbana:
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Its up to you to make strong effort;

Thatagatas merely tell you how.

Following the path, those absorbed in meditation
Will be freed from Mara’s bonds.

-Dhp 276

This concludes our brief survey of sutta study. My hope is that
this work has been helpful in giving an overview of the Buddha’s
teachings as portrayed in the Pali Canon and that the information
gained from it can be put to use toward the liberation of all be-
ings. Sutta study combined with wise reflection and meditation
practice provides a powerful platform for the transformation of
suffering and awakening to freedom. If this subject has been of
interest for you, there are numerous sources available these days
for additional study-practice. Several works are recommended in
the Reference section. A good starting place for self-study of the
suttas is Bhikkhu Bodhi’s book In the Buddha’s Words or Glenn Wal-
lis’s Basic Teachings of the Buddha. Also, John Bullitt’s essay Be-
friending the Suttas available on the Access to Insight Website is
highly recommended.

We end with one of the most beloved and often recited suttas of

the whole Tipitaka, The Karaniya Metta Sutta (The Sutta on Loving-

kindness). This sutta gives both an ideal practice to emulate and
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an overview of the range of wholesome practices described in the

Dharma:

The Karaniya Metta Sutta

To reach the state of peace

One skilled in the good

Should be

Capable and upright,

Straightforward and easy to speak to,

Gentle and not proud,

Contented and easily supported,

Living lightly and with few duties,

Wise and with senses calmed,

Not arrogant and without greed for supporters,
And should not do the least thing that the wise would criticize.
[One should reflect:]

“May all be happy and secure;

May all beings be happy at heart.

All living beings, whether weak or strong,

Tall, large, medium, or short,

Tiny or big,

Seen or unseen,

Near or distant,

Born or to be born,
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May they all be happy.

Let no one deceive another

Or despise anyone anywhere;

Let no one through anger or aversion

Wish for others to suffer.”

As a mother would risk her own life

To protect her child, her only child,

So toward all beings should one

Cultivate a boundless heart.

With loving-kindness for the whole world should one
Cultivate a boundless heart,

Above, below, and all around

Without obstruction, without hate and without ill-will.
Standing or walking, sitting or lying down,
Whenever one is awake,

May one stay with this recollection.

This is called a sublime abiding, here and now.

One who is virtuous, endowed with vision,

Not taken by views,

And having overcome all greed for sensual pleasure

Will not be reborn again.

Sn 1.8 The Karaniya Metta Sutta (translated by Gil Fronsdal)



Abbreviations

DN - Digha Nikaya
Dhp - Dhammapada
Iti - Itivuttaka

MN - Majjhima Nikaya
Sn - Sutta Nipata

SN - Samyutta Nikaya
AN - Anguttara Nikaya
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Pali Glossary

Agamas - Early Buddhist scriptures existent in Pali, Sanskrit or
other languages.

Arahat - A fully enlightened being, one who has reached Nibbana.
Bhikkhunis - Buddhist nuns.

Bhikkhus - Buddhist monks.

Boddhisatta - (Bodhisattva in Sanskrit) The name the Buddha called
himself before his enlightenment. According to legend a Bod-
dhisatta intentionally delays his enlightenment to cultivate the
skills necessary to become a Buddha.

Brahmin - The highest class of the ancient Indian social class sys-
tem, responsible for the performance of religious rituals.

Brahma - Brahmin or Buddhist deity.

Dana - giving, generosity. The preliminary step of practice.
Dharma - (Dhamma in Pali) the teachings of the Buddha.

Dukkha - Suffering, stress, unsatisfactoriness.

Kamma - (karma in Sanskrit) Intention, volitional action. Skillful
intention leads to happiness, unskillful intention leads to suffer-
ing.

Mara - An anthropomorphic representation of the defilements of

the mind.
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Nibbana - (nirvana in Sanskrit) Enlightenment, awakening. the
deathless, unbinding, cessation of suffering and the round of re-
births; The extinguishment of greed, hatred, and delusion.
Paficupadanakkhandha - the five aggregates of clinging: form, feel-
ing, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. The Bud-
dhist mental-physical classification of the human being.

Paticca samuppada - dependent origination. A central teaching of
the Dharma dealing with the conditional relationship of experi-
ence that leads to suffering.

Samana - A wandering renunciant in search of spiritual truth.
Samsara - The cycle of suffering and rebirths.

Sanigha - Community of Buddhist practitioners, originally meant
the ordained monastic community or community of enlightened
ones.

Sila - ethical conduct, an essential aspect of the Dharma and the
foundational practice of Buddhism.

Tathdgata - the name the Buddha called himself, meaning “The
thus gone one” or “The thus come one.” Awakened one.
Tilakkhana - The three marks or characteristics of existence: anic-
ca (impermanence), dukkha (suffering), and anatta (not-self).
Tipitaka — The “Three Baskets” of teachings: the Vinaya-pitaka, the
Sutta-pitaka, and the Abhidhamma-pitaka; the Pali Canon.

Theravada - The only remaining early Buddhist school, the South-
ern School of Buddhism still in existence in Sri Lanka and South-

east Asia which considers the Tipitaka as its canon.
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