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Lesson 4:  The three marks of existence – Suffering 

 

Why does Buddhism stress so much the importance of recognizing and understanding 

suffering in one’s life?   Because if you can’t recognized that you are standing in the 

mud, you won’t bother to get out of it, you’ll be deluded that the wet, smelly, muddy 

reality that you are stuck in is all there is.   

 

Suffering – Definition: “the bearing of pain.” 

 

Dukkha – is wrongly translated as suffering, but more accurately translated as a state of 

constant “unsatisfactory”. 

 

The Buddha defines this constant unsatisfactory in 8 categories: 

 

Physical sufferings: 

 

1. Birth 

2. Old age 

3. Illness 

4. Death / bereavement 

 

Mental sufferings: 

 

5. Wanting something and not getting it / unfulfilled expectations 

6. Loving someone or something or moment of happiness fail to last and being apart 

from it. 

7. Meeting someone you dislike 

8. Clinging to five aggregates – form, sensation/feeling, perceptions, mental 

formations, personal consciousness being deluded that this form who you are. 

 

In all eight categories, suffering is said to not be that of physical pain but more 

importantly, mental pain.   

 

Matter a fact, suffering is said to be from the state of constant desires, which all human 

inherently live in without even knowing it. 

 

Different schools of Buddhism see suffering differently.   In Hinayana Buddhism, 

suffering is seen as being very real.   In Mahayana Buddhism, suffering is seen as not 

real, but an illusion of the mind.    Zen Buddhism see suffering as being both.   When you 

are asleep, suffering is real, when you are awake, suffering is an illusion. 

 

 The Buddha fundamentally said “Desires is suffering.” 

 

Human are in a constant state of desiring.   Normal human consciousness is consisted of 

mental conditionings which cover over our eyes and clouds reality.    We see the world 

through mental filters of the mind, through mental perceptions which distort reality and is 
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the reason for all of our sufferings.  There is a dimension of existence, beyond the mental 

filters of the mind, which is the ultimate goal of the Buddha’s teachings, which get rid of 

ignorance caused my mental conditionings, and liberate one from the sufferings which 

the Buddha talks about. 

 

Suffering, whether in an acute state of mental anxiety, depression, or normal everyday 

anxieties, stress and physical discomfort, is a reality of human existence when the 

Buddha is alive and ever so today. 

 

Zen is about focusing on the most important tenet of the Buddha’s teaching:   The 

uprooting of the cause of suffering which is fundamentally ignorance of the mind. 

 

It isn’t enough to know of the teachings of Buddhism, it is only a mere start.   To really 

know the Buddha’s teaching is to live it, and practice it. 

 

Not everyone is cut out to practice Zen, only those who are really tired of their own 

suffering or the sufferings of others wishing to realize the end of suffering. 

 

Without accepting and realizing that one is suffering, we will not embark on a practice to 

be free of it.   Just like an alcoholic who can’t accept that he’s a drunk and has a problem, 

so does a person who embarks on a spiritual practice of Zen or Buddhism.   You can’t be 

a Buddhist, or even practice Buddhism without accepting the reality that everyone 

including yourself experience suffering. 

 

Would the one who doesn’t suffer now leave the room?  You don’t need to learn anything 

here. 

 

How does the practice of Zen relieve one from the state of constant suffering?  By ending 

the ignorance, the wrong perceptions of our minds to wake up and recognize our true self, 

the Buddha Nature in all of us which is birthless and deathless. 

 

That recognition is the most important step in the cessation of all suffering:  like waking 

up from a dream, realizing that all that we know of the dream world is unreal including 

the suffering which is a constant normal state of that dream world. 

 

But before we wake up and realize that this dream world is not real, we must accept that 

this dream is not a happy one, but that of a nightmare.    Nobody wants to stay asleep in 

the nightmare, but if we deluded ourselves that this dream is pleasant, we will stay asleep.   

 

To recognize that the dream is a dream is the first real step for a person to escape the 

illusion of human existence, only with this recognition of the truth, that one’s resolve 

become total and unwavering in ending the dream state of suffering that humanity is 

plagued with.   

 

A story from the Lotus Sutra demonstrate this reality of suffering that we live in:    
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There was a young man, who came from a wealthy family.   But when he became of age, 

his father passed away, soon, all his wealth was lost because he didn’t know how to 

maintain it.    He eventually became a beggar; his only possession left was the shirt that 

his father lovingly gave him before he died.    Little did he know that his father knew that 

he would not be able to maintain the family’s wealth, he sew into the young man’s shirt a 

priceless diamond which its value in riches will never be exhausted, unbeknown to the 

young man that he possessed in his shirt the priceless diamond, he spent years traveling 

and begging on the street to get by, suffering and living a poor existence.    One day, a 

close friend of his father saw him, this person pointed out to him that his father had sew 

the diamond into his shirt.    When the young man knew of this, he cut open his shirt 

sleeve and found the diamond.   From that day on, he did not beg anymore. 

 

The practice of Zen is nothing more than serving as the close friend of this young man’s 

father in pointing out the priceless diamond he always had.   It is a practice in which one 

person who knew how to find their priceless diamond, points out to the other where to 

find it.  Without the direct knowledge that each and everyone of us possesses a priceless 

diamond inside, we are nothing more than beggars who begs from scraps of happiness 

from our illusory existence not knowing the unlimited source of joy and peace we all 

already have inside. 

 

Before we embark on finding that source of unending peace and joy inside, we must 

accept that we have lost it, we don’t know where it is and our existence are full of 

sufferings with few fleeting scraps of shallow happiness which doesn’t last.  The little 

satisfactions we get in life are nothing more than scraps of food that doesn’t fully fill our 

stomach, leaving us hungry, empty and yearning for wholeness. 

 

The practice of meditation is nothing more than an act of dusting off our dirty shirts, 

observing inside this dirty shirt that we wear, looking and trying to find that diamond 

which our father’s had sew into this shirt. 

 

It’s time for us to wake up and look inside ourselves, look at our own life, practice to end 

our own suffering by finding the gem we all have. 

 


