
 The Buddha’s teachings, otherwise known as the Dharma, extensive as it is, can 

be broken into 3 major seals – or marks of the Buddha.  If what you have learnt about 

Buddhism thus far did not emphasize these 3 Dharma seals, then what you have learnt is 

not Buddhism.  It may have been some other facet of the Buddha’s 49 years of teachings, 

but if it is not tempered and balanced by the 3 Dharma seals of Suffering, Impermanence 

and No-Self, then it’s a little bit like teaching someone Calculus without supplying any 

explanation as to why.  It becomes an activity for the mind to master, how much 

information about Buddhism can one memorize - a means in and of itself, rather then a 

practice of liberation from the tyranny of the mind – a means to an end.  In one situation 

the practitioner simply sights authority, in the other situation the practitioner becomes the 

authority having walked in the footsteps of the Buddha.  And what did the Buddha do 

that was so important? 

 The Buddha was a keen observer of reality. He was a scientist in the lab of life. 

He didn’t just take things for granted, he wanted to know why things were the way they 

were no different then a scientist by today’s standards.  But unlike a scientist by today’s 

standards, the Buddha took on a subject a tad bit more broad and daunting then a 

contemporary scientist and not only that, he seemed to have an intuitive sense that the 

observer of reality is not somehow outside and separate from reality itself.  He seemed to 

know that any experiment of reality must necessarily contain the effect of the observer.  

That wouldn’t be until the advent of Quantum Mechanics in the mid-20th Century that 

modern-day scientists would even begin to scratch the surface of what the Buddha had 

known for over 2500 years. 



 The object of observation under the Buddha’s microscope was no less then 

Reality and Truth itself and two of the most obvious observations that the Buddha made 

about Reality and Truth was that all life is Suffering – Dukkha – and that everything is 

Impermanent.  Make no mistake about it, these are no common place observations.  At 

first glance they seem as obvious and mundane a realization as 2 + 2 = 4 (once we 

unpack what the Buddha meant by suffering that is).  But these two observations, 

especially the one about suffering, supply the very drive and reason to be for all of the 

Buddha’s inquiries.  It is around these two observations that the framework of Buddhism 

revolves. 

 The Buddha was nothing if not pragmatic.  He noticed that all of life was 

suffering (Dukkha) and he wanted to find an end to it.  Here it is important to know what 

the Buddha meant by suffering.  If one didn’t know any better, hearing a statement such 

as “All life is Suffering” might make someone get as far away from that person as 

humanly possible – fraught with apparent negativity it sounds.  However, no further from 

the truth could such an opinion be.  Just look at any Buddhist practitioner.  How many do 

you know to be negative nannies? And yet, each one of them holds that statement to be 

true as far as any verbal statement spoken of in human language actually can be.  All life 

is suffering.  What does that mean? 

 To be sure, the Buddha was not talking about physical pain.  Physical pain is 

inevitable, even for the Buddha.  He found that out the hard way when he tried to starve 

himself in the forest while he was meditating, so it wasn’t the physical sensation of pain 

that the Buddha wanted to alleviate the human population from experiencing.  It was 

something a little more cerebral.  Something that he noticed only in human beings, which 



he felt must be caused by the same thing that makes us different from other animals 

insofar as we can communicate complex ideas and build up great civilizations.  It was 

that big brain that was causing us this mental state that the Buddha calls Dukkha or 

suffering and goes on to characterize all of human existence by.   

So it’s a mental state caused by movement of the mind and if we want to better 

get into the head of the Buddha, we could think about it in terms of a spectrum.  Suffering 

is everything from the terrible mental anguish experienced from losing a loved-one to the 

hardly noticeable, yet ever-present “Unsatisfactory-ness” that all of us feel about our 

lives.  That little voice that wishes things were somehow a little different: wishes we were 

more like someone else and less like ourselves; wishes we could be a little older when we 

are young and a little younger when we are old; wishes we could have just a little more 

something, add a little more something to this moment and is never completely satisfied 

with what Is, which is always the present moment.  It’s that spectrum of discontent 

with the present moment caused by movement of the mind that the Buddha calls 

Dukkha or suffering.   

Think of even those moments of euphoria, like the first time you fell in love or the 

first time you were high on life, be it drug-induced or otherwise and if you are totally 

honest with yourself, you will admit that deep down in the back of your mind there was 

the wish that you wanted this moment to last forever – discontent with the reality that you 

knew it was only temporary.  And like the good law of gravity - everything that goes up, 

must come down – and you’ll probably eagerly admit that each one of our experiments 

with altered states of consciousness causing bliss ended in a come-down of equal 

proportions.  The end of first love or the hangover the day after of not only physical pain, 



but the mental anguish of what happened the night before.  Also true to the gravity 

analogy, which is not everything that goes down must necessarily go back up, and you’ll 

begin to understand why the Buddha said all of life was suffering.  Even the moments of 

bliss are just transitional periods between normal states of discontent. 

To touch more directly on the Buddha’s actual teachings, we will discuss the 8 

kinds of suffering that he classifies and I’ll give you personal examples so you can better 

be able to see how they lead or have led to suffering in your own life.  While discussing 

the 8 kinds of suffering, notice how time and our desire to control reality factor into the 

equation. 

The first 4 sufferings are kind of self-explanatory, except for the first one, because 

they all deal with liminal situations in our lives and the reflection upon what was and 

what now Is.  The first 4 sufferings are: birth, old age, illness and death.  We’ll just 

ignore for now how birth can be a form of mental suffering because it’s not intuitively 

obvious. Without citing Buddhist cosmology, which would have to be taken as an article 

of faith rather then personal experience at this stage, it is impossible to explain how birth 

is a form of mental suffering.  How could a baby who has not yet formulated any mental 

perceptions of the world around him or her experience suffering?  Exactly.  We’ll just 

leave it at that.  If you have any questions regarding that, I’m sure Harriet would be more 

then happy to try to explain after class, but I will leave you with one thought:  have you 

ever seen a baby come into this world with a smile on his or her face laughing?  

In regards to the next 3: old age, illness and death, it is a little more obvious how 

suffering comes into play.  In each one of those liminal moments there is a little me that 

wishes things could be the way they were before.  Notice how our concept of time and 



our desire to control reality come into play here?  We get old and displeased with what 

happens to our bodies and minds because we used to be able to do that thing that we are 

no longer able to do.  We are not able to accept the reality of change.  Or we become ill 

and wish that we never had to deal with this hardship; wish we could just go back to the 

way things were before.  Ram Dass, a hippie era spiritual teacher from the U.S., says that 

“Healing is not about going back to the way things were before, but allowing what Is to 

bring us closer to God.”  A truer statement could not be said.  Think of anytime that 

something life changing happened to you, and you’ll probably realize that the majority of 

the suffering was caused by not accepting the reality that the change happened and that 

you have no choice but to move on.  And then of course the inevitable end to every finite 

being, which is every being, comes.  Death begins to knock on our door and we react as if 

we never knew it would one day be our turn.  Each one of us has at one point thought we 

were invincible or still lives at least in a semi-delusional state of not fully accepting that 

most certain of all realities.  I just recently witnessed the passing of my father and I can 

tell you from experience that not accepting that reality before the days when it becomes a 

certainty can cause a whole lot of unnecessary suffering, but then again, you can’t force 

yourself to be able to accept something as absolute as death.  That only happens 

depending on your life circumstances and experiences, because you need a whole lot of 

faith in something more then just your self to be able to accept death and that can only 

come through divine grace.   

The next 4 sufferings are also very tangible and easily relate-able to everyone in 

the room.  They are: desiring something and not getting it, separation from a loved one 

either in death or other circumstance, being around someone we would rather not be 



around (someone we have a negative reaction to) and getting too much of what we want 

and not enough of what we need, which leads to the multiplication of desires.  Once 

again, pay attention to how our desire to control reality is often times the culprit 

responsible for our suffering. 

Who here doesn’t know the feeling of desiring a particular outcome so much that 

when you don’t receive it, it is felt all over the body as intense suffering, frustration, 

sorrow or anger.  I’m thinking here from my own experience in the dating game during 

the courtship period when all is going well and then suddenly it isn’t and you don’t know 

why.  Someone else has entered the picture or she just stops reciprocating all together.  I 

don’t know about anyone else, but that has been overwhelmingly the most noticeably 

cyclical theme that has played itself out so many countless times before in my life to the 

point where there was no longer any doubt – I was responsible for this happening.  I was 

the direct cause of it happening and it had to do with the fact that I desired a particular 

outcome so bad rather then just allowing whatever was, to be.  Good thing I had a thick 

skin and usually dropped it after a week or two of thinking poorly of said person, forgave 

everyone involved and just went on being my same happy-go-lucky self, but I was 

always acutely aware of the repetitive nature of this event and would experiment each 

time with something new.  No, I have not figured out a special Jedi mind trick to win this 

game.  There isn’t one.  All you can do is surrender and be patient.  When the time is 

right someone will come along and you will know what to do.  You won’t have to try and 

control anything at all. 

Of course, then there is the suffering that fifty percent of Hollywood movies is 

based on; separation from a loved one either in death or other circumstance.  Everyone 



knows this pain if not in the absolute form of death then at least in the form of the end of 

first love, which can be just as painful as any event in one’s life can be.  The suffering 

experienced from the dissolution of love can feel as if a part of you is dying, and 

honestly, that is actually the truth.  An idea of who you were passed away because so 

much of your identity was invested in the other person agreeing to behave in a certain 

way.  Who you are as a person feels diminished because you had just created an identity 

for yourself out of a bunch of static concepts like, “I am a boyfriend” or “I am in love” 

and then when reality, which isn’t static, proved you wrong about yourself, it felt as if a 

part of you had died.  If truth be told, you are not any of the static ideas you have told 

yourself to be.  You are much more fluid, mysterious and infinite.  You are an empty 

vessel floating down the stream of life. 

And then there is being around someone you’d rather not be around; someone 

whom you have a negative reaction to.  Do I even need to explain this kind of suffering?  

Who here doesn’t have a brother or sister-in-law whom you can’t stand to be around?  I 

have 2 of them and I’ll tell you, the thought of having to see them used to drive me 

absolutely nuts.  I would avoid encounters with them at all costs and when I couldn’t 

avoid it, I’d go into the situation with a negative attitude and almost inevitably cause a 

fight.  Why would this always happen? Because I wanted them to be a different way.  I 

would rather they be different, wishing that all of life could just conform to my 

preferences and then we’d all live happily ever after.   Why is it that we all wish others to 

conform to our desires, assuming that they are the ones who are wrong, rather then 

admitting that we aren’t perfect either?  I guarantee, if you’re wishing and wanting 

someone else to change, that they are doing the exact same thing to you.  However, if you 



become the change that simply accepts everyone and everything as he or she is, then you 

may not witness the change in attitude overnight, but I guarantee that in time your former 

opponent will notice your change in attitude and will also begin to accept you. Our 

problem is that no one wants to be disliked so when we sense we are, we retaliate with 

hostility and aggression.  Few of us actually know the freedom of really not caring what 

others think about us.  Some say they don’t and then their actions speak differently, but 

true freedom comes from not having a self at all to protect.  However, that is a topic that 

Lotus will go into with more detail next week. 

 Finally, getting too much of a good thing.  One might think, “How could getting 

too much of what we want lead to suffering?  Wouldn’t that just make us happier?”  That 

couldn’t be further from the truth.  Getting too much of what we want makes us buy 

harder into the illusion that we are in control, which will come back around to haunt 

every man or woman on the planet at some point in time.  No one is impervious to the 

reality that we are not in control at all.  If we were in control, how come we couldn’t just 

stop at getting that one thing that made us happy?  How come once we got it, it was no 

longer enough and we had to go out and get the next thing, even bigger next time to 

satisfy that ever-growing, insatiable hunger of wanting more?  With each new thing that 

we get, the desire for something bigger and better next time replaces the old desire and 

the time in between where we are actually satisfied becomes smaller and smaller.  It’s 

called addiction.  Ask any alcohol or drug addict that has gone through the 12 Step 

program and the first thing they will tell you Step 1: That they had become powerless 

over their addiction and that their lives had become unmanageable.  They finally admit 

that they are not in control!  An amazingly powerful revelation for anyone who has ever 



found refuge in the program!  It gives them hope that if they aren’t in control, maybe a 

higher power is.  For many people, it’s the first time they ever have any actual experience 

with something greater then themselves.  The only problem is that they don’t necessarily 

make the connection to all aspects of their lives and they continue to live in the illusion 

that they are in control in all other areas, which only does the same thing in causing them 

suffering, however to a lesser degree.  It stays subtle enough that nothing is done about it.  

That’s the catch 22.  It seems that in order to break free from the illusion, one has to 

actually fall extremely hard for it.  One has to experience severe birth pains before 

something new is born into existence.   

Which leads me to the second Dharma Seal of Impermanence.  The Buddha said 

long ago that all life is suffering and then shortly after that everything in life is 

impermanent.  Everything comes into existence and everything eventually goes out of 

existence.  There is no escaping that reality.  Even the sun will someday die and then all 

life on the planet will cease to exist as we know it.  Reality is in a constant state of flux or 

change.  Nothing in life is static and yet, as I mentioned before, all of us mistakenly 

believe certain concepts about ourselves to be static – impervious to change.  “I am just a 

kid, I don’t have to worry about money” and then one day you aren’t anymore and have 

no idea how to manage your finances.  “I am a woman because I can reproduce” and then 

one day menopause comes and you don’t know how to define yourself.  “I am a mother 

or father,” but then one day the chickens all fly the coupe and the house feels awfully 

empty.  “I am an engineer/social worker/immigration consultant/input whatever 

profession here” and then one day you have to retire or worse yet, the economy collapses 

and you are without work and suddenly you don’t know what you are.  “I am an 



environmentalist,” but I eat factory-farmed meat and drive an SUV.  “I am a free-spirited, 

long-haired hippie kind of like Jesus” and then one day you wake up in a psychiatric 

hospital and wonder why they won’t let you out for a walk by yourself and when you do 

finally get discharged, the things that once made you happy and free-spirited, you can 

barely get out of bed to do.   

I guarantee you that anything you can think of yourself to be at this moment, will 

someday change and you’ll no longer have that identity to fall back on.  Every identity 

you have will someday be shed, if not now then at the moment of your death when you 

realize that you were none of the things you once took yourself to be.  And everything 

that defines you in the positive necessarily divides you in the negative.  I am a socialist is 

more often defined by what you are not – a conservative – then it ever is in the positive, 

which simply divides rather then unites.  A self-proclaimed conservative and a self-

proclaimed socialist will always have more in common by virtue of their humanity then 

they ever will in contrast, and whatever they have in contrast is merely a surface 

reflection – it isn’t real – but they will not see their commonalities and will only focus on 

their apparent differences because that is what labels do.  Any time we give reality a 

static label, we define it into a box and refuse to allow it to change.  Not only do we 

refuse to allow others to change when we give them labels, but we refuse to allow 

ourselves to change with the flow of life because we hold fast to the labels we have given 

ourselves to be. 

So anytime we hold onto a static concept of ourselves to give us meaning and 

identity we are not being true to the reality of what we really are, which is always a 

complete mystery, fluid and ever-changing.  We are an expression of Life called on to act 



accordingly in every present moment, no matter what that present moment Is.  Resistance 

to the present moment is what causes us suffering and resistance to the present moment is 

the product of believing ourselves to have a static identity with various “likes” and 

“dislikes” – concepts that force us to resist certain situations, try to control others and just 

in general force us to buy into the illusion that we are separate.  Without an identity, who 

are you? 


