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Buddha


c. 563 – 483 BCE


 


Buddha was an Indian spiritual teacher and philosopher, widely recognized as the founder of Buddhism and one of the most influential figures in world history. Born as Siddhartha Gautama in Lumbini, in present-day Nepal, Buddha is known for his teachings that explore themes such as suffering, impermanence, and the path to enlightenment. Although his teachings were orally transmitted for centuries before being written down, they laid the foundation for one of the major religious and philosophical traditions of the world.


 


Early Life and Education


 


Siddhartha Gautama was born into a royal family of the Shakya clan. According to tradition, his father, King Suddhodana, sheltered him from the harsh realities of life to prepare him for kingship. However, at the age of 29, Siddhartha encountered the Four Sights – an old man, a sick man, a corpse, and an ascetic – which confronted him with the truths of aging, illness, death, and spiritual renunciation. Deeply disturbed, he renounced his princely life and left the palace to seek a solution to human suffering. For years, he practiced severe asceticism and studied under various teachers, but eventually realized that extreme self-denial did not lead to liberation.


 


Career and Contributions


 


At the age of 35, while meditating under the Bodhi tree in Bodh Gaya, Siddhartha attained enlightenment and became the Buddha, meaning “the awakened one.” He spent the rest of his life teaching the Dharma – the truths he discovered about the nature of existence and suffering – to people from all walks of life across northern India.


Central to his teachings are the Four Noble Truths: the truth of suffering (dukkha), its origin (craving and ignorance), its cessation (nirvana), and the path leading to its cessation, known as the Noble Eightfold Path. This path encompasses ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom, aiming for the complete cessation of suffering and the cycle of rebirth (samsara).


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Buddha’s teachings were revolutionary for their time, rejecting rigid caste distinctions and ritual sacrifices. Instead, he emphasized ethical living, mental cultivation, and wisdom as the means to liberation. His approach to spirituality was practical, empirical, and focused on personal experience rather than dogma.


Buddhism spread across Asia after his death, evolving into diverse schools such as Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana, each interpreting his teachings in different philosophical and cultural contexts. His ideas influenced not only religious life but also philosophy, art, psychology, and modern mindfulness practices.


Buddha created a profound philosophical and ethical framework that explores the nature of existence, consciousness, and suffering. His emphasis on compassion, non-violence, and self-awareness continues to resonate in contemporary discourses on ethics, psychology, and spirituality.


Buddha died at the age of 80 in Kushinagar, India, attaining Parinirvana – final liberation from the cycle of rebirth. Although he left no written works himself, his teachings were compiled by his disciples into texts such as the Pali Canon, which remain central to Buddhist practice and philosophy today.


Today, Buddha is revered not just as a religious figure but as a profound philosopher and teacher whose insights into suffering, mindfulness, and human psychology continue to guide millions. His legacy transcends cultural and religious boundaries, offering a universal message of wisdom, compassion, and liberation from suffering, which remains deeply relevant in the modern world.


 


About the work


 


Dhammapada: The Way of Truth is a profound exploration of ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom within the framework of Buddhist teachings. Traditionally attributed to the words of the Buddha, the Dhammapada presents concise verses that encapsulate core principles such as the cultivation of mindfulness, the abandonment of harmful desires, and the pursuit of inner peace and enlightenment. Through its clear and poetic aphorisms, it guides individuals toward understanding the nature of suffering and the path to liberation.


Since its compilation, Dhammapada has been celebrated for its universal moral insights and accessible yet profound spiritual guidance. Its exploration of timeless themes such as impermanence, compassion, and self-mastery has ensured its place as a cornerstone of Buddhist literature. The concise teachings and their practical wisdom continue to resonate with readers across cultures, offering enduring insights into human conduct and the quest for truth.


The text’s enduring relevance lies in its ability to illuminate the complexities of the human mind and the ethical dilemmas faced in everyday life. By examining the intersections of desire, action, and consequence, Dhammapada invites readers to reflect on the deeper meaning of their choices and the path toward true freedom and inner peace.





INTRODUCTION


I have meditated on the Dhammapada many times over the past twenty years. It informs my heart and stills my spirit. It confirms what is flourishing in my life and teaches me how I can be even more joyful, peaceful, and free. It also challenges me to recognize what undermines my happiness and keeps me bound. I simply love the Dhammapada, and I am not alone. It is by far the most popular and well-known canonical text in both the Theravada and Mahayana traditions. There are standard versions in Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese, Prakrit, and even a modern Tibetan version. Even though there are significant differences between the many schools of Buddhism, happily there is little variance among these versions of the Dhammapada. For this reason, the Dhammapada represents a compilation of wisdom valid to all Buddhist schools. It works as such because it expresses the Buddhist foundations that unite the widely varied schools of Buddhism, including the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, the qualities and behaviors of those who are particularly advanced, maxims on morality, skillful relationships, the laws of kamma (Skt: karma) and so on. In many ways, it works like a canon within the Canon, summarizing the basic tenets of Buddhism.


In Theravada Buddhism, it is standard for monastics to memorize the Dhammapada in its entirety as part of their training, and many continue to chant parts of it on a daily basis. In Sri Lanka, a decidedly Theravada country, some hotels provide their guests a copy of the Dhamma-pada, just as many hotels in the West provide a Gideon’s Bible.


According to the tradition, the Buddha himself articulated the vast majority of the Dhammapada’s verses, a given verse providing a teaching perfectly suited for a particular situation. The great fifth-century scholar Bud-dhaghosa provided a commentary in which he recounts these episodes. Whether or not all of his accounts are historical, they are solidly encased in the tradition, and they have long shaped the way in which Buddhists interpret the Dhammapada.


Dhammapada is an excellent and truly apt title for the collection of verses contained therein. It is derived from two words: dhamma and pada. Dhamma (Skt: Dharma) can mean so many things, such as “phenomenon,” “law,” “teaching,” and “truth.” As should be clear from the title of this book, I prefer “truth.” Pada typically means “foot,” and by extension can mean a “footstep” or “way” (it can even mean “word” or “verse”). To my mind, “The Way of Truth” is a particularly illuminating translation of “Dhammapada.” The Dhamma is the truth of the universe for Buddhists, and each aphorism provides imaginative fodder for meditation as one advances along the way.


The Dhammapada has remained popular throughout the last two millennia in part because many of its verses give readers profound aesthetic and religious experiences. While some verses are a bit dry or awkward, many are deeply poetic, particularly in the original Pali. Throughout the Dhammapada, rich metaphors, vivid images, interesting wordplays, ballad-like repetitions, and resonant combinations of sounds all consort to open one’s heart. In ancient Indian literature, this evocative style is known as kavya, which intends to draw us emotionally into the reality being described. We get an emotional distaste for unwise thinking or acting, and feel refreshed and inspired by spiritually skillful ways of being. We are invited to imagine ourselves as lotus flowers in the mud, islands withstanding a torrent, and noble elephants in battle. While we are still on the path, we get a sense and foretaste of what liberation feels like, and thus are inspired to advance toward it. We also get a deepening sense of the bitterness to which unskillful actions lead. We even imaginatively enter into an alarming encounter with Yama, the Lord of Death, an experience that the Dhammapada’s powerful language makes particularly valid.


If we were to isolate and analyze each verse in the Dhammapada by itself, we would miss a great deal, for each verse draws much meaning from a larger context. We would also run into problems if we tried to reduce the Dhammapada to a clear, consistent, cohesive set of propositional claims. Such a project would leave us confused and prevent us from fully experiencing the Dham-mapada’s transformative power. The Dhammapada is a layered set of aphorisms that address the whole array of Buddhist concerns.


There are different levels at which one can read the Dhammapada, just as there are levels of skillful practice. On a basic level the Dhammapada encourages embracing the essence of common spiritual wisdom. All authentic paths recognize, for instance, that nursing resentments or perpetuating violence is morally disastrous. One could also read the Dhammapada at another level by paying particular attention to the dynamics of kamma. This theme is introduced in the first chapter and addressed throughout the whole of the text. The Buddha regularly warned against unskillful actions that bring about bad results and recommended those that ensure good results. Seeing this dynamic clearly is a fundamental tenet to Buddhism.


One can read the Dhammapada at still another level: liberation from samsara. Samsara represents wandering from one lifetime to another. Various verses encourage letting go of any narrow kammic interests for the ultimate boon of Nibbana (Skt: Nirvana). In these verses, the Buddha challenges the idea that we should aim to generate merit for the purpose of securing a better rebirth. In his view, such an aim can distract us from the ultimate good, which is liberation from all rebirth.


How do these three layers—basic spiritual wisdom, kammic dynamics, and an emphasis on Nibbana alone— align with one another? Some address this question along the line of expedient means. They argue that the Buddha used different teachings to motivate different psyches, always skillfully adjusting his instruction to the student’s level of spiritual maturity. For the less spiritually mature, the very idea of Nibbana simply wouldn’t register. Thus, he highlighted lesser benefits to cajole them along the way. To those less advanced, he drew attention to the kammic fruits of various actions. Anyone would rather have a happy rebirth than a miserable one. In addition, in addressing more advanced students, he often encouraged the exclusive pursuit of Nibbana. The point here is that the very drive for a blissful rebirth is symptomatic of a craving mind and actually strengthens the bonds of samsara.


Both motivational strategies, encouraging actions that generate good kamma and recommending a sharp focus on Nibbana, are completely valid in a Buddhist framework. Moreover, they actually complement and support one another. Morally skillful actions that create good results are precisely those that lead to greater clarity about oneself and the path. While they create the conditions for an excellent rebirth, they also facilitate spiritual maturity and increase one’s desire for Nibbana. What’s more, in speaking of Nibbana, the Buddha regularly encouraged his listeners by highlighting the same sorts of benefits that he used to commend lesser goals. Nibbana is pleasurable, joyful, free from pain; it is the greatest happiness. Thus, the Buddhist path of truth, from start to finish, draws one from self-defeating suffering to various levels of joy, peace, ease, and happiness, all of which point to and anticipate Nibbana. Nibbana is implicitly present throughout the religious imagination of Buddhism. Buddhist benefits, from the tranquility of meditation to the possibility of living in a heavenly state, are not a random assortment of joys. Rather, they form a natural structure, a structure oriented toward the goal of attaining Nibbana, the perfection of all the goods we experience along the path.


At this point, I should highlight an important consideration: readers should bear in mind throughout this commentary that the path depicted here is aligned to Theravada Buddhism. It is true that the Dhammapada contains wisdom valid in all forms of Buddhism, and indeed my commentary intends to provide the reader with a progressive understanding of basic Buddhism broadly shared by the various schools. It is also true, however, that there are major differences between the schools. For example, in the Theravada tradition, samsara is one expression of existence and Nibbana is wholly another one. One seeks to escape samsara and attain Nibbana. In contrast, in the Zen school of Mahayana Buddhism, we find such claims as “samsara and Nibbana are one!” Another notable difference is how the universe is imagined. The Theravada school understands the universe rather impersonally. Surely, it is filled with many unseen beings, yet these beings rarely come into play. The focus is on the impersonal laws of Dhamma and how to negotiate them skillfully. Many Mahayana schools, however, understand the universe as virtually theistic, with bodhisattvas who advocate and care for humans. For instance, Pure Land Buddhism focuses much of its energy on devotion to and reliance on the grace of Amitabha Buddha. Like all religions, the Buddhist religious family knows both small and large differences, even points of contention. The Dhammapada and my commentary is decidedly Theravadin. It is for this reason that I have decided to retain technical terms in Pali, the canonical language of the Theravada school, even if their common English vernacular is based off of Sanskrit. Thus, you will see dhamma instead of dharma, kamma instead of karma, sutta instead of sutra, and so on. To readers who are unfamiliar with these standard Pali terms, these may take a little getting used to. I think it’s worth it, however, as it allows consistency in presentation and most fully reflects the Theravada tradition.


Before we delve into the Dhammapada, I’ll make a few comments concerning my translation. I have tried to provide a translation that follows the principle of the middle-way, that is, a balance of values. First, this translation seeks to honor the otherness of the Dhammapada. It is an ancient text from a South Asian culture, and it should feel that way. Second, I did not want to render the text so oddly that it would feel out of place in English. Third, I wanted to be particularly accurate and fair. Every translation is an interpretation, but I did not want to take license with the text. Finally, I hoped to produce an echo of the experience intended by the original language, so as to perpetuate the spirit of the Dhammapada. There are jewels in the Dhammapada, and I would not want anyone to miss their radiance.


After each chapter I will offer a commentary, which intends a number of things. Of course, with many of my comments I intend to help the reader get a deeper sense of that given chapter’s verses. I also hope to offer something of a spiritual commentary, that is, how to make the wisdom of each chapter one’s own. Finally, any chapter’s comments are part of a larger presentation of basic Buddhist teachings. I’ve intentionally provided a layering of Buddhist doctrine and wisdom, introducing a theme here only to return to that same theme later with another layer of understanding. My intention is that, by the end of the text, the reader will be rather broadly knowledgeable in the fundamental teachings of Buddhism.





LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS


AN     Aṅguttara Nikāya (by chapter I-IX; number)


Bv     Buddhavaṃsa


Dhp    Dhammapada (by verse)


DN     Dīgha Nikāya (by sutta number and section)


It     Itivuttaka (by sutta)


J-a    Jātaka Aṭṭhakathā (by book and section)


Mhbv   Mahābodhivaṃsa


MN     Majjhima Nikāya (by sutta number and section)


PED    Pāli-English Dictionary


Skt    Sanskrit


SN     Saṃyutta Nikāya (by saṃyutta and sutta)


Sn     Sutta Nipāta


Th     Theragāthā


Thī    Therīgāthā


Ud     Udāna (by traditional numbering)


Vin    Vinaya


Vism   Visuddhimagga (by book and section)





DHAMMAPADA: THE WAY OF TRUTH



CHAPTER ONE – PAIRS


Yamaka-vagga


 


1.   All phenomena are preceded by the mind,


     Created by the mind,


     And have the mind as their master.


     If one speaks or acts from a corrupted mind,


     Suffering follows as the cart-wheel follows the ox’s


     foot.


 


2.   All phenomena are preceded by the mind,


     Created by the mind,


     And have the mind as their master.


     If one speaks or acts with a pure mind,


     Happiness follows as an ever-present shadow.


 


3.   He insulted me; he struck me;


     He defeated me; he robbed me.


     For those who dwell on such resentments,


     Enmity never ceases.


 


4.   He insulted me; he struck me;


     He defeated me; he robbed me.


     For those who do not dwell on such resentments,


     Enmity subsides;


 


5.   For enmities are never appeased by enmity.


     They are appeased by peace.


     This is an eternal law.


 


6.   But many do not realize that we all must die.


     Those who do realize this appease their quarrels.


 


7.    One who lives unrestrained in the senses


      And focused on pleasant things,


      Who is immoderate in food,


      Who is listless and lazy:


      Māra overcomes him,


      Just as wind overcomes a weak tree.


 


8.    One who lives restrained in the senses


      And focused on unpleasant things,


      Who is moderate in food,


      Who has faith and diligence:


      Māra cannot overcome him,


      Just as wind cannot overcome a rocky mountain.


 


9.    Whoever would take on the yellow robe,


      While hampered by defilement,


      Being unrestrained and without truth,


      Is unworthy of that yellow robe.


 


10.   Whoever has thrown off defilement,


      Is well-established in virtue,


      And is possessed with self-control and truth,


      Is truly worthy of the yellow robe.


 


11.   Those who deem the worthless as valuable,


      And see the valuable as worthless:


      They do not attain the valuable;


      They roam in the field of wrong thought.


 


12.   (But) those who have known the valuable as valuable


      And see the worthless as worthless:


      They attain the valuable;


      They roam in the field of right thought.


 


13.   Just as rain penetrates a poorly thatched house,


      So passion penetrates an uncultivated mind.


 


14.   Just as rain does not penetrate a well-thatched house,


      So passion fails to penetrate a well-cultivated mind.


 


15.   Here he grieves, following death he grieves;


      In both states the evil-doer grieves.


      He grieves, he is afflicted,


      Having seen his defiled deeds.


 


16.   Here he rejoices, following death he rejoices;


      In both states he who has done good deeds rejoices.


      He rejoices, he delights,


      Having seen his pure deeds.


 


17.   Here he is tormented, following death he is


      tormented;


      In both states the evil-doer is tormented.


      He is tormented knowing, “I have done evil.”


      Reborn to a miserable state, he is tormented all the


      more.


 


18.   Here he rejoices, following death he rejoices;


      In both states he who has done good deeds rejoices.


      He rejoices knowing, “I have done good deeds.”


      Reborn to a blissful state, he rejoices all the more.


 


19.   One who recites much scripture,


      But, being negligent, does not act accordingly,


      Is like a cowherd counting others’ cows,


      Having no share in the fruits of monastic life.


 


20.   One who recites little scripture,


      But lives in truth according to the teaching,


      Having abandoned lust, ill will, and delusion,


      Having right knowledge and a well-emancipated


      mind,


      Not clinging in this world or the next:


      He truly shares the fruits of monastic life.



Reflection


Immediately, the Dhammapada challenges us to reflect on our lives by contrasting skillful and unskillful ways of living. The opening verses are incisive: choose between patterns of thought and behavior, between habits that lead to enslavement and misery and habits that foster freedom and happiness. Misery is the fruit of a corrupted mind. Those who cultivate resentments maintain a mind embroiled in anger, and those who focus on gratification engender a weak, enslaved mind. In contrast, happiness follows a pure mind, peace and harmony come from letting go of old wounds, and skillfully managing our appetites conditions a strong, free mind and heart.


The Dhammapada—and Theravada Buddhism in general—is indifferent to many of the kinds of issues that dominate other religions, such as the nature of divinity, how the world was created, the relationship between the soul and God, and so on. In many other traditions, these metaphysical issues are foundational, and understanding them is crucial if one is to successfully attain the salvific end. In contrast, the Dhammapada opens: “All phenomena are preceded by the mind, created by the mind, and have the mind as their master.” The Buddha’s Dhamma is decidedly uninterested in metaphysical issues. He accepted the general Indian world-view regarding the gods and rebirth destinies. Anything beyond this the Buddha regarded as mere conjecture, and even something that undermines a stable mind (AN 4:77; DN 9). Of course, Buddhism, in each of its many branches, involves a complex religious and social system with important devotions, rites, teachings, and philosophies. In essence, though, it always calls us back to our own mind, perceptions, intentions, and actions.


The spiritual drama takes place within. The Dhamma teaches radical personal responsibility and selfdevelopment: One is one’s own protector (160, 380) and “Purity and impurity arise from oneself. No one can purify another” (165). During the Buddha’s final hours he took one of his close disciples to his side and declared, “Therefore, Ananda, you should live as islands unto yourselves, being your own refuge, with no one else as your refuge…” (DN 16.2.26).


Verses 1 and 2 concern the relationship between experience and perception. We live our lives assuming that what we experience is objective reality. The truth is that the mind is always actively interpreting and evaluating what it experiences. The Dhammapada begins by drawing us squarely into the heart of the Dhamma: what we bring to our experience and how we relate to that experience determines whether our lives will be burdensome or joyful, degrading or wholesome.


The word I translate as “mind” is mano, which refers to the rational functioning of consciousness; mano interprets the world around us. If one’s mind is corrupt, one tends to misinterpret reality and misdirect one’s engagement with it. Getting reality right is not nearly as easy as it may appear. Thus we have verses 11–12, which contrast people who cannot distinguish between what is worthless and what is valuable and those who can make such distinctions. When we consider how many misdirected lives there are, we appreciate what a truly daunting challenge apprehending reality accurately is. If one’s mind is impure, one has trouble gleaning truths from one’s experiences, and thus one’s ability to engage that truth well is compromised. A corrupted mind is a setup for suffering, since it regularly conceives reality in a skewed way.
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