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Instead they [Buddhists] mean existential suffering - the frustration, alienation and despair
that result from the realization of our own mortality.

The tradition distinguishes among three different layers within the notion of suffering, each
more subtle than its predecessor: suffering due to pain, suffering due to impermanence,
and suffering due to conditions.

The first includes all those experiences that we would ordinarily classify as painful : being
cut, burnt or struck, having a toothache or headache, losing a prized possession, not
getting the job we'd set our hearts on, and the like.

The second form of suffering includes all negative experiences deriving from
impermanence.

By 'conditions' here is meant the factors that are said to be responsible for rebirth (namely
the intentions or volitions that motivate actions and cause karmic fruit). So suffering due to
conditions refers to the suffering that results from rebirth.
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And in the long run, they [Buddhists] claim, those reasons dictate that the happiness one
obtains from such pursuits will be outweighed by the suffering. The pursuit of happiness
will become a kind of treadmill, and the sense that we are on this treadmill leads to
alienation and despair.
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This is not a question [if there is anything positive to the state of nirvana] that can be
definitively answered by examining the texts of these orthodox schools. But a bit of
speculation might throw some light on the situation here, and in so doing suggest an
answer to our question about Buddhist nirvana.

The difficulty is that even if this [liberation is joyful] were true, those of us who have not
experienced this bliss would have trouble thinking of it in anything other than conventional
terms. When told that liberation is a state of bliss, we would imagine it to be like sensual
pleasure, or the thrill that can come from gaining great wealth and power. We would then
end up desiring liberation in just the wrong way.

For such people what should be emphasized is not what is positively good about liberation,
but the point that to be liberated is to be forever free of pain and suffering. Then they might
attain the bliss of liberation without having aimed at it. Their desire would just have been to
rid themselves of pain and suffering.



