
The Third Noble Truth 
 
Based on a talk given by Rev. angel Kyodo williams on February 16, 2006 at the 
Center for Urban Peace/New Dharma Meditation Center in Oakland, 
California. 
 
This talk is the third in a series on the Four Noble Truths; this one specifically 
addresses the meaning behind the Third Noble Truth. It will be given here in 
two parts. Look for part two in our May issue. 
 
The Four Noble Truths 
• Suffering exists 
• Suffering arises from attachment to desires 
• Suffering ceases when attachment to desires ceases 
• Freedom from suffering is possible by following the Eightfold Path 
_____________________ 
 
The Tao Te Ching last week was good. I don’t remember which one it was, but 
it was a good one. Oh, this one has come up before. This is the anti-activist 
passage of the Tao Te Ching, Chapter 29.  You’ll hear why. 
 
Tao Te Ching, Chapter 29 
 
Do you want to improve the world? 
I don’t think it can be done. 
 
The world is sacred. 
It can’t be improved 
If you tamper with it, you’ll ruin it. 
If you treat it like an object, you’ll lose it. 
 
There’s a time for being ahead,  
a time for being behind; 
a time for being in motion;  
a time for being at rest; 
a time for being vigorous,  
a time for being exhausted; 
a time for being safe,  
a time for being in danger. 
 
The Master sees things as they are, 
without trying to control them. 
She lets them go their own way, 
and resides at the center of the circle. 
 
--translated by Stephen Mitchell 



 
A little tricky for us who are so accustomed to figuring out how to fix it. And I 
think a lot of people, in fact, come to their spiritual paths trying to figure out 
how to fix it. Something broke and we come to a spiritual path trying to figure 
out how to fix it.  
 
We try to fix a relationship. We try to fix a pattern that is showing up over and 
over again, and the only one who seems to be there each time is us. And we 
come and we try to fix it.   
 
We don’t usually say that, we usually say: You know, I just need to do some 
meditation; I just kinda want to chill out. I need to have some spirituality in my 
life—but usually we want to fix it. And what IT is doesn’t really matter; we 
want to fix it.  That’s not unusual.  It was the same thing for the Buddha.  
 
The historical Buddha came out of his palace and saw things that made him 
want to figure out, How do you fix it? Old age. Death. Sickness. They tripped 
him out, and he wanted to figure out, How do you fix it?  
 
The other way we often ask this is: What is the meaning of life? It doesn’t make 
any sense at all. Can’t we do something different with this, because this 
doesn’t seem like it’s all it’s cracked up to be? So we journey off and we try to 
fix it. We try to figure it out, try to get it together.  
 
So we’re up to the Third Noble Truth, dukkha nirodha: the cessation of 
suffering.  
 
You know, that term is so prevalent, and such a bad translation. It’s 
inaccurate—it’s true, but not complete. The cessation of stress, anguish, dis-
ease, stuckness, unsustainability—those are good ways to think of dukkha, a 
quality of experience that is unsustainable. And truly, all that we experience—
everything that arises and passes away—is unsustainable, because it is bound to 
dissipate. So the third truth is intimately linked with the second truth. And the 
second truth is dukkha samudaya, samudaya meaning the cause or origination 
of suffering and that which arises with the experience of anguish.  
 
I often separate the two. And if I’ve ever spoken to you directly about 
something that’s going on [with you], you might’ve heard me talk about that 
separation. The anguish and the experience of dukkha are not, “ouch!” That’s 
just pain. That’s just a momentary experience. It’s lingering with that 
experience that brings suffering.  
 
I like to distinguish those: there’s pain and pain is inevitable, but misery is a 
choice.  
 



So the misery. Misery is the holding on that arises because of our attachment to 
the way things are or our resistance to the way things are, wanting them either 
to become some way or “unbecome” the way they are—that’s actually what 
we’re talking about when we talk about anguish. I think those things aren’t 
often separated. So, it’s not the initial experience of, Oh, wow that hurt. It’s 
the commiserating on the thing in your own mind and carrying it into the next 
moment.  
 
It is the not wanting the pain to be there.  
 
That’s actually what the First Noble Truth is getting at. And that will help you 
make more sense of the origination of dukkha as being craving attachment, 
being bound, being stuck—that the cause of suffering, or what arises with the 
experience of some kind of initial pain, is our attachment. Because we think, If 
I get hit in the knee—I’m not attached to getting hit in the knee, so 
attachment to suffering doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. But it is the 
lamination over the experience of the pain that the First Noble Truth is 
speaking to, and therefore, the cause of that, not the cause of pain. 
 
For instance, somebody says, The cause of pain is not my attachment; the 
cause of pain is somebody slapped me. Or the cause of pain is governments do 
this blah, blah, blah.... So people ask, If a government does that, is that the 
cause of that someone’s desire?  A craving? No.That isn’t what we’re talking 
about.That isn’t the suffering; that isn’t the experience of disease that we’re 
talking about when we talk about the First Noble Truth.   
 
The three forms of attachment (or craving) are the desire for sensual 
experience. We want food; we want to see things; we want to grasp after some 
kind of sense-based experience. Or we experience the desire to have something 
either become or the desire to have something “unbecome,” which means 
wanting things to be other than the way they are or wanting things to stop 
being the way that they are.  
 
Does that refine attachment a little bit? We’re trying to refine the 
understanding that the experience of generic pain is a part of life, and no one 
is saying attachment is the cause of that. Not being able to be with it as it is, is 
our craving; wanting it to go away is our craving, our attachment, our desire. 
It’s actually the suffering of the human experience that is being addressed. So 
we’re not trying to figure out how to walk on coals without our feet hurting. 
The asceticism the Buddha participated in actually elucidated that for him. He 
realized, Oh, this is not about that—trying to defy the physical form is not what 
this is about.  
 
And that was in high fashion at the time, to defy the physical form. All sorts of 
things were done to get beyond the pain of the body and get beyond the 
experience of the body, in order to transcend the sense experience of the 



body. We are not trying to transcend the sense experience of the body. In fact, 
we are trying to be in full receivership of the experience of the body through 
the sense doors of the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, mind.  
 
So the Third Noble Truth is that it is, in fact, possible to bring this anguish, this 
stress to an end. That could only make sense to you if I clarified that we’re not 
talking about the fact that “ouch!” can be brought to an end. You’re not going 
to be able to practice the dharma and go toe to toe with Mike Tyson, because 
you brought your pain to an end. Not gonna happen. But if Mike is kicking your 
ass and you can be with that: I am getting my ass kicked. That’s the cessation. 
That’s what we’re talking about. That’s a funny way of saying it, but it 
distinguishes the difference.  
 
If you’re in the ring with Mike thinking, Oh, I’m going to practice the dharma, 
and then, Oh, Nothing will hurt me. That’s a misunderstanding of what this 
practice is about with these particular truths. There are other things that are 
about that, and we’re not taking anything away from those things. There are 
things that are totally about how to transcend the sensory experience. Some 
forms of yoga, actually, are very much about that. That is not what this 
practice is about. So I’m not going to be responsible for anyone who comes to 
me and says, But you said there is an end to pain. And so I practiced and I 
practiced and I went out and I started a fight. And if you’re standing there in 
front of me with a black eye, I’m going to say, Good. I told you that’s not what 
I meant.  
 
But there is an end to our constant, constant grasping and craving. And that is 
what the Third Noble Truth is about, that unbinding cessation and irrefutable 
stopping.  
 
After much study, I’ve discovered found that most people don’t have a lot to 
say about the Third Noble Truth. Because what else is there to say? It’s just, 
There is an end. That’s it. No one really dwells on the Third Noble Truth, 
because it’s just not sexy. But I’m going to dwell on the Third Noble Truth in 
this way, I’m going to talk a little bit about what is required to develop to 
enter into that truth. These are not commandments, and they’re not 
statements. It’s not, life is suffering—believe it! Run away, goodbye. You have 
to enter into the truth of this anguish. You have to come into your own knowing 
and deepen that knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt. The practice of the Four 
Noble Truths is just about touching the deep truth of that. 
 
And it’s tricky, because we say, There are four noble truths. Then we think, 
Oh, this is just a set of statements. Are we’re supposed to take them in and run 
away and start doing something? But the practice begins with these truths. The 
practice does not begin with you hearing them, reciting them, memorizing 
them and then wondering, Now, where do we go? This is the practice! 



Remember you could stay with the first truth and all of your practice could be 
right in there.  
 
Going deeper and deeper into the truth of this quality of stress, of 
unsustainability, of dis-ease.... Most people by far, by far, will never ever get 
anywhere near the cessation of stress, pain, and anguish, because they will not 
have cultivated the mental attitude required for it. They will not have 
cultivated that mental attitude for lots of reasons, but the very first reason is 
they will refuse to see into the truth of that quality of life. Why? Because we’re 
born into the human realm and we want comfort; we don’t want it to be that 
way. So the origination of our suffering and anguish keeps us from being able to 
have this anguish come to an end. 
 
The desire to keep things in a particular state or to avoid a state keeps us from 
being able to bring that state to an end. It’s a vicious cycle. No wonder we’re 
all spinning around trying to figure it out.  
 
 


