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Korean Buddhist Tenets 

1) “무아” Non-Self (All Things Lack Inherent 

       Identity) 

 

“Non-self” “ 무아” means “that which is not the self,” or “that which does not 

have a self.” It can also mean that “things do not have an inherent substantial 

self.” The theory of Non-Self negates all thoughts of "me, my, or mine." To think 

that something is “mine” or belongs to “me” is a deluded attachment to the self. 

Practitioners must extinguish these kinds of deluded attachments above all else. 

To regard something as “one’s own” is a wrong perception. In fact, there is 

nothing that can be regarded as one’s own. Therefore, the exposition “All things 

lack inherent identity” means that all things in the world have arisen dependent 

upon causes and conditions and that there is no true substance of self which does 

not change.   

“Form, feeling, perception, mental formations and consciousness are all 

impermanent. And what is impermanent is suffering. What is suffering is non-self. 

What is non-self is to see things as they are with correct wisdom by realizing, 'This 

is not mine, this is not me, and this is not myself." 

  

 



2) “고통” Suffering (All Experience Is Suffering)  

 

The first problem Buddha realized was that life is full of suffering. Suffering 

(dukkha) is any state wherein things do not go as one wants or expects. Birth is 

suffering, and so is aging. Sickness is suffering, and so is death. These four things 

(birth, aging, sickness and death) are referred to as the four kinds of suffering. In 

addition, separation from that which we love is suffering and so is association 

with that which we hate. Inability to fulfill our desires is suffering and so is the 

instability of the five attachments. These four kinds of psychological suffering, 

together with the afore mentioned four, are called the eight kinds of suffering. 

The saying "Nirvana is bliss” is the counterpart to the saying "All experience is 

suffering” which is the state of those people who have not attained liberation and 

are dominated by craving and attachment. 

Penetrating with clear insight that 

All compound phenomena are suffering 

You leave suffering far behind.  

This is the way human beings become pure. 

 

 

 



3) 諸行無常 “무상” Impermanence 

    “All things are impermanent”  

 
All compounded phenomena, including materiality and the mind, are in a state of 

constant flux and therefore not permanent. This is referred to as “impermanence 

(annica)” in Buddhism. This means that human beings are born and grow old, get 

sick and die. In addition, all phenomena are impermanent because all things arise, 

exist and cease in relation to other things. All beings in the cycle of dependent 

arising are impermanent and always in a state of continual change.  

"Bhikkhus! All phenomenal things are impermanent and have the nature of 

ceasing upon arising. Things are not solid and have no substance. There is neither 

ultimate dimension nor enjoyable aspects in phenomena. Thus, bhikkhus should 

persevere in their practice and seek liberation." - Saptasuryoda Sutra 

 

 

 

 

 



4) 오온 Five Aggregates (pañca-khandhā) 

 
The theory of the five aggregates, or “pañca-khandhā,” is an excellent Buddhist 

classification system which analyzes human existence. In this system, human 

existence is divided into five components: 1) Form, 2) feeling, 3) perception, 4) 

mental formations and 5) consciousness. Because the five aggregates constantly 

change, they are impermanent and therefore, bring suffering. There is no "self" in 

these five impermanent aggregates (non-self or anatman). A human being is only 

a temporary collection of these five aggregates. As such, there is no single 

component of the five aggregates which can be claimed as “self,” but sentient 

beings continually hold on to their belief in self. This belief comes from the five 

aggregates of attachment.  

1) Form (rūpa): Materiality or the physical body 

2) Feeling (vedana): Receptive or sensory functions of consciousness 

3) Perception (saññā): Function of consciousness which forms concepts, 

perceptions and symbols 

4) Mental formations (saṅkhāra): Intentions or behavioral needs which are active 

mental functions not included in the aggregates of feeling or perception 

5) Consciousness (viññāṇa): Mental functions which perceive an object through 

discrimination, judgment and integration   

 



5) 육도윤회 (Samsara, the cycle of conditioned 

       existence and suffering)  

 
Sentient beings crave pleasure and hate pain. In being controlled by these 

attitudes, they perpetuate the cycle of conditioned existence and suffering, and 

produce the causes and conditions of the next rebirth after death. Each rebirth 

repeats this process in an involuntary cycle. Buddhists strive to end this cycle by 

eradicating the causes and conditions. According to Buddhism there ultimately is 

no such thing as a self independent from the rest of the universe. Rebirth in 

subsequent existences must be understood as the continuation of a dynamic, 

ever-changing process of "dependent arising" determined by one's karma.  

Each rebirth takes place within one of the six realms.  1. Hell   2. Hungry ghosts   3. 

Animals    4. Asuras: demons    5. Human beings   6. Heavenly beings: Devas 

  

 



6) 因緣果 업 Karma (the Law of Cause and Effect)   

 
Our life is shaped by our mind: we become what we think. Suffering follows an 

evil thought as the wheels of a cart follow the oxen that draw it. 

- Dhammapada  

Buddhism says that such change is possible because of the Law of Karma. The 

word karma means “action.” The Law of Karma states that actions have 

consequences: positive actions have positive consequences; negative actions 

have negative consequences. We can see evidence of this all around us: a seed 

changes to become a flower; if we exercise, we become fitter. Buddhism says that 

we can even do the same with our hearts and minds. By choosing how we act 

now, we create our future happiness. Everything we do, think or say has an effect 

on the world around us and on us. Change will happen to us anyway, but through 

the choices we make about how to behave, we can change ourselves, and the 

world around us, for the better. 
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7) 中道  중도 Middle Way 

 
Avoiding both these extremes, the Tathagata has realized the Middle Way; it gives 

vision, gives knowledge, and leads to calm, to insight, to enlightenment and to 

Nirvana. And what is that Middle Way realized by the Tathagata? It is the Noble 

Eightfold Path, and nothing else. -Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11)  

The Middle Way refers to the direct knowledge that transcends the polarized 

duality of existence. The Middle Way does not mean a mid-point on a straight line 

joining two extremes. The Middle Way is a dynamic teaching. The Buddha realized 

the meaning of the Middle Way when he sat by a river and heard a lute player in a 

passing boat. He understood that the lute string must be tuned neither too tight 

nor too loose to produce a harmonious sound. 

Reality is ultimately indefinable. Nothing can be pinned down to be either "this" 

or "that." Everything in life arises dependent on other things, which keep 

changing. This means that nothing is completely independent. When we 

understand the principle of dependent origination in this way and practice the 

Noble Eightfold Path based on that understanding, we can practice the Middle 

Way. 
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8) 연기 Dependent Origination 

 
The Buddha summarized his enlightenment in the concept, the "Principle of 

Dependent Origination." 

This principle teaches: 

-Everything comes into being and is maintained by a complex web of conditions. 

-Nothing exists completely independent of anything else. 

-Everything ceases when the conditions that maintain it cease. 

-Existence is a ceaseless process of flux.  

The twelve links of dependent origination describe a causal connection between 

the subsequent conditions of cyclic existence, each one giving rise to the next: 

1. ignorance, 2. mental formations, 3. consciousness, 4. name and form, 5. the six 

sense gates (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body and mind), 6. contact, 7. feeling, 8. 

craving, 9. clinging, 10. becoming, 11. birth, 12. ageing and death. 



9) 사성제   Four Noble Truths  

 
After the Buddha attained enlightenment, the Four Noble Truths constitute the 

first teaching he gave to the five ascetics with whom he used to practice.  The 

Four Noble Truths are: 1) the existence of suffering, 2) the cause of suffering, 3) 

the cessation of suffering and 4) the path to the cessation of suffering. That is, this 

world is suffering, and the cause of suffering lies in our cravings and worldly 

desires. Thus, in order to end suffering, one must remove craving by practicing 

the Noble Eightfold Path. When one establishes a solid insight into all the 

suffering humans create, one can embark on genuine practice and overcome 

suffering. The Four Noble Truths are the foundation of the Buddha’s teachings. 

They are also important as they explain the Buddhist view on life and the world.  

"He, who has taken refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha, penetrates 

with right wisdom the Four Noble Truths — suffering, the cause of suffering, the 

cessation of suffering, and the Noble Eightfold Path leading to the cessation of 

suffering."  - Dhammapada 190-191 
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10) The Substance of Buddhism 
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11)  팔정도 The Noble Eightfold Path

 
The Noble Eightfold Path lists the eight practices we must perfect in 

order to remove afflictions and suffering and to attain nirvana 

①    Right View (Samma-ditthi): To understand things as they are. 

Ultimately it refers to the understanding of the Four Noble Truths. 

②    Right Thought (Samma-sankappa): Selfless thought transcending 

personal desires, which can be extended to all beings. To have thoughts 

of love and non-violence. 

③   Right Speech (Samma-vaca): In daily life, speak without doing these 

four things: lying, spreading rumors or slandering, fomenting problems 

between others, and pointless chattering. 

④   Right Action (Samma-kanmmanta): To act in right and ethical ways. 

That is, to refrain from killing, stealing, intoxicants and sexual 

misconduct. 
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⑤   Right Livelihood (Samma-ajiva): To not make a living from jobs 

which may cause harm to others, but from jobs which are honorable 

and respectable. 

⑥   Right Effort (Samma-vayama): The effort to discard harmful states 

that have arisen and to prevent harmful states from arising; and the 

effort to promote the arising of beneficial states and to preserve 

beneficial states that have arisen. 

⑦    Right Mindfulness (Samma-sati): It means to become fully aware of 

oneself and one’s surroundings with right mindfulness in order to 

practice Right Thought and Right Concentration. 

⑧   Right Concentration (Samma-samadhi): Meditative concentration 

which can be attained by practitioners when they extinguish desires. 

Right Concentration provides a foundation for the perfect practice of 

Right View, Right Speech and Right Livelihood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12) 사무량심 The Four Immeasurable Minds  

 
Mahayana bodhisattvas have four kinds of limitless minds to deliver 

sentient beings from suffering. These four minds of immeasurable 

concern for others are: 1) Metta (Kindness), 2) karuṇā, 3) muditā and 4) 

upekkhā. 

1)  Kindness (Metta) 

The immeasurable mind of kindness (metta) is the mind which 

considers all sentient beings as one's self and wants to bestow joy upon 

them.  

2) Compassion (Karuna) 

The immeasurable mind of compassion (karuṇā) is the mind which 

wants to save all beings from suffering.  

3) Joy (Mudita) 

 The immeasurable mind of joy (muditā) is the mind which wants to 

help all beings acquire joy and to share this joy as one’s own. 
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4) Equanimity (Upekkha) 

 The immeasurable mind of equanimity (upekkhā) treats all beings 

equally and with compassion without distinguishing between friend 

and enemy.  

Just as a mother would guard her only child 

At the risk of her own life 

Even so towards all beings 

Let him cultivate boundless mind 

Let thoughts of boundless love pervade the whole world 

Above, below and across 

Without any obstruction 

Without any hatred, without any enmity 

13) Five Precepts (오계)  
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Leading a Buddhist Life and the Five Precepts  

Not to do any evil,  

To cultivate good, 

To purify one's mind, 

This is the teaching of the Buddha.  

-Dhammapada 

It is simple but not easy. When a child is three years old, he knows it. 

However, when he is over 80 years old, he cannot really practice it in 

his daily life.  

The five precepts should be observed by all Buddhists, monastic or lay, 

in order to lead a happy life. By observing the precepts, not only do you 

cultivate moral strength, but you also perform the highest service to 

your fellow beings. Following are the basic precepts that all people 

should practice and abide by. 

1. Do not kill  

2. Do not steal  

3. Do not indulge in sexual misconduct  

4. Do not make false speech  

5. Do not take intoxicants 

 

 

 

 

 



14) Three Dharma Seals 삼법인 

 
 Every Buddhist teaching bears the Three Dharma Seals. Without all 

three seals the teaching is not a Buddhist teaching. 

1. Impermanence 

 All composite things are impermanent. People and the things we love 

will not be with us forever. We will thus value them even more. Also, 

knowing that everything changes, including unhappiness, gives us the 

hope that unpleasant circumstances may improve for the better. 

2. Non-Self 

Nothing has an independent, fixed self. It is just a temporary aggregate 

of the four great elements. When the causes and conditions cease, the 

temporary aggregates will be dispersed.  

3. Nirvana 

When the dual ideas of self and other, birth and death, gain and loss 

are extinguished, one becomes calm and clear. Then we will 

understand that genuine happiness is not to be found in a materialistic, 

self-centered existence. 



15) Twelve Sense Fields (십이처)  

 
Therefore, in emptiness there are no eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, or 

mind; no sights, sounds, smells, tastes, objects of touch, or dharmas.-

From the Heart Sutra  

1) eyes, 2) ears, 3) nose, 4) tongue, 5) body, or 6) mind" are called the 

"six sense faculties" and 1) sights, 2) sounds, 3) smells, 4) tastes, 5) 

objects of touch, or 6) dharmas" are called the six objects of the senses. 

The six sense faculties and the six objects of the senses compose the 

"twelve sense fields." For example, mind arises based on the encounter 

of "eyes and sights" or "ears and sounds," through which we perceive 

the world. This is a people-oriented perspective. There is a subjective 



self called  "I" and the objective world outside of me: The combination 

of these two is called "all things." 

From the perspective of Mahayana Buddhism, the twelve sense fields 

are not permanent and do not have fixed substance. Therefore, they 

are said to be void of self-nature and empty. The above passage cited 

from the Heart Sutra denies the six sense fields and their corresponding 

objects. By denying the twelve sense fields, the true nature of 

emptiness is revealed. 

16) Six Paramitas (Perfections) 육바라밀 

 
The Sanskrit word "paramita" means to "cross over to the other shore." 

Through the practice of these six paramitas, we cross over the sea of 

suffering (samsara) to the shore of happiness and awakening (Nirvana). 
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1. The Perfection of Generosity: Giving which is completely free from 

attachment and expectation. There are three forms of giving: material 

things, the Dharma, and courage.  

2. The Perfection of Ethics: Living life observing the precepts; Being 

virtuous and harmless in one's thoughts, speech and actions.  

3. The Perfection of Patience: The strength of mind that enables us to 

face the challenges of life without losing our inner tranquility. 

Embracing adversity and insults with patience free of resentment.  

4. The Perfection of Joyous Effort: Diligently practicing the Dharma and 

the other five paramitas to pursue the supreme goal of enlightenment.  

5. The Perfection of Concentration: Stabilizing the mind by practicing 

meditation, by being mindful and aware in everything we do. 

6. The Perfection of Wisdom: The supreme wisdom beyond words and 

concepts. 

17) Verses on the Mind of Faith 

       (信心銘 Xinxin ming 신심명)  

 
Written by the Third Patriarch, Sengcan, Verses on the Mind of Faith is 

fondly recited at Seon temples. It is a rather short text, consisting of 

148 phrases and 592 characters with four characters in each phrase. 

However, it is said to contain all the essentials of both the Seon and 

Doctrinal Schools. Verses on the Mind of Faith also espouses the Middle 



Way, a basic concept of Buddhism. As such it is recognized as one of the 

greatest records of Seon School, along with the Platform Sutra. 

The heart of Verses on the Mind of Faith is the “Middle Way which is 

free from the two extremes.” It is a terse representation of the Middle 

Way and devoid of the relative concepts sentient beings hold in their 

daily lives; concepts such as love and hate, right and wrong, or like and 

dislike. Ven. Seongcheol referred to Xinxin ming as a “comprehensive 

exposition on the Middle Way” and praised the text by saying, “I 

marveled at how it expressed the Middle Way so simply and with such 

beautiful language, a concept the Buddha taught all his life.” Following 

is an excerpt from Xinxin ming.  

The Supreme Way is not difficult  

If only you do not discriminate.  

When love and hate are both bereft,  

You will clearly understand.  

Make the smallest distinction,  

And you are as far apart as heaven from earth. 

If you wish to see the truth,  

Hold no opinions for or against anything. 

 

 

 

 

 



18) The Diamond Sutra 

        (金剛經 Geumgang gyeong 금강경) 

 
The Diamond Sutra is much revered by Korean Buddhists as a 

foundational sutra of the Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism. Its Korean 

title Geumgang gyeong (金剛經) is condensed from its fuller title 

Geumgang banya baramil gyeong (金剛般若波羅蜜經; Skt. 

Vajracchedikā-prajñāpāramitā Sūtra). Its pithy text is thought to express 

the basic concepts of Mahayana Buddhism. It belongs to the 

Prajñāpāramitā (般若部) category of scriptures. The Buddha taught the 

content of this sutra at the Jetavana Monastery in Śrāvastī.0 

The Diamond Sutra is presented as a dialogue between the Buddha and 

Subhūti. It says that all things, including the world of perception, are 

void of substance and self-nature, and that all things (and people) are 

intrinsically empty and without an inherent self. It is said that the Sixth 

Patriarch Huineng attained great awakening upon hearing the passage 

from this sutra which says, “Let the mind arise without dwelling on 

anything (應無所住 而生其心).”  
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The Diamond Sutra is a Mahayana text which was compiled in India 

about 500 years after the Buddha entered nirvana. It was first 

translated into Chinese by Kumārajījva (鳩摩羅什) in the 5th century. 

Of the many versions rendered by different translators, that of 

Xuanzang (玄奘) is also well known along with that of Kumārajījva. 

Since its first translation, many virtuous teachers have written 

commentaries to clarify its text, and as a result, various commentaries 

on the Diamond Sutra exist. During the time of the Sixth Patriarch, 

more than 800 commentaries were said to exist. One of the most often 

recited passages from the Diamond Sutra is the four-line verse below. 

Things that arise and cease from all conditioned phenomena  

Are like dreams, illusions, bubbles, shadows,  

Dew and lightning  

Such is how one should contemplate and observe.  

The Jogye Order’s Institute of Buddhist Studies published the Standard 

Diamond Sutra of the Jogye Order (Jogyejong pyojun geumgang 

gyeong) in 2009. This was an effort to overcome the undesirable 

situation where devotees were reciting from different versions of the 

Diamond Sutra because there were so many versions of the Chinese 

and Korean texts. Researchers compared different versions of the 

Chinese translation of the Diamond Sutra for two years and collated 

them with the Sanskrit version from which the Chinese version was 

translated. In this way they tried to reflect the original meaning of the 

sutra and express it in modern Korean language. 

 

 

 



19) Heart Sutra (반야심경 般若心經; Skt. 

Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya; Kr. Banya simgyeong) 

 
The Heart Sutra is the most often recited sutra at Korean Dharma 

assemblies and Buddhist services. Consisting of 260 Chinese characters, 

it is a short sutra that succinctly explains the main points of the 

Mahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra.  

The core concept of the Heart Sutra is emptiness (空; Skt. śūnyatā). 

The true nature of all phenomena is emptiness. In essence, the sutra 

says: “Phenomena (dharma) are devoid of permanent substance. All 

things change ceaselessly.” 

Form does not differ from emptiness, 

Emptiness does not differ from form. 

Form itself is emptiness; emptiness itself is form.  

So too are feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousness. 

The Heart Sutra espouses the “Middle Way,” the heart of the Buddha’s 

teachings. The sutra neither negates form in its affirmation of 

emptiness, nor does it negate emptiness in its affirmation of form, thus 
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integrating form and emptiness. In addition, neither the Heart Sutra nor 

Buddhist doctrine expound that nothing exists; in other words, they 

don’t teach the negative understanding of emptiness called “nihilistic 

emptiness (斷滅空).” 

20) Four Great Elements (사대)  

 
While you are in your body,  

what is solid is of earth,  

what is moist is of water,  

what is warm is of fire,  

and what moves is of wind.   

In Buddhism, all matter is formed by the four great elements.  

They are earth, water, fire and wind. They may represent solidity, 

fluidity, heat, and motion.  
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They are the four basic material components of the phenomenal world. 

All things in the universe consist of the four great elements. The 

Buddha said that the four great elements cause suffering. 

The Buddha also said that the four great elements are intrinsically 

empty. This means that all material phenomena are without any real 

substance. There is nothing that does not change. When we fail to 

understand the true nature of the world, we suffer. 

21) Refuge in the Three Jewels  삼귀의  

 
 To become a Buddhist is to take refuge in the Three Jewels.  

The Three Jewels are the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. 

One takes the three refuges by reciting these lines: 

 I take refuge in the Buddha. 

I take refuge in the Dharma.  

I take refuge in the Sangha.  

Just as real jewels never change their essence and goodness, whether 

praised or blamed, so are the unsurpassed qualities of the Three 

Jewels. Buddhists can rely on the Three Jewels as their refuge in order 

to be free from suffering and awaken to the true nature of all things. 
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