
Gay Buddhist
Fellowship

O C T O B E R  /  N O V E M B E R  2 0 0 4

The Gay Buddhist 

Fellowship supports

Buddhist practice in the

Gay men’s community.

It is a forum that

brings together the

diverse Buddhist 

traditions to address

the spiritual concerns

of Gay men in the

San Francisco Bay Area,

the United States,

and the world. 

GBF’s mission includes

cultivating a social

environment that is

inclusive and caring.

Hidden Treasure
BY DAVID HOLMES

According to Tibetan tradition, the great spiritual master, Padmasambha-
va, is said to have hidden hundreds of scriptures, religious images and rit-
ual articles throughout Tibet, to be discovered in the ripening of time by

subsequent generations of masters.  These terma, or “Revealed Treasures,” are
known today as the Nyingma lineage.

Could it be that such a hidden treasure lies right before our eyes in the Sutra
of the Turning of the Wheel of the Dharma?  That is in fact the audacious claim
of David Brazier, a British psychotherapist and spiritual teacher to the Order of
Amida Buddha, a community dedicated to socially engaged Buddhism.

In his book, The Feeling Buddha, David Brazier presents a convincing argu-
ment for re-examining this sutra, which contains the text of the First Sermon of
the Buddha, delivered shortly after his enlightenment. In this sermon, the Bud-
dha expounds the teachings of the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path.

This is the most frequently chanted sutra in the entire Buddhist canon, and it has
doubtless been so from the day it was first taught.  Since its first redaction into Pali,
this sutra has remained for more than 2000 years fixed and constant.  What has
happened is that the world has shifted around the sutra.  The vernacular language
has changed.  The significance of a few key terms has been altered by the passage
of time.  The thread of continuity in the teaching lineage may have faltered.

And now, without fanfare, David Brazier quietly readjusts this cornerstone of
the Buddhist edifice, revealing its original face.  It seems preposterous.

But consider the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, once hidden beneath centuries
of smoke of devotional candles. Who could have imagined that taking the
restorer’s brush to that ceiling would reveal the true genius of Michelangelo in
such a miraculous frenzy of delicate pastels?

Unlike the Tibetan terma or the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, the Turning of
the Wheel of the Dharma Sutra is a treasure hidden in plain sight.

David Brazier’s provocative insight is that a radical shift in the definition of
one key term, samudaya, and a consequent subtle shift in the meaning of two
others, dukkha and nirodha, has obscured the message of the Buddha, with pro-
found consequences to the subsequent historical development of Buddhist phi-
losophy.  He does not linger over a detailed analysis of how such an important
misunderstanding could have occurred, nor does he attempt to build an airtight
case for the rightness of his interpretation.  He is, quite rightly, more concerned
with showing how such a reframing of this core Buddhist teaching can help indi-
viduals cope with the afflictions of life, to see that their own struggles with
desire and aversion are part of a natural process, one which does not go away
after enlightenment.  His purpose is to show that what the Buddha awakened to
was a full understanding of this universal bondage to the thought of escape, and
to a practice that holds the promise of true liberation. C O N T I N U E D ➛


