
THE FOUR THOUGHTS THAT TURN THE MIND TO THE DHARMA      

1.   This Precious Human Life
“The freedoms and opportunities of this life are extremely difficult to attain.”

2.  Impermanence and Mortality (And the first four of the Five Remembrances)

“Being impermanent, all beings must die.”
3.  Our Behavior and its Consequences   (And the fifth of the Five Remembrances)

“Virtuous and harmful actions cause their inevitable results.”
4.  The Shortcomings of Samsara ( Again, related to the first four of the Five Remembrances)

“The nature of samsara (self-clinging) is suffering.”

“The Four Thoughts are what keep us going. The contemplation of The Four Thoughts is among the  
most profound and beneficial practices on the path to enlightenment.  For these are the foundational  
truths that underlie the entire spiritual path”  -from Gates to Buddhist Practice by Chagdud Rinpoche

How to practice with each of the Four Thoughts:
1) First listen, read, or recite 
2) Then contemplate, investigate, and experience
3) Then rest  for awhile, without concepts.  Simply let it sink into you without thinking about it.

The Five Remembrances   as translated by Thich Naht Hahn  :

1. I am of the nature to grow old. There is no way to escape growing old.
2. I am of the nature to have ill health. There is no way to escape ill health.
3. I am of the nature to die. There is no way to escape death.
4. All that is dear to me and everyone I love are of the nature to change. There is no way to escape  
being separated from them.
5. My actions are my only true belongings. I cannot escape the consequences of my actions. My actions  
are the ground upon which I stand. 

The Upajjhatthana Sutta ("Subjects for Contemplation") is a Buddhist discourse (Pali: sutta; Skt.: 
sutra) famous for its inclusion of five remembrances, five facts regarding life's fragility and our true 
inheritance. The discourse advises that these facts are to be reflected upon often by all.

According to this discourse, contemplation of these facts leads to the abandonment of destructive 
attachments and actions and to the cultivation of factors necessary for Enlightenment. According to a 
related canonical discourse[citation needed], the first three remembrances are the very insights that led 
Gautama Buddha to renounce his royal household status and become an ascetic.  (from Wikipedia)
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Below are two English translations and the original Pali text of the "five remembrances":

1. I am sure to become old; I 
cannot avoid aging.

I am subject to aging, have 
not gone beyond aging. Jarādhammomhi jaraṃ anatīto....

2. I am sure to become ill; I 
cannot avoid illness.

I am subject to illness, have 
not gone beyond illness.

Vyādhidhammomhi vyādhiṃ 
anatīto....

3. I am sure to die; I cannot avoid 
death.

I am subject to death, have 
not gone beyond death.

Maraṇadhammomhi maraṇaṃ 
anatīto....

4.
I must be separated and parted 
from all that is dear and 
beloved to me.

I will grow different, 
separate from all that is 
dear and appealing to me.

Sabbehi me piyehi manāpehi  
nānābhāvo vinābhāvo....

5.

I am the owner of my actions, 
heir of my actions, actions are 
the womb (from which I have 
sprung), actions are my 
relations, actions are my 
protection. Whatever actions I 
do, good or bad, of these I 
shall become their heir.[1]

I am the owner of my 
actions, heir to my actions, 
born of my actions, related 
through my actions, and 
have my actions as my 
arbitrator. Whatever I do, 
for good or for evil, to that 
will I fall heir.[2]

Kammassakomhi kammadāyādo 
kammayoni kammabandhū 
kammapaṭisaraṇo yaṃ kammaṃ 
karissāmi kalyāṇaṃ vā pāpakaṃ 
vā tassa dāyādo bhavissāmī....[3]

 

It is wise for us to contemplate that the quality of our life is fully determined by the quality of our  
behavior. Our thoughts, feelings, speech, and actions, virtuous and nonvirtuous, create the intricate  
patterns of our life experience. We ourselves create the causes for our own happiness or our own 
suffering. When we understand the unwholesome, nonvirtuous actions that cause suffering, we can  
eliminate those causes. When we understand the wholesome, virtuous actions, which bring happiness  
and benefit to ourselves and others, we can cultivate those causes. We must begin by acknowledging  
that our situation in life is the result of our own actions.

On his enlightenment, Buddha identified suffering as the nature of our experience. But then he 
identified the cause of suffering. He saw the origin of suffering is karma and the afflictive emotions. 
But the cause of suffering is itself impermanent; it actually has no true and permanent existence. The 
Buddha also saw the interdependent nature of everything, so any particular cause is the result of 
previous impermanent causes and itself is now an impermanent cause. If it were real or solid, it would 
be outside dependent existence, and we could never change or eliminate it. But we can bring about 
change. Change occurs by creating new conditions, and we can change conditions. Causes and 
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conditions are the elements that produce karma and also produce change.

So the conditions that we create are the Path, and the main objective of the path is to eliminate the 
cause of suffering.

A very large obstacle to success on the path of liberation is our attachment to samsara, to the worldly  
life. Because we are all so strongly attached to this material world, we need to examine with great care  
whether worldly activities will benefit us in the long run or not. For example, most of us desire  
possessions, pleasure, comfort, and we also want love and acceptance from others. We work hard to  
obtain these things, going through much discomfort and even suffering to get them. Ultimately, we will  
find that clinging to this world as the source of our safety, happiness, and satisfaction is fruitless and  
futile.
Given all that has been considered in the first three contemplations, this fourth one makes a lot of 
sense, doesn’t it? But for this contemplation to be of real benefit, there needs to be more then 
intellectual acceptance of samsara’s shortcomings. There needs to be some basic change in your 
attitude about samsara. To bring about such a change in attitude you need something strong, you need 
to work with your own mind because your own mind is the root of both samsara and nirvana. The mind 
has produced your ego, and it’s your ego that’s attached to samsara. Although there really is no “I,” 
beings still cling to an “I.” Although there’s no ego or intrinsic identity, human beings still cling to the 
notion that their identity is intrinsic. It’s this clinging that forms the afflictions, the five poisons, and the 
poisons are what make all beings wander in samsara. Considering this, we can begin to arouse genuine 
compassion for all beings, including ourselves.

One way to do this is to practice bodhicitta, the aspiration to attain complete enlightenment in order to 
be of benefit to all sentient beings trapped in samsara. Bodhicitta begins with the practice of 
compassion.This contemplation offers you an opportunity to feel how good it would be if all of us were 
free from the poisons, the afflictions. Bringing your mind to this can open your heart to genuine 
generosity and the other paramitas. You need to train your mind to keep coming back to bodhicitta by 
thinking, “Through these practices may I be able to free all beings from their suffering. If I cannot do it 
right now, may I have the conviction to do it in the future. It may not happen now or next year. It may 
take fifteen years, or 30 or 40. No matter how long it takes, I want to have strong conviction that one 
day I will free all beings from suffering.” Never giving up on bodhicitta gives you the fortitude and the 
strength of mind to carry on in this lifetime.

If we cannot experience this compassion naturally, then we have to apply methods for it to happen. In 
the beginning it may be artificial and awkward, but we still have to do it. Many Buddhist practices are 
like this. By fabricating our intentions and actions again and again, at some point they become natural. 
Everything we become accustomed to, everything we master is like this, isn’t it? It is quite ordinary to 
begin by fabrication and practice. That is how people learn new languages, to play an instrument, to 
master a sport, to perfect the art of cooking, even how to make offerings. It is all fabrication, isn’t it? 
Fabricating compassionate intentions and actions are no different. So we need to practice more than 
once, more than twice or 100 times. We need to practice bodhicitta 1,000 times, 10,000 times, 1 million 
times, 100 million times…as long as it takes.


