
SUFFERING AND SALVATION 

 IN THE PHILOSOPHIES OF BUDDHISM AND CHRISTIANITY 

 

 According to Christian theology, human nature was immaculate at the time of the 

creation of the material world. Males and females were shaped in God’s own image and  

endowed with wisdom and virtue so that they could live in harmony and mutual respect. 

Led by greed and desire, however, human beings betrayed God and were forced to leave 

the Garden of Eden to live with sin ever after. From that moment on, Evil turned into an 

inseparable part of human soul. 

 The entire Christian doctrine is based on the dualistic view of the pure and the 

vicious, which results in the existence of heaven and hell. Inevitably, the awe-inspiring 

notion of punishment and suffering comes to the fore in Christian tradition to show that 

everyone should fear God and abide by his commandments in order to save their soul. 

 Buddhism, on the contrary, completely rejects the idea of the existence of a single 

creator. According to Gautama’s teachings, all things are naturally formed from causes 

and conditions, which constantly change. All that might seem material is, in fact, an 

everlasting process that cannot be named or classified. Unlike Christianity, which 

describes a human being as a permanent unity of body and soul, Buddhist philosophy 

considers all living creatures to be an embodiment of five dependently arisen aggregates. 

If something remains to be saved after death, in a Buddhist view, it is not the soul as seen 

in the Christian religion since the soul is just as perishable as the human body. In fact, 

Buddhism denies the existence of an individual soul that is a part of a person’s enduring 

self. The concept of the ever-lasting soul is nothing else but an illusion that leads to 



ignorance and, eventually, to suffering. What survives death is simply a subtle energy, 

called mind. 

 Although both concepts of soul and mind represent a notion of existence after 

death, they reflect the completely different interpretations of afterlife for Buddhism and 

Christianity. Following Augustine of Hippo, Roman Catholic doctrine teaches that “the 

guilt of [Adam and Eve] has been inherited by every man, woman, and child after them” 

(Father Michael Azkoul, What Are the Differences between Orthodoxy and Roman 

Catholicism , p.7). Therefore, human soul comes into the world burdened by the original 

sin and without the intervention of the Holy Church, it is destined for hell. Once in hell, 

the soul of a sinner remains there forever. 

 On the other hand, the mind, according to Buddhist philosophy, carries from its 

previous existences positive and negative energy, known as good and bad karma, which 

predetermines in which realm the being will be reborn. One can make an interesting 

parallel between the lowest realms in which a being can be reborn due to bad karma and 

the medieval Christian idea of hell, as represented in Dante’s “Inferno” where for each 

kind of evil action there is an assigned circle of hell. 

 Still, human souls stand a chance for salvation. Unlike the Buddhist mind, which 

has had countless previous lives and, consequently, countless opportunities for 

enlightenment, the Christian soul is judged at the end of one’s lifetime. Moreover, 

salvation is not based on any kind of individual effort, but is a gift to those who become 

members of the Holy Church through baptism and worship Jesus Christ as their savior. 

 Salvation, in the sense of God-centered Christian theology, is unthinkable in a 

non-theistic religion as Buddhism. In fact, the goal of Buddhist practice is not salvation at 



all. It is, as Hans Wolfgang Schumann puts it in his book “Buddhism: An Outline of Its 

Teachings and Schools”, “liberation from suffering” (50). Gautama himself explains the 

cause of suffering (dukkha) in “Truth of the Origin of Suffering”. In the words of the 

creator of Buddhist philosophy the noble truth of the origin of suffering is “craving 

(tanha) that leads to rebirth, is pleasurable, connected with passion (and) takes delight 

here and there, namely: craving for lust, craving for becoming, craving for destruction” 

(qtd. in Schumann 55). Craving or clinging to objects and feelings connected to the 

material world of samsara, causes delusion and gets in the way of true enlightenment. As 

a result, “craving becomes a means for new forms of life since it imprisons men in the 

Wheel of Life and dooms them to ever lasting rebirth”(Schumann56). Craving keeps the 

cycle of birth and death in motion, thus binds human beings to the world of suffering. 

The only way to escape from that cycle of rebirth is by attaining Nirvana. 

 Nirvana, however, is very different from the Christian concept of Heaven. In the 

first place, Nirvana is not a space but a state of joy and peace in which karma is destroyed 

and there is no rebirth. It is the end of suffering, a state where there are no desires, where 

the individual’s consciousness ends. Although it may seem like annihilation, Nirvana is 

not death. Buddha never gave an exact description of Nirvana. Therefore, the different 

schools of Buddhism offer various interpretations of what it amounts to. In the Hinayana 

tradition Nirvana is viewed as “victory over samsara and final exit from the 

world”(Schumann 92). Upon attaining Nirvana, the arhat leaves the material world of 

suffering to enjoy the peaceful joy of a heavenly realm. For the Mahayana school, the 

state of Nirvana includes the complete awareness of one’s own liberation and, at the same 

time, willingness to help other living beings overcome pain and achieve Buddhahood. 



 Certainly Nirvana is characterized more by what it is not than by what it is. This 

is the way Buddha himself describes it. Nirvana is “neither earth nor water, neither air 

nor light, neither limitless space, nor limitless time, neither any kind of being, neither 

ideation nor non-ideation, neither this world nor that world”. Obviously, it is not material. 

It is simply a vision of a permanent state that has not been caused and has no end. 

 Generally, Christianity and Buddhism differ in terms of the notion of punishment 

for evil doing. In “The Idea of the Holy”, Rudolf Otto describes Christianity as “a 

mystery to be trembled at” (qtd.in Ninian Smart 18). In his view, Christianity, unlike 

Buddhism, is an awe-inspiring religion. He gives biblical examples to prove that in the 

Christian doctrine believers are often intimidated to obey God’s commandments if they 

want to be saved. On the other hand, while starting from the theory of Karma, Buddhism 

lays emphasis on suffering due to one’s own defilements and teaches that advancing on 

the path to Buddhahood depends entirely on one’s personal effort and dedication.  
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