
What is this? 

A secular dharma study course using talks given by Stephen Batchelor  

•  PART 1 OF 8 •  

REACTIVE OR RESPONSIVE? 

Recorded at the July 2016 Secular Buddhist Retreat in Gaia House, Devon 

four tasks 
1. Batchelor comments on his choice to re-characterise the Four Noble 

Truths as four great tasks. What are his concerns about the common use of 
the former? 

practice & four tasks 
2. In summarising what is to be practiced, Batchelor states that the second of 

the four tasks, reactivity or craving (taṇhā), is to be let go of, while the 
fourth task, the path (magga) is to be cultivated (bhāvanā). What counsel 
does Batchelor offer for one whose aim is to get clear on what is to be let go 
of and what is to be cultivated? 

four tasks 
3. Batchelor uses the two terms reactive and responsive to describe one's 

interaction with the ‘other’ at any particular moment. What distinguishes 
being reactive from being responsive?  

reacting & responding 
4. Why is it that ‘reactive’ is not necessarily synonymous with ‘spontaneous’, 

and ‘responsive’ not necessarily synonymous with ‘a measured and well 
judged response’? From your own experience, give an illustration of each; 
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one in which you reacted and one in which you responded.  

reacting & responding  
5. Compare your felt sense of reacting with your felt sense of responding. 

care, or appamāda 
6. Consider Batchelor’s statement, ‘The practice of the dharma, the practice of 

caring, is cultivating, quite consciously, a response to experience as 
opposed to simply giving in to habitual reactive patterns. The practice 
therefore is about opening up and sustaining and learning to dwell in a 
space of awareness that provides us with a freedom to choose whether we 
respond, to choose not to react mindlessly, to cultivate a relationship with 
life that aspires to realise what we value as good.’ What in his description of 
the practice of care, appamāda, ‘necessarily has an ethical quality to it’? 

reacting & responding  
7. Consider Batchelor’s remark that making the distinction in our meditation 

between reacting and responding is ‘a way of getting some insight [into] 
some understanding about what we’re doing here’. If this comment is 
relevant to you, in what way? 

_______________________________  

care, or appamāda 
8.  Cite a dictionary definition of the Pali word appamāda. 

care, or appamāda  
9. In what ways is your practice of meditation one of ‘learning how to care’? 

Give an example. 

care, or appamāda  
10. In Batchelor’s translation the final words of Gotama, the Buddha, just prior 

to his death were, ‘Things fall apart. Tread the path with care.’ From a web 
search, select and consider at least one other translation of the Buddha’s 
last words. How does this second translation clarify, expand on, or contrast 
with the one here?  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care, or appamāda 
11. Just as care (appamāda) is likened in the Pali canon to an elephant’s 

footprint, so too are the four truths likened to an elephant’s footprint. 
What is common in these analogies?  

care, or appamāda  
12. Summarise how care, or appamāda, is comparable to the performance of 

each of the four tasks (see p.4 for the reference). 

dharma practice 
13. Batchelor defines Buddhist psychology as ‘a way of understanding the 

structure of experience in such a way [that] it serves as a framework for 
practice’. What is Buddhist psychology taken to be by many scholars?  

dharma practice  
14. Do you agree with Batchelor that the practice of dharma is not a way to 

discover the nature of reality? If so, why? If not, why not? 

dharma  
15. Cite the qualities of dharma as it was defined by the Buddha. In the light of 

these defining qualities, what is indicated to a perceptive listener? 

experience 
16. The impact of human experience (i.e. the phenomena without and the 

noumena within) is broken down in what three ways? What is the value in 
working with this schema in meditation? 

experience 
17. If you’re familiar with the early doctrine of the five khandas how is 

Batchelor here reframing the five khandas as phenomena and noumena 
broken down into three ways (or aspects) of human experience? 

dharma practice  
18. ‘A still, open space of awareness that is not conditioned by what we want, 

what we don’t want and what we’re confused about, is the ground’ of what? 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dharma practice  
19. What does Batchelor identify as the starting point of the practice of the 

dharma, and what does Batchelor identify as the practice? 

dharma practice  
20. What view does Batchelor offer as being the foundation for an ethical life, 

as opposed to the notion of that foundation being a contemplation of 
karmic rewards and punishments? 

Our heartfelt thanks go to Christine Johnson of Upaya Sangha of Tucson for her work 
developing these questions 
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SOURCE MATERIAL 

The four 

Suffering (dukkha) 
Arising (samudaya) (craving or taṇhā) 

Ceasing (nirodha) 
Path (magga) 

The four tasks 

Suffering is to be fully known (pariññā)  
Arising is to be let go of (pahāna)  

Ceasing is to be experienced (sacchikāta)  
Path is to be cultivated (bhāvanā) 

The twelve aspects of the four 

Each of the four tasks is to be 
(i) recognised, (ii) performed, (iii) accomplished 

i.e. (i) such is suffering, (ii) it is to be fully known, (iii) it has been fully known 

ELSA 

Embrace, Let go, Stop, Act 

As long as my knowledge and vision was not entirely clear about the twelve aspects of the 
four, I did not claim to have had a peerless awakening in this world… 

– the Buddha, Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta 

Whatever is an arising thing, that too is a ceasing thing.  
– Kondañña, Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta 

translator Stephen Batchelor • stephenbatchelor.org
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