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WHAT IS THE
SACRED TEXT OF
BUDDHISM? A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE TO THE
BUDDHIST
SCRIPTURES

When people begin to
explore Buddhism, one
of  the  first  questions
they  ask  is:  what  is
the  sacred  text  of
Buddhism?  Unlike
religions  that  center
around  a  single  holy
book, such as the Bible

in  Christianity  or  the
Q u r a n  i n  I s l a m ,
Buddhism offers a vast
and  diverse  collection
of scriptures.  This can
i n i t i a l l y  s e e m
overwhelming,  but  it
reflects  the
a d a p t a b i l i t y  a n d
historical  depth of the
Buddhist  tradition.
Understanding  the
Buddhist  sacred  texts
is essential for anyone
seeking  to  grasp  the
philosophy,  practices,
and  history  of  this
ancient  spiritual  path.
This article will provide
a  c l e a r ,  d e t a i l e d
o v e r v i e w  o f  t h e
Buddhist  canon,  its
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origins,  and  how it  is
studied today.
The  answer  to  the
question what is the
s a c r e d  t e x t  o f
Buddhism  is  not  a
simple one-word reply.
T h e  m o s t
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
collection is  known as
t h e  T r i p i ṭ a k a
( m e a n i n g  " T h r e e
Baske t s " ) ,  wh i ch
s e r v e s  a s  t h e
foundational  scripture
for  many  Buddhist
traditions.  However,
different  schools  of
Buddhism  also  revere
additional  texts,  such
a s  t h e  M a h a y a n a
sutras and the Tibetan
Kangyur. Each of these
collections  holds  a
u n i q u e  p l a c e  i n
Buddhist  practice  and
belief.  Let  us  explore
these  sacred  writings
in detail.

THE TRIPIṬAKA:

THE EARLIEST
BUDDHIST
SCRIPTURES

The  Tripiṭaka,  also
known  as  the  Pa l i
Canon,  is  the  oldest
and  most  complete
collection  of  Buddhist
s c r i p t u r e s .  I t  i s
considered  the  most
authoritative  by  the
Theravada  tradition,
which  is  prevalent  in
Sri  Lanka,  Thailand,
Myanmar,  Laos,  and
Cambodia.  The  word
"Tripiṭaka"  literally
means "three baskets,"
referring  to  the  three
main  divisions  into
which  the  texts  were
original ly  divided.
These  divisions  were
l i k e l y  s t o r e d  i n
separate  baskets  in
anc ient  monast i c
l ibraries.
The Tripiṭaka is written
primarily  in  Pali,  an
a n c i e n t  I n d i a n
language  c lose ly
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related  to  Sanskrit.
This  language  was
chosen because it was
the  common  spoken
language at  the  time,
making  the  teachings
accessible  to  ordinary
people. The texts were
preserved  orally  for
several  centuries after
the  Buddha's  death
b e f o r e  b e i n g
committed to writing in
the 1st century BCE in
Sri Lanka.

The
Three
Baskets
of the
Tripiṭaka
The  three  divisions  of
the  T r i p i ṭ aka  a re
distinct in their content
a n d  p u r p o s e .
Understanding  each

"basket"  helps  clarify
what  is  the  sacred
text of Buddhism  in
its earliest form.

Vinaya Piṭaka
(The Basket of
Discipline): This
section contains
the rules and
regulations for
the monastic
community
(sangha). It
includes over
200 rules for
monks and a
similar code for
nuns. Beyond
just a list of
prohibitions, the
Vinaya also
recounts the
stories behind
each rule,
offering deep
insight into the
daily life, ethics,
and social
dynamics of the
early Buddhist
community. It
covers matters
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such as dress,
food, lodging,
and proper
conduct.
Sutta Piṭaka
(The Basket of
Discourses):
This is the
largest and most
widely read
section. It
contains the
sermons,
dialogues, and
teachings
attributed to the
Buddha and his
close disciples.
The Sutta Piṭaka
is divided into
five collections
(Nikayas) and
includes some of
the most famous
Buddhist texts,
such as the
Dhammapada (a
collection of
verses on ethics
and wisdom), the
Satipatthana
Sutta (on

mindfulness),
and the Metta
Sutta (on loving-
kindness).
Abhidhamma
Piṭaka (The
Basket of
Higher
Teachings):
This is a highly
analytical and
philosophical
section. It
systematically
analyzes the
nature of mind,
matter, and the
ultimate realities
(dhammas) that
constitute
experience. The
Abhidhamma is
less narrative
and more like a
detailed manual
of Buddhist
psychology and
metaphysics. It is
considered a
later addition to
the canon but is
highly revered
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for its depth and
precision.

F o r  T h e r a v a d a
B u d d h i s t s ,  t h e
T r i p i ṭ a k a  i s  t h e
complete  and  final
a u t h o r i t y  o n  t h e
Buddha's  teachings.  It
forms  the  basis  for
monastic  education,
doctrinal  debate,  and
personal  practice.
When  a  Theravada
practitioner asks what
is the sacred text of
Buddhism, the answer
is  unequivocally  the
Tripiṭaka.

MAHAYANA
BUDDHIST
SCRIPTURES: A
BROADER CANON

As  Buddhism  spread
a c r o s s  A s i a ,  n e w
schools  emerged  that
expanded  upon  the
early  teachings.  The
Mahayana  tradition,
which  is  dominant  in
East Asia (China, Japan,

Korea ,  V ie tnam) ,
developed  i ts  own
extensive collection of
scriptures.  While  the
Mahayana schools also
respect  the  Tripiṭaka,
they  cons ider  i t  a
partial revelation. They
b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e
B u d d h a  t a u g h t
different  levels  of
teaching  to  different
audiences,  and  that
the  Mahayana  sutras
represent  his  final,
m o s t  c o m p l e t e
teachings.
This  development
significantly
c o m p l i c a t e s  t h e
answer to what is the
s a c r e d  t e x t  o f
B u d d h i s m  f o r
Mahayana  followers.
The Mahayana canon is
vast  and  inc ludes
hundreds  of  texts,
many  of  which  were
composed  centuries
after  the  Buddha's
passing. However, they
a r e  a c c e p t e d  a s
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authentic  "Buddha-
word"  (buddhavacana)
because  they  a re
believed  to  transmit
the  deeper,  hidden
m e a n i n g  o f  h i s
enlightenment.

Key
Mahayan
a Sutras
Several  Mahayana
sutras  have  had  a
profound  impact  on
A s i a n  c u l t u r e ,
philosophy,  and  art.
Here are some of  the
most  influential  texts
that form the heart of
the  Mahayana  sacred
literature:

The Lotus
Sutra
(Saddharma
Puṇḍarīka
Sūtra): Perhaps
the most famous
and influential

Mahayana text. It
teaches that all
beings have the
potential to
become a
Buddha (Buddha-
nature) and that
the Buddha's life
and teachings
are a skillful
means to guide
beings to
enlightenment. It
is central to the
Tiantai and
Nichiren schools.
The Heart
Sutra
(Prajñāpāramit
ā Hṛdaya
Sūtra): An
extremely short
but profound text
that summarizes
the core
philosophy of
emptiness
(śūnyatā). It
states that "form
is emptiness,
emptiness is
form," and is
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chanted daily in
monasteries
across East Asia.
The Diamond
Sutra
(Vajracchedikā
Prajñāpāramitā
Sūtra): A longer
text that also
focuses on
emptiness and
the perfection of
wisdom. It is
famous for its
dialogue
between the
Buddha and a
disciple named
Subhuti and is
the world's
oldest dated
printed book.
The Pure Land
Sutras: A group
of three sutras
that describe the
celestial realm of
Amitabha
Buddha (the
"Land of Bliss" or
Sukhavati) and
the practice of

reciting his name
to be reborn
there. These
texts are
foundational for
the Pure Land
schools of East
Asian Buddhism.

F o r  M a h a y a n a
Buddhists,  the  sacred
text  is  not  a  single
book but a rich library
o f  s u t r a s ,
commentaries,  and
philosophical  treatises.
The key  is  that  these
tex t s  a re  seen  as
skillful  means  (upaya)
t o  l e a d  b e i n g s  t o
a w a k e n i n g .  T h e
question what is the
s a c r e d  t e x t  o f
Buddhism  in  th is
context must therefore
be  answered  w i th
reference  to  a  specific
school  or  lineage.

THE TIBETAN
BUDDHIST CANON:
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KANGYUR AND
TENGYUR

Tibetan  Buddhism,
which  also  belongs  to
the  Mahayana  and
Vajrayana  traditions,
has its own unique and
h igh ly  o rgan i zed
canon.  This  collection
is  a  testament  to  the
immense  effort  of
t r a n s l a t i o n  a n d
p r e s e r v a t i o n
undertaken by Tibetan
scholars  over  many
centuries.  The Tibetan
Canon  is  divided  into
two main parts, which
together  provide  a
comprehensive answer
to what is the sacred
text of Buddhism for
Tibetan practitioners.

The
Kangyur

(The
Translate
d Word of
the
Buddha)
The Kangyur contains
the  words  that  are
attributed  directly  to
the Buddha. It includes
texts corresponding to
the Vinaya, Sutras, and
Tantras.  The  Kangyur
is a massive collection,
typically  comprising
around 108 volumes. It
includes  many  of  the
same  texts  found  in
the Pali Canon and the
Chinese  Mahayana
C a n o n ,  b u t  a l s o
i n c l u d e s  a  l a r g e
number of tantric texts
that are unique to the
Tibetan  tradit ion.
These tantras describe
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complex visualizations,
mantras,  and  ritual
practices for achieving
enlightenment  in  a
single  lifetime.

The
Tengyur
(The
Translate
d
Treatises)
The  Tengyur  is  the
companion  collection
to  the  Kangyur .  I t
contains translations of
Indian  commentaries,
t r e a t i s e s ,  a n d
philosophical  works
w r i t t e n  b y  g r e a t
Buddhist masters such
as Nagarjuna,  Asanga,
and  Vasubandhu.  The
Tengyur  also  includes

w o r k s  o n  l o g i c ,
grammar,  medicine,
and astrology. It is an
invaluable resource for
understanding  the
doctrine  and  practice
of Indian Buddhism as
it  was  transmitted  to
Tibet.  Together,  the
Kangyur  and  Tengyur
form a complete library
of Buddhist learning.
For  Tibetan Buddhists,
the  question  what  is
the  sacred  text  of
B u d d h i s m  i s
answered by the entire
Kangyur  and  Tengyur.
These texts are not just
s tud ied ;  they  a re
venerated.  They  are
often  wrapped  in  silk,
placed on  high  altars,
a n d  c a r r i e d  i n
procession. The act of
r e c i t i n g  o r  e v e n
touching these texts is
considered  highly
meritorious.

HOW ARE
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BUDDHIST
SCRIPTURES USED
AND STUDIED

TODAY?

Understanding what is
the  sacred  text  of
Buddhism  is  not  just
an academic exercise;
it  is  a  living  question
f o r  m i l l i o n s  o f
practitioners  today.
Buddhists engage with
their  scr iptures  in
various  ways,  from
daily chanting to deep
philosophical study.

Chanting
and
Recitatio
n
In  monasteries  and
temples  worldwide,
daily chanting is a core
practice.  Monks  and
nuns  o f ten  rec i te

selected passages from
the sacred texts, such
as the Metta Sutta, the
H e a r t  S u t r a ,  o r
passages  from  the
Dhammapada.  This
pract ice  serves  to
m e m o r i z e  t h e
teachings,  focus  the
mind,  and  create  a
m e d i t a t i v e
a t m o s p h e r e .  F o r
laypeople,  chanting  is
a way to connect with
the  t rad i t i on  and
cult ivate  pos i t ive
mental  states.

Study
and
Scholarsh
ip
Buddhist study, known
as dharma study, is a
serious  intellectual
pursuit.  In  traditions
like Tibetan Buddhism,
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monks spend years in
rigorous  debate  and
analysis  of  canonical
texts. In the Theravada
t rad i t i on ,  monks
m e m o r i z e  l a r g e
portions  of  the  Pali
Canon  and  learn  to
recite it from memory.
In  the  modern  world,
lay  Buddhists  also
attend  study  groups,
l isten  to  recorded
teachings,  and  read
translations to deepen
their  understanding  of
the sacred texts.

Meditatio
n and
Contempl
ation
M a n y  B u d d h i s t
scriptures  are  directly
linked  to  meditation
practice.  For  example,
the Satipatthana Sutta

is  a  detailed  guide  to
m i n d f u l n e s s
meditation.  The  Heart
S u t r a  i s  o f t e n
contemplated  as  a
m e a n s  o f
understanding  the
nature of reality. In this
sense, the sacred text
is not just a book to be
read, but a map to be
fo l lowed  in  d i rect
e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e
solemn chant of a sutra
can  itself  become  a
meditative act.

Translatio
n and
Accessibil
ity
For centuries, the vast
majority  of  Buddhist
t e x t s  w e r e  o n l y
available  in  classical
Asian  languages  such
as  Pa l i ,  Sanskr i t ,
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Chinese,  and  Tibetan.
Today,  thanks  to  the
dedicated  work  of
s c h o l a r s  a n d
translators,  many  key
texts  are  available  in
Engl i sh  and  other
modern  languages.
This  has  made  the
answer to what is the
s a c r e d  t e x t  o f
B u d d h i s m  m o r e
accessible  to  a  global
audience.  However,
t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f
translation is immense;
subtle  philosophical
t e rms  and  poe t i c
metaphors  are  often
difficult  to  convey  in
modern  languages.

CONCLUSION: THE
LIVING WORD OF
THE BUDDHA

In  conclus ion,  the
question what is the
s a c r e d  t e x t  o f
Buddhism  reveals  a
rich  and  multifaceted
t rad i t i on .  Un l i ke
religions with a single,

monolithic  holy  book,
Buddhism offers a vast
ocean  of  scriptures.
The  answer  depends
on  the  tradition:  the
T r i p i ṭ a k a  f o r
T h e r a v a d a ,  t h e
Mahayana  sutras  for
East Asian schools, and
t h e  K a n g y u r  a n d
Tengyur  for  Tibetan
Buddhism.  Yet,  in  all
cases,  these texts are
not  considered merely
historical  documents.
They are  seen as  the
l iv ing  word  o f  the
Buddha,  a  guide  to
w i s d o m  a n d
compassion,  and  a
support for the path to
liberation.
Whether  you  are  a
lifelong  Buddhist  or  a
curious  newcomer,
exploring these sacred
texts can be a deeply
rewarding  journey.
They contain profound
insights into the nature
of  suffering,  the
workings  of  the  mind,
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and  the  boundless
p o t e n t i a l  f o r
awakening. The sacred
literature of  Buddhism
is a treasure house of

wisdom that continues
to  inspire  and  guide
people  around  the
world  today.


