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Sabbadānaṃ dhammadānaṃ jināti, 

 Sabbaṃ rasaṃ dhammaraso jināti, 

Sabbaṃ ratiṃ dhammaratī jināti, 

Taṇhakkhayo sabbadukkhaṃ jināti. 

 

 

The gift of Dhamma surpasses all other gifts 

The taste of the Dhamma excels all tastes 

Delight in the Dhamma excels all delights 

The eradication of Craving overcomes all ills  
Dhammapada Verse 354 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple 

30C, St. Michael Road 

Singapore 328002



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Puññaṃ ce puriso kayirā  

Kayirāthetaṃ punappunaṃ 

 Tamhi chandaṃ kayirātha 

Sukho puññassa uccayo. 
 

 
A person who does meritorious deeds, 

repeatedly performs such acts finding 

pleasures therein; since, accumulation of 

merits conduces to happiness 
Dhammapada Verse 118 
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Manopubbaṅgamā dhammā, 

Manoseṭṭhā manomayā  

 Manasā ce paduṭṭhena, 

Bhāsati vā karoti vā 

 Tato naṃ dukkhamanvet, 

 Cakkaṃ'va vahato padaṃ. 

 

 
All phenomena (originating from a sentient 

being) dhamma – are preceded by (the activity 

of) the mind, have as their chief agent, the 

mind; and are made-up of the mind. If one 

were to speak or act with a polluted mind, 

sorrow follows one as a consequence; like the 

cart-wheel which follows the foot of the ox 

(that draws the cart) 
Dhammapada Verse 1 
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A Word from the Editor 
 

 

Our teacher, Bhante K. Rathanasara gave Dhamma talks on 

last Friday of every month starting from April to December 

2011 in Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple. 

 

During this period of time, i was given the opportunity to 

record his talks. It was originally intended to upload these talks 

to the internet, but due to the sizes of these audio files, they 

cannot be uploaded to the current capacity of the server.  

 

To go round this obstacle, i proposed that the talks be 

transcripted and uploaded up to the internet as a pdf file which 

is deemed an improved alternative, as it will not overload the 

capacity of the website. In addition, readers will be able to read 

and see the texts of the Dhamma talks as well as Pāḷi stanzas 

that are uttered by Bhante during his talks. 

 

On 24 March 2012, i attended the Buddhist Symposium - 

“Dhamma in Action: Here and Now” that was organized by 

The Buddhist & Pāḷi College of Singapore and its Alumni, 

together with partners Mangala Vihara Buddhist Temple and 

Ti-Sarana Buddhist Association. This Symposium is held in 

conjunction with the 80th birthday celebration of the Most 

Venerable, Dr. Pategama Gnanarama Anu-Nāyaka Mahāthera 

and a book was also released in his honour. 

 

Drawing upon this inspiration, it occurred to me that the 

Dhamma talks given by our teacher in 2011, which has already 
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been transcripted, should be released as a book version, as a 

form of respect from a student to his teacher.  

 

But to release in a book version, the content must 

grammatically be corrected as well as quoted Pāḷi sentences 

and language structures must be verified, corrected and 

reference to the Pāḷi Tipikata. 

 

Here, i would like to thank Sister Karen Tan (Samadhi), Sister 

Lee Soh Hong, Sister Yeoh Suh Ning (Anupassi), Sister Linda 

Goh and Brother Darren Leow for their helps, patience and 

hard-work in the vetting and correction processes. i would also 

like to thank Sister Kathrine Zee (Santhutti) for her help in 

proof-reading these talks. In addition, the picture and design of 

this beautiful book cover is taken and designed by Sister Linda 

Goh and Brother Darren Leow respectively. i must also thank 

my wife, Dorothy Tan (Sumana) who had unreservedly 

supported the entire process of this book release, starting from 

the transcript phase on providing advice on proper terms to be 

used, font and size to be used till the final book phase on proof 

reading of the selected contents. Finally, i must thank 

Professor Chandima Wijebandara who taught me in my 

Postgraduate Diploma Course in Fundamental Buddhist 

Studies and my current Masters of Arts degree (Buddhist 

Studies) in reviewing and correcting all the Pāḷi stanzas and 

terms used. 

 

Without all their helps, this book on "Selected Dhamma Talks 

in 2011 by Venerable Rathanasara" will only remain as an 

idea. It is through their selfless help that this book can be 

printed and see the light of day. 
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Despite our best efforts, we believe that there will still be 

errors contained in this release. If you do spot any error(s), we 

appreciate very much your feedback through the contact page 

of the website (www.dhammaforeveryone.com) and will 

update the corrections in subsequent reprints and e-book 

version. 

 

May all be well and happy. 

 

thong kim-foo (vimutti) 

October 2012 

  

http://www.dhammaforeveryone.com/
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Manopubbaṅgamā dhammā, 

Manoseṭṭhā manomayā, 

 Manasā ce pasannena, 

Bhāsati vā karoti vā, 

 Tato naṃ sukhamanveti, 

Chāyā'va anapāyinī. 

 

 
All phenomena (originating from a sentient 

being) dhamma – are preceded by (the activity 

of) the mind, have as their chief agent, the 

mind; and are made-up of the mind. If one 

were to speak or act with a pure mind, 

happiness follows one as a consequence, like a 

shadow that never leaves one 
Dhammapada Verse 2 
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Foreword 
 

 

Communicating Buddhism is not an easy task. It is a very 

different challenge from giving a sermon to a believing, 

faithful, and non-questioning congregation. The very nature of 

Buddhist Philosophy and religion anticipates challenging 

audiences. It is a religion tagged “come and see”; not “come 

and believe”. It has never thought of silent audiences full of 

‘yes’ men. Platforms of Dhamma talks are scenarios of tough 

questions, challenges and expressions of disbelief where 

knowledgeable communicators attempt to convince 

sophisticated audiences of the scientific, rational, practical and 

modern characteristics of Buddhism. 

 

On the other hand the Buddha himself has shown initial 

reluctance in communicating Dhamma for different reasons. 

He realized that the very nature of the message is going against 

the grain. It is an invitation to control lust and greed while 

people in general are obsessed with lust, burning with it, yet 

enjoying it.  And even after deciding to teach, having focused 

on people with little dust in their eyes, he had to filter some 

unsuitable people out.  For instance, those who had very strong 

dogmas drilled into their hearts who refuse to open their minds 

for new insights and who had unprofitable questions to ask out 

of metaphysical interests were left out. Moreover, Buddhism is 

neither meant to be an academic burden, nor a dogma to grab 

tight. Practice of it requires vigorous investigation and 

conviction that it leads to practical benefits. A communicator, 

therefore, has to expect a difficult audience aggressively 

challenging, demanding, yet genuine. It may be the very 
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reason that Mahayana Buddhists added Upaya Kausalya (the 

skill in means of communicating) into their list of Pāramitās at 

a later date.  

 

In this collection of talks by Venerable K.Rathanasara, we 

meet a skillful communicator attempting to communicate the 

teachings of the Buddha to a significantly different audience 

from that it was originally presented to. Even though 

timelessness (akālika) of the evergreen teachings of Gotama 

the Buddha has given him enormous confidence, he 

undoubtedly had to encounter confused audiences exposed to 

varied cultural norms and scientific, consumerist and 

sometimes ultra-mundane elements. He seems to have faced 

with the challenge of clearing misunderstandings, correcting 

distortions and deal with criticisms throughout his sermons and 

Q&A sessions. 

 

Venerable Rathanasara’s sermons, recorded and edited for this 

collection by his highly competent editor, cover a wide range 

of subjects from moral actions (Kamma) to the future of 

Buddhist religion. Topics like Five Precepts, Merit Making, 

Relic Worship and Meditation are of practical importance to 

Buddhists. Yet, not limiting to inclusive issues, Venerable 

Rathanasara has dealt subjects with wider relevance and 

contemporary appeal, like crime and punishment. His Q&A 

sessions had been more thought provoking and encouraging 

for further delving into the Buddha’s teachings. Though deeply 

rooted in Early Buddhism, as a genuine Theravāda monk has 

to be, Ven. Rathanasara has spoken without prejudice to any 

other tradition or religion. And he has displayed magnanimity, 

broadmindedness and understanding in discussing culturally 



Page 9 

 

sensitive issues. His deep analytic wisdom is sufficiently laced 

with warm humanitarian spirit and sincere compassion. 

 

His editor, Vimutti Thong has done a marvelous job, taking 

care of fine intricacies of subject matter and annotating the 

sermons when he managed to find original sources, and being 

faithful to Pāḷi terms the speaker has frequently used. I know 

that this collection sees the light of the day owing to his 

faithful, sincere and positive interest shown from the day he 

himself mooted the concept, getting kind approval from 

Venerable Rathanasara. I am sure the Buddhists all over the 

world who were fortunate to have audience with this promising 

young monk who has earned international fame within a very 

short time, would feel extremely grateful to the editor for the 

excellent gift of Dhamma he has enthusiastically produced.  

 

Professor Chandima Wijebandara 

(Former Vice Chancellor of Sri Jayewardenepura University, Sri Lanka. 

Resident Professor of Pāḷi and Buddhist Studies, BRS/BL Graduate School 

of Buddhist Studies, Singapore.) 
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Yathāpi ppupharāsimhā, 

Kayirā mālākuṇe bahū, 

 Evaṃ jātena maccena, 

Kattabbaṃ kusalaṃ bahuṃ. 

 

 
Just as many garlands are made from a heap 

of flowers, so should one born to this world,  

should do much merit 
Dhammapada Verse 53 
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Why should we practise 

Mettā? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date: 15 April 2011 

Time: 8:30 pm to 10:00 pm 

Venue: Reclining Buddha Shrine Hall 

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple 

Singapore 
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Sahassampi ce vācā 

Anatthapadasaṃhitā 

 Ekaṃ atthapadaṃ seyyo 

Yaṃ sutvā upasammati. 

 
 

Better than a thousand useless words is one 

useful word, hearing which one attains peace 
Dhammapada Verse 100 
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Synopsis 
 

 

 

A monk was bitten by a snake, 

And he died on the spot. 

 

Having heard the news Buddha said: 

“O Monks, that monk did not practise loving-kindness. If that 

monk practised loving-kindness, he would not have died being 

bitten by a snake”. 

 

What is Mettā? 

Why should we practise Mettā? 

 

Buddha said: 

“Just as in the last month of the rainy season in autumn, when 

the sky is clear and free of clouds, the sun, on ascending, 

dispels the darkness of space and shines forth, bright and 

brilliant. Even so, whatever grounds there are for making merit 

productive of a future birth, all these do not equal a sixteenth 

part of the liberation of mind by loving-kindness”. 

There are eleven great benefits that one can enjoy by 

practicing Mettā. The benefits are immediate and visible. 

 

Mettā technique is such that there is no special posture, place 

or time. It is flexible and available at your wish. It does not 

require a fixed duration of time. 

So for those who have time or otherwise, you can still 

meditate. 
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Mā'pamaññetha pāpassa 

Na mantaṃ āgamissati 

 Udabindunipātena 

Udakumbho'pi pūrati 

 Pūrati bālo pāpassa 

Thokathokampi ācinaṃ 

 

 
Think not lightly of evil, saying, 

 "It will not come to me."  

Drop by drop is the water pot filled.  

Likewise, the fool, gathering it little by little, 

fills himself with evil. 
Dhammapada Verse 121 
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We chant Metta Sutta almost every day. And in most Dhamma 

talks, we start with Mettā Meditation. Am I correct? Mettā is 

so common and popular that people misunderstand and 

misinterpret it to be a very simple type of meditation. 

Sometimes we underestimate the power and benefits of Mettā 

Meditation. Last week, I overheard a conversation between 

two devotees in the temple under the Bodhi tree. One of them 

was practicing Mettā Meditation and the other was practising 

the meditation technique relating to the Five Aggregates. Then 

the one who practised the meditation technique relating to the 

Five Aggregates said, “Mettā Meditation is so simple, that it is 

only for beginners or those at kindergarten level. You should 

practise the higher type of meditation.” This misinterpretation 

is probably due to the lack of understanding of the Dhamma. 

 

Friends, all meditation techniques that are taught in Buddhism 

are equally important. They serve a purpose. We should 

neither discriminate against any of the Buddhist meditation 

techniques, nor argue about the good and bad, as they are all 

equally important and just as beneficial. These meditation 

techniques allow people of various characters and 

temperaments to achieve different purposes.  

 

First of all, it is very important for you to understand Mettā 

before you can radiate Mettā. The word “Mettā” comes from 

the Pāḷi language, which simply means love. However, this is 

not the kind of ordinary love defined in the English dictionary.  

Mettā is translated into English by some scholars as ‘loving-

kindness’.  So, what is the difference between ‘love’ and 

“loving-kindness”?  
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The love that we commonly speak about has greed, hatred and 

delusion as hidden tendencies. The love between a man and 

woman, husband and wife, brother and sister, friends, parents 

and children – such love comes together with greed, lust, 

hatred, ill-will, jealousy, anger, ignorance and delusion. These 

are considered defilements. Buddhism recognises greed, hatred 

and delusion as the 3 main roots of defilements.  That is why 

there are instances where people in relationships, such as that 

between a husband and wife or two lovers, can go to the extent 

of harming or killing each other when they break up, as these 

actions arise from hatred.  Hence Buddhism does not recognise 

this commonly spoken love as “Mettā”. 

 

What about the purest love that we recognise, like mother’s 

love? Mother’s love is the purest love we all know and Buddha 

talked of this highly appreciative love, but Buddhism does not 

recognise it as the purest love. The love of a mother is still 

tainted with greed, hatred and delusion. A mother can love her 

son so much, but may not love her neighbour’s son in the same 

way. This is due to the mother’s attachment to the child. When 

the child does not behave in the manner that pleases his/her 

mother or follow instruction properly, the disappointed mother 

gets angry. There are even parents who would say extremely 

hurting remarks such as “I do not want to see you anymore!” 

or “You are no longer my son/daughter!” Such love between 

mother and child is not to be called Mettā.  

 

So, what does “Mettā” mean? Mettā is love which does not 

contain any greed, hatred, delusion, lust or other defilements, 

and is cultivated based on wisdom, compassion, goodwill and 

beneficial thoughts. Every person is born in this world with the 
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ability to love. However, Mettā is not the ordinary type of love 

which has emotional, sentimental or sensual elements but 

rather; it is a sublime type of thoughts which has to be 

cultivated. Mettā together with Karuṇā (compassion), Muditā 

(appreciative joy) and Upekkhā (equanimity) form the four 

sublime qualities of the human mind. 

 

What is Mettā bhāvanā or Mettā Meditation then? We all have 

the seeds to develop Mettā. But if you do not plant the seed by 

giving it soil, water, sunlight and manure, it is not possible for 

this seed to grow.  On the other hand, if you plant this seed 

well and take care of it, it will grow into a plant. So friends, all 

of us have the seeds to develop the four sublime qualities of 

the human mind.  

 

At the beginning of the widely chanted Metta Sutta, the 

Buddha described the qualities that you should cultivate to 

develop Mettā.  How should we prepare ourselves to cultivate 

Mettā? 

 

Sakkō ujū ca sūjū ca
1
 

Suvaco cassa mudu anatimānī  

Santussakō ca subharō ca 

 

In cultivating Mettā, one has to be honest, sincere, humble, 

upright and uphold righteous principles in your life. One 

should not be extremely busy to such an extent that one has no 

time for spiritual development. Lastly, he or she should be 

someone who has little demands for material needs. These are 

                                                           
1
 Karaniya Metta Sutta 
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the qualities required to prepare the ground in developing 

Mettā.  

 

Why should we cultivate and practise Mettā?  

 

The Buddha said very clearly, “Mettā is the foundation for all 

merits.” There is nothing comparable to Mettā. Today, I have 

given you some notes on three discourses. In the first 

discourse, the Buddha emphasised on the importance of 

meritorious deeds. He said, “Monks, whatever grounds there 

are for making merits which are productive towards a future 

birth, all these do not equal to a sixteenth part of the liberation 

of mind by loving-kindness. The liberation of mind by 

practising loving-kindness surpasses them and shines forth, 

bright and brilliant.”  

 

And He gave an example: “Just as the radiance of all the stars 

does not equal to a sixteenth part of the moon’s radiance, the 

moon’s radiance surpasses them and shines forth, bright and 

brilliant. Likewise, making all merits which are productive for 

future birth does not equal to a sixteenth part of the liberation 

of the mind by practicing loving kindness.” The Buddha 

explained here how important Mettā is for those who need 

merits. Therefore, one cannot make merits without Mettā.  

 

Merit is described as the wholesome karmic energy which 

arises in one’s mind through wholesome actions. Through 

Mettā meditation, the mind becomes wholesome, full of love 

with compassionate thoughts and loving-kindness. Based on 

these wholesome positive thoughts, words and actions become 

wholesome. When one does a good deed or a wholesome 
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action with a positive mind, he or she will generate a positive 

energy known as merit. Merit is required for all sentient beings 

within the cycle of existence.  

 

Puññāni paralokasmin pātiṭṭha honti paninam
2
 

Merits naturally yield happiness to all beings. In the process of 

wandering from one realm to another, it is the merits that will 

pave the way for one to be born in a pleasurable and 

favourable realm. From the Buddhists’ perspective, all of us 

have generated merits in our past lives, which explain why we 

are born as human beings today. Pubbe ca kata-puññatā
3
 - 

‘to have done merits in the past’ is a blessing. 

 

So long as enlightenment is not achieved, merits will always 

be required. After enlightenment, merits are not required 

anymore because there will be no rebirth. 

 

The Buddha said, “Pabbajitassapi upakārāni puññānīti
4
”. 

Even the monks and nuns need merits. Whether for monks, 

nuns or lay people, merits are required. Hence, Mettā is 

constantly practised as it is the ground for all merits. 

 

And the Buddha said, 

“Manopubbaṅgamā dhammā 

manoseṭṭhā manomayā
5
” 

  

The mind is the forerunner for everything. Mettā is also 

practised because it can weaken hatred. Hatred has a very 

                                                           
2
 Piyehi Vippayogo (Reflection on the Loss of Loved Ones) 

3
 Mangala Sutta 

4
 AN III_utf8 

5
 Dhammapada Verse 1, Cakkhupalatthera Vatthu 
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powerful destructing power on our minds. It is out of hatred 

that all evil, wicked, immoral, unwholesome and violent 

actions come forth. Jealousy, ill-will, anger – though with 

different meanings, they share the same root of hatred. One 

could easily destroy themselves and others due to hatred, 

producing considerable negative karmic energies. Therefore 

Mettā is a very powerful tool to effectively weaken and 

suppress the power of this destructive, negative energy linked 

to hatred.   

 

Mettā is best for people who lose their temper easily. When 

one looks for monks for meditation instructions especially in 

meditation centres, meditation techniques are not taught 

immediately. The meditation master will give certain 

techniques of meditation to practise and then make 

observations on the person’s character through actions such as 

walking, talking, behaviour and attitude to assess the kind of 

meditation suitable for the particular individual.  

Mettā is a powerful force for one’s own protection. And there 

are four types of protective meditation in Buddhism.   

 

1. Buddhānusati - contemplation on the virtues of the Buddha 

2. Mettānusati - loving-kindness for all worldly beings 

3. Asubbanusati - recollection on the repulsiveness of the body 

4. Maranānusati - mindfulness of death 

 

They are called “Caturārakkā-kammaṭhāna” - the four kinds of 

protective meditation. 

 

Buddhānusati refers to the recollection of the Buddha. Why is 

Buddhānusati Meditation protective? Buddhānusati Meditation 
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leads to the development of right vision and right 

understanding in the Buddha’s nature. With the mind focused 

in becoming a Buddha - the Enlightened One, one’s thoughts, 

words, actions are directed to becoming enlightened and hence 

is protected against evil, wicked, unwholesome thoughts, 

words and behaviour.  

 

Mettā Meditation is also a protective meditation as it helps to 

reduce the negative power of hatred in the human mind. It 

helps to protect one from hatred and many other dangers from 

unseen beings, living beings, human beings and unseen danger. 

 

Asubba Meditation is the recollection on the repulsiveness of 

the body, but I will not go into details here. It helps to reduce 

lust, greed and attachment in one’s mind. These three evil 

defilements are the root causes of suffering.  

 

Meditation on death enables one to become energetic, diligent 

in work and protects one against all defilements and achieves 

freedom from the cycle of existence.  

 

You may refer to Khanda Paritta which described what took 

place during the Buddha’s stay in Jetavana Monastery in the 

city of Sāvatthi. One day, a monk was bitten by a very 

poisonous snake and died on the spot.  All the other monks 

came to the Buddha and reported, “Venerable Sir, so and so 

died because of a snake bite.” Then the Buddha said, “Monks, 

that monk did not practise loving-kindness. He did not radiate 

Mettā towards the snakes and the other living beings. If he had 

practised Mettā, he would not have died as he would not have 

been bitten by the snake. From today onwards, all of you must 
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practise Mettā.” Thus, after this incident, the Buddha made it 

compulsory for all Buddhist monks and nuns to practise Mettā. 

Lay people should also practise Mettā regardless of where they 

live, especially for those living in the forest. It is their principal 

defence since they do not carry guns and any other weapons 

for their own protection while they live among poisonous 

snakes and dangerous animals like leopards and lions. They 

will not be harmed because they cultivated Mettā for their own 

protection. 

  

Perhaps all of you know why the Buddha taught the Metta 

Sutta? This is a very well-known story of why the Buddha 

taught Metta Sutta to the monks. A group of monks wanted to 

practise meditation and went to the Buddha who advised them 

to go to the forest for their practice. But when they were 

practicing meditation, they were constantly disturbed by some 

unseen beings and could not concentrate well. The moment 

they achieved serenity and concentration, the beings would 

appear in their mind to disturb and frighten them. These monks 

found it very difficult to practise meditation and went back to 

the Buddha. They asked, “Venerable Sir, we cannot practise 

over there because we faced this very unusual type of 

difficulty. We do not understand who they are, why they come 

to disturb us in many ways throughout day and night.” The 

Buddha said, “Well, learn this Karaniya Metta Sutta (which is 

now widely known as Metta Sutta).” The Buddha taught this 

discourse to the monks and instructed them, “Go there and first 

practise Mettā Meditation. After that, all of you must practise 

Vipassanā Meditation (Insight Meditation).” These monks then 

returned to the same place to practise Mettā Meditation. While 

practicing, the loving thoughts and radiation of loving-
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kindness surrounded and permeated all around, and these 

unseen beings became friendly and stopped disturbing them. 

Instead, these unseen beings gave all possible assistance they 

could to help the monks. From then on, Metta Sutta is chanted 

for one’s own protection.  

 

In the Mettānisaṃa Sutta
6
, the Buddha explained the 

advantages of practising Mettā. He gave 11 benefits that one 

can achieve and enjoy in this lifetime by practising Mettā. 

They are: 

 

1. Sukhaṃ supati 

2. Sukhaṃ paṭibujjhati 

3. Na pāpakaṃ supinaṃ passati  

4. Manussānaṃ piyo hoti 

5. Amanussānaṃ piyo hoti 

6. Devatā rakkhanti 

7. Nāssa aggī vā visaṃ vā satthaṃ vā kamati 

8. Tuvaṭaṃ cittaṃ samādhiyati 

9. Mukhavaṇṇo vippasīdati  

10. Asammūḷho kālaṃ karoti 

11. Uttariṃ appaṭivijjhanto brahmalokūpago hoti 

 

1. Sukhaṃ supati 

The Buddha explained that one who practises Mettā sleeps 

peacefully. Friends, don’t you think it is a benefit? There are 

hundreds of thousands of people who cannot sleep every night. 

Some go to the doctor asking for sleeping pills and tablets. 

Some visit pubs and drink alcohol to make themselves sleepy. 

                                                           
6
 AN 11.16; PTS: A v 342 

 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sltp/AN_V_utf8.html#pts.342
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Not many can have peaceful sleep every day due to stress and 

other problems. The Buddha guaranteed that one can sleep 

peacefully if Mettā Meditation is being practised.  

 

2. Sukhaṃ paṭibujjhati 

If Mettā meditation is practised every morning and at bedtime, 

one’s mind is full of Mettā thoughts. This leads to one waking 

up in comfort and feeling refreshed mentally and physically. It 

is because when one has slept well, the body and mind is fully 

rested.  

 

3. Na pāpakaṃ supinaṃ passati 

The third benefit – there will be no evil dreams. Friends, 

dreams are mental creation. While we are living, we also 

dream. Daydream! Sometimes we speculate about our future. 

Am I correct? We have lots of dreams about our future. So 

what happen when you are asleep? The same thing will appear 

as dreams. One very famous psychologist named Dr Sigmund 

Freud said dreams come as emotional roots and are released in 

dreams. Buddhism also speaks of the same thing. What we call 

a dream is nothing more than our mental creation. There are no 

doubts there are certain dreams which are related to special 

sense perception, but most dreams are created by the human 

mind. When the mind is free from hatred, ill-will, jealousy and 

anger, there is no way for evil or unwholesome dreams to 

appear in one’s sleep. If there is any possibility for dreams to 

arise, then it should only be sweet dreams because the mind is 

full of sweet thoughts - a lot of Mettā.  
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4. Manussānaṃ piyo hoti 

One is dear to human beings. Due to a lack of Mettā, it is 

difficult to be among fellow human beings as one gets angry 

and quarrel easily with others.  With Mettā, one becomes a 

peace-loving and kind person. Friends, because minds are so 

powerful, people can feel and sense it. This explains why a 

person is being well-liked by others due to that individual’s 

mind being devoid of evil and unwholesome thoughts, while 

filling it with compassion, goodwill and friendship. Words are 

also spoken with friendliness, without lies and harshness. 

When one’s actions become agreeable with others, he or she 

becomes a noble human being in society whom everyone likes. 

 

5. Amanussānaṃ piyo hoti 

One is dear to non-human beings and unseen beings. Who are 

these non-human beings and unseen beings? The unseen 

beings must not be mistaken as hungry ghosts, and non-human 

beings include animals. When one gets angry, even pet dogs 

and cats run away because they sense it. But when one emits 

kind and friendly energies, they will come close and want you 

to touch them. This is nature. When we were young, after our 

daily breakfast or lunch, we would bring some bananas or fruit 

for squirrels and birds when they came by. While they were 

eating, we talked to them in good words. They heard our voice 

and very quickly they became our friends. They would come 

near us for feeding and were no longer afraid of us. Monks 

who live in the forest do not have any weapon. They have only 

Mettā as protection. There is rarely any report on monks or 

nuns or a lay person who lives in the forest practising Mettā 

and was attacked by animals. 
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Perhaps you have heard about the incident which happened 

during the Buddha’s time. Have you heard about Devadatta, 

the Buddha’s cousin? He tried to kill the Buddha many times 

by sending professional killers. What happened to these 

professional killers? The moment they came across the 

Buddha, they were tamed, threw away their weapons, listened 

to the Buddha and became his disciples. Some of them even 

became monks. One day Devadatta, with the support of King 

Ajātasattu, used an elephant named Nālāgiri which was well-

known for its violent behaviour in the kingdom, to attack the 

Buddha. This type of elephant was used in battlefields against 

enemies and was the most violent kind amongst those in the 

kingdom of King Ajatasattu. The caretakers of this elephant 

used to make it drink toddy (a type of palm wine) so it became 

more violent. Devadatta took the opportunity to make this 

elephant Nālāgiri drank toddy and sent it to kill the Buddha 

while he was making his alms round in the city of Sāvatthi. So, 

what happened? Everyone started screaming and running for 

their lives. The elephant was coming to kill the Buddha and 

Venerable Ānanda tried to protect the Buddha. But knowing 

the nature of Nālāgiri, the Buddha prevented him from doing 

so. How did the Buddha protect himself? He radiated His 

loving-kindness. Instantly, this wild elephant kneeled down in 

front of the Buddha and became tamed.  This incident came to 

be known as Nālāgiridamana (taming the elephant Nālāgiri). 

Do you think it is a miracle? Yes, it is a miracle because we do 

not have this power. The Buddha developed the great power of 

Mettā so he could use it to change the violent thoughts of the 

elephant which were linked to hatred. Nālāgiri’s mind was 

motivated by hatred and the Buddha used Mettā to weaken that 



Page 27 

 

negative energy to subdue it. So friends, the benefit for 

practising Mettā— non-human beings will like you. 

 

If you study the Buddha’s life story, you will learn that in the 

sixth week after His enlightenment, there was a heavy rain 

while He was sitting under the ajaplan tree. One enormous (it 

was said) snake coiled around and protected Him against the 

elements. This again tells us the power of Mettā which one can 

generate by cultivating diligently. 

 

So friends, when we develop Mettā, those unseen beings as 

well as those non-human beings become friendly towards us 

and not disturb us. This was what happened in the story which 

was told earlier about the group of monks who went to practise 

meditation. When they were disturbed by the unseen beings, 

they sought help from the Buddha who gave them the best 

medicine, i.e., to go back to the same place and practise Mettā.  

 

6. Devatā rakkhanti 

One is protected by the Devas. What are Devas? Devas are 

living, unseen beings born in the divine realm because of their 

wholesome karmic energy. So, virtuous Devas will always 

protect those who practise Mettā. Why? They sense and 

understand the great meritorious power and loving-kindness of 

the human mind. And how can the Deva protect you? Friends, 

it can happen in various peculiar ways. For example, when you 

are going to work and waiting for the usual bus. The bus 

arrived and suddenly a thought arise “I shall take the next bus” 

and you do not board that bus. The next moment, that bus is 

involved in an accident and lots of people die but you escape 

this fate. Or you are driving along the highway and your mind 
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tells you immediately through a thought - communicative 

thoughts which are related to an extra-sense perception and 

you change lane as you have a premonition of a car accident. 

The next moment, an accident really occurs and you escape 

from it. That is how it can work. Devas do not come knocking 

at your door and offer help literally. It is because Devas (living 

divine beings) possess various kinds of divine power. Human 

beings are a collected form of energies. Devas are also a 

collected form of energies. The difference lies in the fact that 

we have gross level physical bodies whereas Devas have subtle 

and astral bodies. Devas protect those people who practise 

Mettā.  

 

7. Nāssa aggī vā visaṃ vā satthaṃ vā kamati 

Fire, poison or sword cannot touch one who practises Mettā. 

What does it mean? It means that one will not face untimely 

death. If someone tries to kill a person who practises Mettā 

using weapons, poison or fire in whatever violent way, it is 

impossible for such an attempt to succeed. One who practises 

Mettā will always be protected. He will never face untimely 

death due to these kinds of violent actions unless it is a 

negative powerful karmic energy due to something he 

committed in his past life that has ripened.  Otherwise, Mettā 

Meditation works as a protection. Again it works because of 

the help rendered by the virtuous divine beings to those who 

have developed their own inner and spiritual minds. 

 

8. Tuvaṭaṃ cittaṃ samādhiyati 

It is easier for the mind to concentrate. One who practises 

Mettā diligently will reap the benefits and advantages in 

whatever type of meditation being practised due to an ease of 
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concentration. When one concentrates well, one is mindful of 

his or her thoughts, words and actions and therefore makes 

fewer mistakes. At work, one becomes very efficient. At 

school, one will be good in studies and achieves good grades. 

Whatever the purpose, one becomes very good at it due to a 

well-concentrated mind. 

 

9. Mukhavaṇṇo vippasīdati  

His or her countenance is serene. Mukhavaṇṇo vippasīdati in 

Pāḷi means the face becomes attractive, beautiful and glowing. 

There is no need for make-ups as one’s face will glow. One 

can buy the entire beauty product range but will not be able to 

give what Mettā can provide. Why? One can put on make-up 

but all will be washed away when caught in the rain, whereas 

Mettā cannot be washed away. If Mettā is practised genuinely, 

one’s happiness will arise from the inner heart. Since the face 

is the index of the mind, when the mind is full of loving-

kindness, one’s face becomes luminous, beautiful, serene and 

very attractive. This is another reason why people are attracted 

to you.  

 

When you are angry, go to the nearest mirror to see your 

reflection. You will be terrified to see your angry face. But 

when you are happy, serene and peaceful, you will see how 

beautiful, handsome and attractive you are. 

 

10. Asammūḷho kālaṃ karoti 

At the moment of death, you will not be confused, and will die 

with a peaceful mind.  How many people can attain this level 

of practice? Why do we have so much fear towards death? 

After death, we do not know where we are going to be born. 
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One who practises and cultivates Mettā accumulates lots of 

merits because Mettā itself is based on merits. Thus that person 

naturally does no evil because he does not have the necessary 

‘software’ to do evil. With those necessary conditions to do 

evil being suppressed, that person does not have any fear 

towards death because he knows where he will be born and can 

even decide where he wants to be born as he has lots of merits.  

 

11. Uttariṃ appaṭivijjhanto brahmalokūpago hoti 

There is another reason why Mettā should be practised. Our 

purpose is to become enlightened. As we move from realm to 

realm, the merits we have will lead us to be born in a 

pleasurable and favourable realm. One who practises Mettā 

diligently will achieve Jhana or a higher level of the mind. 

After death, that person will be born in the Brahma realm, 

which is a realm for the higher divine. But if one did not 

achieve the Jhanic level, he or she will still be born in the 

divine realm or in the human realm, wherever he or she 

wishes. So friends, this is why you should practise Mettā 

because of these great visible benefits which are helpful for 

you in this life as well as many lives to come.  

 

The talk will not be complete unless I share with you the way 

to practise Mettā. So how should we practise Mettā? First of 

all, we have to radiate Mettā towards ourselves. We start by 

repeating mentally, “May I be free from worries; may I be free 

from suffering; may I be well and happy.” When you keep 

repeating, you will have the energy and be very happy and 

serene. You are conditioning your mind in a positive and 

loving manner that radiates Mettā towards yourself with lots of 

compassion. You may ask, “Why do you radiate Mettā towards 
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yourself? Why can’t we start radiating Mettā towards others? 

Why is it compulsory to radiate Mettā towards ourselves?” The 

reason is if we hate ourselves, and when such kind of hatred 

becomes dominant, it will drive us to harm ourselves or 

commit suicide.  

 

Again, it is because of hatred, terrorist organizations use it to 

brainwash people in becoming suicide bombers. That is why 

when you want to love others, you must first love yourself. If 

we want to give something to someone, we must first have it 

with us.  This is the basic principle. 

  

There is no timeframe in radiating Mettā towards oneself. 

After that, we will radiate Mettā towards our mother, father, 

brother, sister, relatives, friends, teachers and fellow human 

beings in Singapore, in neighbouring countries, in the world, 

and then we go beyond to those beings – animals that live on 

earth, in water and in space. We also reach out to those that 

can be seen and cannot be seen — those who live in the human 

realm and the other realms of living beings. Starting with 

oneself, we radiate and cultivate Mettā towards all living 

beings.  

 

When you say “my mother”, she will appear in your mind, and 

you can see her from the day you were born, and recollect 

these memories until the present moment. You radiate Mettā 

towards her and visualize her in your mind. Next, you 

visualize your father and radiate Mettā to him in the same 

manner. There is no language restriction and you may use any 

language but they have to be short, meaningful, clear and 

positive. Repeat the same process to radiate Mettā to your 
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immediate family members followed by other groups of people 

as described earlier on. There are no definite groups of people 

for radiating Mettā, as it depends on different individuals. And 

in this way, step by step, you radiate boundless love and 

compassion towards all living beings. 

 

Here, a few questions arise.  

 

Is there a fixed posture for this meditation? Friends, for Mettā 

Meditation, you can practise in any posture. You can practise 

Mettā while sitting, lying down on the bed, standing or 

walking. You can sit in whatever way you prefer, and it does 

not matter even on a chair. Elderly people can also practise it. 

Unlike “breathing in and out” meditation which requires one to 

concentrate only on the “in and out” breath that may be very 

difficult for some people, Mettā meditation gives you the space 

for your mind to run through sentences and thus, it becomes 

easy for you to practise. 

 

Is there any special time to practise Mettā? There is no special 

time to practise it. Whenever you are comfortable, you can 

practise it. However, practicing Mettā in the early morning is 

beneficial because you start the day with a mind filled with 

loving thoughts before leaving for work. The moment you step 

out of your house, you will start smiling and greeting “good 

morning” to people whom you meet along the way. Also, you 

will radiate Mettā throughout the day. If you practise Mettā at 

night before bedtime, you will have a peaceful sleep. 

 

Is there any special place to practise Mettā? There is no 

specific place, and it is not compulsory to come to the temple. 
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A temple provides you with a suitable environment for 

meditation but you can practise Mettā anywhere you like. It 

can be your living, study, bedroom, or office—anywhere as 

long as you can find a suitable environment with the least 

disturbances and noise. So friends, Mettā Meditation gives us 

so many benefits in this life itself, and we should not view it as 

a simple meditation and underestimate the value of Mettā.  

 

Summary 
Mettā is not carnal love but love without hatred, greed, 

delusion and is based on compassion and wisdom. It is a 

sublime quality which we are not born with, but which can be 

achieved through cultivation. It is not a simple type of 

meditation as many think and the benefits are tremendous for 

those who practise it.  

 

1. Mettā is the base for all merits. All meritorious deeds come 

from Mettā.  

2. Mettā is a powerful tool to reduce and weaken the violent, 

evil, unwholesome negative forces of hatred.  

3. Mettā is a powerful force for protection. Protection is 

received from other living beings, both seen and unseen.  

4. Mettā gives us eleven benefits. Of these eleven benefits, 

ten can be enjoyed here and now. The last benefit will help 

one to be born in a favourable and pleasurable realm after 

death.  

 

To practise Mettā, we start with oneself and radiate Mettā to 

our loved ones and finally to the whole universe. There is no 

special posture, time and place in practising Mettā meditation. 
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Yo ca pubbe pamajjitvā, 

Pacchā so nappamajjati, 

 So imaṃ lokaṃ pabhāseti, 

Abbhā mutto'va candimā. 

 

 

The person, who being at first heedless, (but) 

later is heedful – he illuminates this world like 

the moon freed from the clouds 
Dhammapada Verse 172 
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How to make Merits? 
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Aneka jāti saṃsāraṃ, 

 Sandhāvissaṃ anibbisaṃ, 

 Gahakārakaṃ gavesanto, 

Dukkhā jāti punappunaṃ. 

 

 
Through many a rebirth I wandered in this 

samsara (endless cycle of births and deaths), 

seeking but not finding, the builder of the 

house. Sorrowful is repeated birth. 
Dhammapada Verse 153 

 

 
 
  



Page 37 

 

Synopsis 
 

 

Buddha once said: 

“Monks do not fear for meritorious deeds. 

This is an expression denoting happiness. 

What is desirable, wished for, dear, and agreeable, 

That is meritorious deeds.” 

 

Merit is a term for wholesome energy that is generated by the 

human mind.  

Why do we need this wholesome energy? 

 

“Happy are those who make merits in this life  

And lives to come”, said the Buddha. 

 

That being the case,  

If merits bring blessings,  

Why do some good people suffer while some wicked prosper? 

  

If we are born as human beings because of our previous merits,  

why do we suffer in this life?  

 

Heaven is open to all who make merits.  

And it is not reserved only for a particular religion. 

But merits alone cannot make us enlightened.  

So why do we need merits then? 

 

Not knowing how to make merits for some people generates 

demerits.  

What is the most essential factor in making merits?  

What are the three types of meritorious deeds and ten 

wholesome actions? 
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Mā'pamaññetha puññassa 

Na maṃ taṃ āgamissati 

 Udabindu nipātena 

Udakumbho'pi pūrati 

 Pūrati dhīro puññassa 

Thokathokampi ācinaṃ 

 

 
Think not lightly of good, saying,  

"It will not come to me."  

Drop by drop is the water pot filled.  

Likewise, the wise man, gathering it little by 

little, fills himself with good 
Dhammapada Verse 122 
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Each and every one of you should have a right understanding 

on how to make merits because merits are essential on this 

path to enlightenment. You are all interested in the spiritual 

life and that is why all of you are here today to dedicate this 

time for your spiritual development.  

 

First of all, you have to understand what it means by the word 

“merit”? Merit is the term we use to indicate the positive 

luminous power of the human mind.  

 

Human beings are capable of producing two types of energies. 

One is dark energy, which always leads to suffering and 

unhappiness. Dark energy has the negative power of the lower, 

wretched and miserable realms.  Human beings are also 

capable of producing bright and wholesome energy. Bright 

energy has the magnetic power of the higher, pleasurable and 

favourable realms.  This can bring a lot of good to your life. 

 

Merits are generated by our mind through our wholesome 

actions. These merits are wholesome kammic energies and are 

one of the most powerful factors that influence our lives. This 

is because merits also equate happiness. Perfect happiness - 

isn’t this what you all have been looking for? “Cittam 

punātīti puññam”. Buddha said, “Rejoicing over the good or 

having done something good and be happy.” “Sukho 

puññassa uccayo
7
” – “Increasing merit is increasing 

happiness”.  

 

There are two popular terms in Buddhism found in the Pāḷi 

canon that you always refer to as merits.   

                                                           
7
 Dhammapada Verse 118 Lajadevadhita Vatthu 
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One term is known as Puñña Kamma. The other one is known 

as Kusala Kamma. Both terms are used to indicate merits. But 

what is the difference? Puñña Kamma simply means 

wholesome energy generated from wholesome actions, which 

can bring happiness to this life, the next and so on. It can also 

bring you good luck, good health and success.  

 

Kusala Kamma is known as meritorious deeds and is a little bit 

more profound. The word ‘kusala’ means skilful actions. Why 

are meritorious actions known as skilful actions? This is 

because meritorious actions can reduce or eradicate from the 

human mind the three evil roots that make us suffer in this 

cycle of existence. These are greed, hatred and delusion. 

Meritorious actions lead to happiness, good luck, good health 

and success.  

 

Well, merits form the base for a happy life, here and now. 

With the accumulation of merits, the bright, luminous and 

positive energy created influences the outcome of your lives in 

various positive ways. Life becomes more pleasurable and 

favourable. You may have come across virtuous people and 

people who are full of positive energy, thus finding yourself in 

happy and favourable environments. Some call this good luck 

or good fortune. Different terms, but they all refer to this 

wholesome kammic energy 

 

However, happiness and favourable conditions are 

impermanent, transient, fleeting. Buddha had very clearly said, 

“Sabbe sattā marissan ti”. All living beings die. “Maranaṃ 

tamhi jīvitam.” You and I, we all will die. This life ends with 

death. “Yathā kammaṃ gamissanti.”  But the journey will 
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not stop there. Beyond death, life is possible. That life depends 

on whether you have created enough dark or bright energy. 

Beyond death, merits can lead us to be born in a pleasurable 

and favourable realm. “Puññāni para-lokasmiṃ patiṭṭhā 

honti pāninam.” - Only merits count in the well-being and 

happiness of the departed being.  

 

While you are living, you have in possession many material 

things and are always in pursuit of wealth, power and 

popularity. Yet, on the day you depart this world, nothing 

matters except kammic energy. 

 

Again, friends, why do we need merits? Because heaven is 

open only to those who do merits. Heaven is open only to 

those who produce bright energy, not dark energy. Some 

religions claim they can manipulate heaven. Others claim that 

only their followers can go to heaven. There are even those 

that proclaim that only their followers will go to heaven and 

the rest will end up in hell. 

 

Buddhism has a different perspective. It does not matter 

whether you have a religion or not. Regardless of religion, 

caste, class or denomination, if you make merits and do good 

deeds, you may be reborn in heaven. So, heaven is opened for 

all who make merits. However, remember this, merits can 

carry you to the door of Enlightenment but merits alone cannot 

bring you Enlightenment. It is the Wisdom that brings 

Enlightenment. So, merits can carry you to the door of 

Enlightenment, but Wisdom is the key to Enlightenment.  
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Friends, why do I say so? Perhaps you have heard many stories 

about how, in Buddha’s time, hundreds and thousands of 

people attained Enlightenment. Just by hearing a few words 

from the Buddha, or few stanzas from his disciples, or having 

been with the Buddha for a short period of time, these people 

attained Enlightenment.  Among them were Venerable 

Sariputta, Venerable Moggallana, Venerable Maha Kassapa 

and so on. These people had made lots of merits and made 

aspirations to be born when Buddha appeared in the world. So, 

these worthy, noble monks appeared easily in the time of the 

Buddha.  

 

As the Buddha laid on his death bed, many monks who were 

unenlightened were very worried and started crying and 

weeping. Venerable  Ānanda , the faithful attendant of the 

Buddha, was so worried that he started crying too. And what 

did the Buddha say? Buddha said, “ Ānanda , do not be 

worried. Do not cry. Do not think that you are left alone. You 

have done a lot of merits and you will escape from suffering 

and be enlightened soon.” So, as long as we are unenlightened 

and still in this process of moving from one realm to another, it 

is merits that count toward your well-being and happiness.  

 

Buddha said that this is not the first life you are living and 

definitely not the last life you are going to have. You have 

been born millions of times, and you have wandered such a 

long time in this cycle of existence. Buddha said if someone 

collects the bones of the single person wandering in this cycle 

of existence, the pile of bones will be greater than the highest 

mountain on this earth. You have been wandering for such a 

long time. So, in this process of wandering from realm to 
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realm, the merits will follow you like your own shadow and 

ripen in due time.  

 

One day, accompanied by 500 court ladies Princess Sumana 

went to the Buddha.  After paying her respects to Him, she 

asked. “Venerable Sir, suppose there are two men, one of them 

cultivated charity and morality, but the other practises 

morality, but does not practise charity. My question is 

Venerable Sir, after death, when they appear in heavenly 

realm, can you see any differences in these two?” And Buddha 

said; “Yes, the one who practises both charity and morality, 

that person will exceed the other who practises only morality 

in divine beauty, divine power, and divine lifespan. And he 

will live more pleasurably, and have a more favourable life 

than the other one.”  

 

And she asked the second question: “Venerable Sir, suppose 

these two now disappear from the divine realm, and reappear 

in the human realm as human beings. Do you see any 

differences?” Buddha said; “Yes, still you can see the 

difference. One who practises charity and morality, this person 

exceeds the other one in human beauty, human lifespan and 

human power. And whatever he wishes for, all his wishes will 

come true.” 

 

Then she asked the third question. “Suppose, Venerable Sir, 

now these two men are to become monks. They renounce all 

wealth, power and popularity, and they become monks. And 

when they become monks, their only possessions are three 

robes and bowl. Venerable, can you still see the differences in 

these two monks?” Buddha said; “Yes, you can still see the 
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differences. The man who practises both charity and morality, 

that monk will receive in abundance; he will always receive 

enough robes, enough food and enough lodging. Whatever this 

monk wishes for, he will receive everything he needs.” 

 

Then she asked the fourth and final question: “Now suppose 

these two monks practise diligently, cultivating diligently, and 

they both attain Enlightenment (Nibbāna) and become 

Arahants.   My question, Venerable, can you see any 

difference between these two enlightened Arahants?” Here 

Buddha said, “In that case, Princess Sumana, there is no 

difference. Both of them are experiencing the same bliss of 

Nibbāna. There is no difference in Nibbāna.”  

 

So this story, this Dhamma dialogue between the Buddha and 

Princess Sumana tells and shows us very clearly, that as long 

as we are moving in the cycle of existence, it is merits that 

count for the well-being and happiness of the being.  

 

Buddha said, “Idha nandati pecca nandati kata puñño 

ubhayattha nandati
8
”. People who do merits, these worthy 

people are happy in this life, and happy after death.  

 

Buddha also said, “Kiccho manussapaṭilābho
9
” Rare is the 

life of a human being. You must have done a lot of merits to be 

born as a human being. Buddha’s advice is for us humans to do 

more meritorious deeds.  

 

                                                           
8
 Dhammapada Verse 18 

9
 Dhammapada Verse 182 
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He said, “Yathā hi puppharasimha kayrā mālā gune bahū ” 

Just like a flower garland maker, he collects beautiful flowers 

one after another and makes a beautiful flower garland. In the 

same way as those who are worthy, those who are wise, those 

who achieved this rare form of life, should do beautiful actions 

and do meritorious deeds one after another.  

 

“Suko puññassa uccayo
10

” Increasing merit is increasing 

happiness.  

 

“Puññam che puriso kayrā kayrāthetam punappunam
11

” 

Wise people, intelligent people, they do meritorious deeds 

again and again because they understand the value of their 

merits.  

 

So how do you make merits? It is very simple, yet requires 

practice. Some people, not knowing how, create de-merits 

while in the process of creating merits. Sometimes, people 

come to the temple with good intentions to do good deeds, to 

help the temple. Eventually when they become the members or 

part of the committee they forget their primary intention of 

providing a service and the primary motivation of coming to 

the temple.  Instead, they get caught up with human desire, like 

greed for power and popularity. Then they end up arguing, 

quarrelling, and nursing petty personal grudges. Some even 

give up coming to the temple. A few may convert to other 

religions. Without understanding how to make merits, they 

create a lot of dark energy in the process of making merits. 

 

                                                           
10

 Dhammapada Verse 118 
11

 Dhammapada Verse 118 
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There is one incident when people came to the temple with 

purely good intentions but due to a lack of  proper 

understanding, they ended up creating problems and misery. 

One day, a family called the temple and they said “Venerable 

Sirs, we want to offer dāna to the monks.” They proceeded to 

book the date, prepared the food and dishes and came early 

morning to the temple to make the offering. Another family 

also brought food without letting monks or anybody else 

know. Well, it is true that the second family did not follow the 

protocol. However, the first family who were here early got 

disappointed, angry, and started arguing with the second 

family. Though both groups offered dāna, they created 

demerits with their miserable feelings and their minds were 

defiled. 

 

Buddha said, “Manopubbaṅgamā dhammā manoseṭṭhā 

manomayā 
12

” : Mind is the forerunner of everything, chief of 

everything.  

 

“Manasā ce pasannena bhāsati vā karoti vā” If someone 

with a compassionate and pure mind do something good or say 

something, “Tato naṃ sukhamanveti chāyā'va anapāyinī” 

that person produces bright and luminous energy and it will 

follow him like “chāyā'va anapāyinī”, his shadow. So, 

friends, the mind is the most important factor when making 

merit. 

 

When making merits, all of us need to have pure thoughts. 

Greed, hatred and delusion and related defilements will make 

our mind miserable.  Fill your mind with the positive qualities 

                                                           
12

 Dhammapada Verse 2 
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of loving-kindness, compassion, good-will, friendship and 

generosity. All these are roots of merits. Before you do merits, 

there should be pure and happy thoughts in the mind before the 

meritorious actions, while doing the meritorious deed, and 

after the meritorious deed.  

 

One very popular incident happened in the time of Buddha.  In 

the capital city of King Kosala, Savathi, there lived a 

billionaire named Aputtasasila (from the word Aputta that 

means no son). This billionaire did not have any children. 

Thus, he was popularly known as the billionaire who did not 

have children. Even though he was a billionaire, he was very 

stingy. He did not eat properly. He did not wear nice clothes. 

He lived in a palace but slept on the floor. He had nice beds 

but he did not use it. Well, this billionaire died suddenly and 

since he had no children, no one inherited his wealth. So, what 

happened? All his wealth was possessed by the King, by the 

government. Having done so, the King met the Buddha. He 

said “Venerable Sir, there was a wonderful man living in this 

city, he was a billionaire, he died and with nobody to inherit 

his riches, I am the one who got all the wealth. But Venerable, 

I am so confused as I do not know why he led such a miserable 

life even though he had so much wealth.”   

 

The Buddha used his psychic powers to trace back the past 

lives of this particular person. A long, long time ago, this man 

was a rich merchant. One day, it happened that a Pacceka 

Buddha (an enlightened monk or person) visited his house. 

This rich man asked his servant to give some food to the 

Pacceka Buddha. The servant was so happy and got the bowl 

from the Pacceka Buddha to fill it up with lots of delicious 
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food. This man, seeing his servant giving lots of food to the 

Pacceka Buddha, defiled his mind by this thought, “Why give 

so much food to the Pacceka Buddha? It would be wasted on 

this monk. If I give this food to my servant, at least he works 

for me.”  

 

Because he offered to the Pacceka Buddha, an enlightened one, 

his meritorious deeds were so great that he possessed a lot of 

wealth.  However, he defiled his mind by unwholesome 

thoughts and did not enjoy the giving. Thus, even though he 

received in abundance, he did not have the ability to consume. 

So, he received in abundance, but he did not enjoy the wealth. 

Friends, this is why you have to be careful when doing merits. 

Be happy before you do something, or before you do any 

meritorious deed, be happy while you are doing the merits, be 

happy after you have done the meritorious deed. So in the 

process of making merits, the mind is very important. 

 

Again, friends, there are three faculties where merits can be 

administered. These three areas are known as mental, verbal 

and physical faculties. When you do merits, be mindful, be 

happy, and do not let any evil, unwholesome thoughts arise in 

the mind.  Be mindful when negative thoughts arise, and 

discard it.  Maintain purity of the mind and when you speak. 

Do not speak rough, harsh or vulgar words but speak pleasant, 

nice, encouraging words. Likewise, your physical actions 

should also be very carefully managed. When you do 

meritorious deed, you have to do it in a calm, serene and 

peaceful manner. With mindful mental, verbal and physical 

actions, you will be able to properly make merits.  
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Furthermore, there are three other factors that you have to be 

very mindful and aware of. These are known as Motivation, 

Intention and Consequences of actions.  

 

All the meritorious actions are motivated by good thoughts in 

the mind. When you make merits, look into your own mind. 

Ask yourself, “Am I motivated by good-will, friendship, 

generosity, compassion, or am I motivated by some other 

ulterior motives.”  

 

You also have to ask yourself, “When I make these merits, 

what is my intention?” All meritorious deeds have the 

intention of bringing happiness for yourself and for others. If 

your intent behind the deed is to bring happiness to yourself 

and not to others, or vice versa, it cannot be a “pure” 

meritorious deed. 

 

Lastly, you have to be mindful of the consequences of that 

meritorious action. This understanding is very important.  

 

Friends, there are three meritorious deeds. They are popularly 

known as Dāna, Sīla and Bhāvanā.  

 

Dāna is a Pāḷi term and means charity and giving away. So, 

Dāna should always be practised with right understanding, 

wisdom, compassion and good-will. Unfortunately, some 

people give away out of anger, out of want for fame, for 

popularity, social obligations or out of fear.  Dāna is also a 

way to practise detachment. You can share your material 

wealth such as food, clothes, money or property. As I am 

giving this talk, I am performing Dhamma-Dāna. So you 
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can share your knowledge as a teacher who teaches out of 

goodwill, without a price. You can even give away your 

organs or donate blood. All these are forms of Dāna. Be 

happy before giving, while giving and after giving.  

 

Second meritorious deed is known as Sīla. Sīla is 

upholding righteous principles and keeping to the precepts. 

If someone lives the righteous way of life and keeps to the 

five precepts, that person produces lots of merits. Here, 

friends, not only do you refrain from evil actions of killing, 

stealing, sexual misconduct, false speech and drinking 

alcohol, you also have to cultivate opposite qualities. For 

example, the First Precept is “Refrain from Killing”. 

Though refraining from killing itself is a good action, but 

that alone is not enough. Not only do you refrain from 

killing, injuring, torturing other living beings, you are also 

compassionate to all living beings, with so much love 

towards them. With the Second Precept being “Refrain 

from taking what is not given”, beyond a life of honesty, 

refraining from stealing is not enough. You have to 

cultivate the opposite good quality – living a life of 

honesty. With honest thought, you do not have mind of a 

thief. You do not become stingy, but you become 

generous. In the same manner, the other precepts are to be 

understood and practised while cultivating the opposite 

qualities. On one hand, we need to refrain, on the other 

hand, you have to cultivate good qualities. Then this is 

what we call Sīla – virtuous quality.  

 

Thirdly, Bhāvanā is mental cultivation – meditation. In 

meditation, you always cultivate your mind. There are 
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various meditation techniques that cultivate the mind. 

Earlier, before we started our Dhamma sharing, we 

practised mettā. So we cultivate mettā in our mind. This is 

one way.  

 

Other than these three meritorious deeds in Buddhist tradition, 

there are another seven types of meritorious deeds. These are 

simply expansions from the three basic meritorious deeds of 

Dāna, Sīla and Bhāvanā.  The seven meritorious deeds plus 

these three that I have just mentioned are known as Dasa 

Puñña. I will mention these other seven deeds briefly. 

 

The fourth one is Reverence. Paying respect is a 

meritorious deed. You come to the temple and pay respect 

to the Buddha. When you do that, pleasant thoughts arise 

in your mind. There is no hatred, ill-will, jealousy or anger 

but lots of good thoughts in your mind. You pay respects to 

the monks and have lots of reverence, which is a positive 

quality. Just as you respect the Buddha and the monks, you 

respect your father, mother and teacher.  

 

Another meritorious deed is Service. Providing a service 

for a good cause. In this temple, I have seen many people 

who come to clean the Bodhi Tree area, wash and prepare 

the oil-lamps for others who offer lights to the Buddha. 

Every Sunday and Friday, you have Dhamma friends who 

come here to prepare the seats and clean the shrine for you 

all.  We do not pay people in this temple and those who 

come here do it with good intentions and make merits at 

the same time.  These should happen not only within the 

temple but anywhere. You happen to see an old person 
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who cannot stand up on his own, you hurry over to help 

him. If you do it with good intentions, that is your merit. 

Some people misunderstand that we need to come to the 

temple to do merits. That is a misunderstanding. Merits can 

be done everywhere and anywhere.  

 

The next is Sharing of Merits. You cannot share merits if 

you do not have compassion, goodwill and generosity. You 

cannot share the merits with hatred, ill-will, anger or any 

other evil type of thoughts. When you share merits, that 

action itself is motivated by good thoughts in the mind and 

that is a meritorious deed.  

 

The seventh one is Rejoicing over the Merits. For example, 

you happen to come to the temple and see lots of devotees 

come together to make offerings and practise meditation. 

You feel so happy and you rejoice. You go somewhere and 

see some people doing a good deed, you feel so happy and 

you rejoice. This is also merit, even though you are not the 

one who makes the merit. 

 

Eight – Preaching the Dhamma. Teaching the Dhamma is 

also a meritorious deed. So today, I am producing a lot of 

merits here.  When I teach the Dhamma, I cannot have any 

evil thoughts in my mind. When I teach the Dhamma and 

share the teachings of Buddha with all of you, I have 

compassion, good-will and friendship.   

 

Nine – Listening to the Dhamma. When you listen to the 

Dhamma, again you cannot have any evil thoughts. Your 

thoughts are purified. The mind is calm, serene and 
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peaceful. You are listening to the words of the Buddha. 

You are making merits. 

 

Ten – Diṭṭhijju-Kamma. Straightening the views of the 

mind, views of oneself. When you listen to the Dhamma 

and analyse the Dhamma, you straighten your views of life.  

This is Sammā Diṭṭhi – Right Understanding that comes 

from Dhamma understanding.  

 

So, these are the 10 meritorious deeds.  

 

Well, before I end this session, some people ask, “Venerable, 

if you are born as a human being because of great merits, why 

do we suffer so much in life?”  Here, you have to have the 

Right Understanding. It is true that you are born as a human 

being because of your previous merits but this does not mean 

that you have only merits. Your life has a lot of dark energy 

too.   

 

In the many lives within this cycle of existence, we have 

produced both dark and bright energies. There is not a single 

one of us on earth who creates only bright energy. In these 

many lives, we have done a lot of evil and unwholesome 

actions, producing a lot of dark energy.  This dark energy 

follows us and time to time, they come and give due results. 

But as long as meritorious powers are in effect, the dark 

energy cannot give the due result. But nothing is permanent. 

That is why, friends, even though we are born as human beings 

because of our meritorious power, we still have our dark 

energy with us and thus suffering ensues. 
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And some people asked this question, “Venerable, is merit a 

blessing in life? Why do some good people who make merits 

suffer in life? While some wicked people prosper?” In fact, 

this question was asked of the Buddha. Buddha said, ‘Natthi 

pāpam kataṃ kammaṃ sajju khīramva muccati” - Milk 

does not become curd (traditional yoghurt) at once. So, friends, 

it is not possible that you plant the seed today and you find the 

fruit tomorrow.  

 

All our good and bad actions will give us results when the time 

is right, when the fruit ripens. Even though some people who 

do good and produce merit now, they might still have 

miserable lives because they are reaping the results of their 

evil past actions. When this miserable energy is over, the good 

positive energy will arise. In the same light, those who do 

wicked, evil and unwholesome actions prosper in their lives 

now because of their previous wholesome kamma. Their 

negative kamma from their current deeds will catch up with 

them in time.  
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Summary 
 

 

So friends, merits are very important in our life as they are a 

form of energy which can go beyond death and will bring 

happiness in this life and lives to come. Merits will open the 

door to heaven and carry us to the door of Enlightenment. 

Only humans have the favourable conditions necessary to 

generate enough merits to subsequently become a Buddha. By 

birth, we are lucky, meritorious, not unlucky, not a sinner.  By 

birth, each and every one of us is very lucky.  Merit is a form 

of energy. This whole universe should be understood as an 

energy form. This energy can go beyond death. Being human 

is also a form of energy. We are our own creation 

 

I trust that you now understand why we need to do merit. And 

very importantly, you all understand how to make merits. 

When you make merit, your mind is very important. Be happy 

before giving, while giving and after giving. Be mindful of 

your words, thoughts and actions. It is important to be clear of 

the motivation, intention and consequences of your actions. 

Also, recall that there are ten types of meritorious deeds, which 

can be done anytime and anywhere. 
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Gahakāraka diṭṭho'si, 

Puna gehaṃ na kāhasi, 

 Sabbā te phāsukā bhaggā, 

Gahakauṭaṃ visaṅkhitaṃ, 

 Visaṅkhāra gataṃ cittaṃ, 

 Taṇhānaṃ khayamajjhagā. 

 

 
O house builder! You are seen. You shall build 

no house again. All your rafters are broken. 

Your ridge-pole is shattered. My mind has 

attained the unconditioned.  

Achieved is the end of craving. 
Dhammapada Verse 154 
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Do you cultivate the Four 

Divine Abodes? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date: 10 June 2011 

Time: 8:30 pm to 10:00 pm 

Venue: Reclining Buddha Shrine Hall 

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple 

Singapore 
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Kiccho manussapaṭilābho, 

Kicchaṃ macchāna jīvitaṃ, 

 Kicchaṃ saddhammasavanaṃ, 

Kiccho buddhānaṃ uppādo. 

 

 
It is difficult to secure birth as a human being, 

difficult is the life of mortals, difficult it is to 

hear the good doctrine, and difficult is the 

birth of Buddhas. 
Dhammapada Verse 182 
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Synopsis 
 

 

Some teach:  

‘Be good and do good,  

You will be born in heaven,  

After your death’. 

 

Buddhism says: 

‘Develop the four divine abodes, 

You will experience divine bliss, 

In this life itself’’ 

 

A Brahmin student Subha approached the Buddha and said, 

“Master Gotama, I have heard that the ascetic Gotama teaches 

the path to the company of Brahma. 

 

It would be good if Master Gotama could teach me the path to 

the company of Brahma.” The Buddha advised him to practise 

the four divine abodes so as to be born in the Brahma world. 

 

Buddhism teaches: 

Divine nature is inherently in the human mind, 

If human beings cultivate the four divine abodes, 

The earth will be transformed into a divine world. 

 

What are these four divine abodes? 

How can we practise them in our daily life? 

What are the great benefits of practising them? 
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Sabbapāpassa akaraṇaṃ, 

Kusalassa upasampadā, 

 Sacittapariyodapanaṃ, 

Etaṃ buddhāna sāsanaṃ. 

 

 
The Buddha’s teaching is: “abstain from doing 

all evil, cultivate virtue and purify your mind. 
Dhammapada Verse 183 
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This topic is related to the subject of making merits, the well-

being and happiness of this life, the well-being and happiness 

of the next life, and finally achieving perfect enlightenment or 

Nibbāna. Before dwelling further, we have to understand what 

the four divine abodes are.  

 

In the Buddhist Schools of Theravāda, Mahayana or 

Vajrayāna, they all uphold the four great virtuous qualities of 

(in Pāḷi) Mettā, Karuṇā, Muditā and Upekkhā. These are 

known as the four divine abodes: Brahmavihārā. All the 

Buddhist Schools proclaim it, practise it and make it well-

known.  

 

Mettā 

Mettā means loving-kindness. The “love” does not mean love 

in the ordinary sense of the word, because love between human 

beings that we are used to are rooted in lust, greed, hatred, 

delusion, jealousy, ill-will, anger, ignorance and many other 

defilements. Here, “Mettā” means love which does not contain 

any greed, hatred, delusion, lust or other defilements and is 

cultivated based on wisdom, compassion, goodwill and 

beneficial thoughts. It is the pure unconditional wish and love 

for all living beings to be happy and well. It is one of the ten 

perfections that even Bodhisattvas, Pacceka Buddhas and 

Arahants should cultivate to become. There are ten perfections 

that a Bodhisattva should cultivate along the way in order to 

become a perfectly enlightened Buddha. Mettā needs to be 

cultivated because it is the base for all the virtuous qualities. 
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Karuṇā 

Karuṇā means Compassion. Many people cannot differentiate 

between Mettā and Karuṇā. Mettā is the wish for all sentient 

beings to be well and happy, whereas Karuṇā is the wish for all 

sentient beings to be released from sufferings and pain. 

Buddha explained, “Paradukkhe sati sādhunam hadayaṃ 

kampanaṃ karotīti karunā”. Positive emotions and thoughts 

in the heart of a good person will make one take actions to 

relieve pain of those beings undergoing various sufferings. 

Thus Karuṇā is the wish to eradicate sufferings from those 

beings undergoing various calamities. Karuṇā is one of the 

great virtuous qualities, because it is Karuṇā that makes the 

difference between a great Bodhisattva from other 

Bodhisattvas. Compassion is a quality which makes one 

cultivate great virtuous qualities to become a perfectly 

enlightened Buddha in order to help others rid of sufferings. 

When Sakyamuni was a Bodhisattva as Ascetic Sumedha, he 

came across the Buddha Dīpankara and at that moment, he 

could have attained Enlightenment. He had all the favourable 

conditions, but he renounced it out of great compassion 

towards all living beings. He wished, “I too want to become a 

perfectly enlightened Buddha and do a great service to the 

world to relieve suffering”. This is compassion.  

 

Muditā 

Muditā is Appreciative Joy. When you see others having more 

pleasurable and favourable conditions in their lives, the 

positive happiness that arises in your mind is termed as 

Muditā. It is the rejoicing over the happiness of other people. 

As it is a quality which is difficult to many, it needs to be 

cultivated. 
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Upekkhā 

Upekkhā means Equanimity. Equanimity means a well-

balanced mind. It is the positive thoughts which arise in your 

mind, to consider each and every living being as equal. When 

one cultivates Equanimity, he considers all the living beings as 

equal. He does not divide and discriminate. He or she 

cultivates boundless love and compassion and appreciative joy 

and put all the living beings in equal ways. A person who 

cultivates Equanimity will be able to face all calamities with 

perfect Equanimity. Equanimity is also one of the ten 

Perfections and seven factors of enlightenment that a 

Bodhisattva needs to cultivate before attaining Nibbāna. When 

a meditator achieved mental concentration especially at the 3
rd

 

and 4
th

 Jhanic level, he or she would have cultivated the Factor 

of Equanimity. Equanimity is very important as it is the last 

factor of enlightenment. 

 

Mettā, Karuṇā, Muditā and Upekkhā are known as the four 

divine abodes. These are four qualities of the mind: Loving 

Kindness, Compassion, Appreciative Joy and Equanimity. 

 

Why are they known as divine abodes?  

There are some who believe that God take them to heaven and 

various sacrifices (including human and animal sacrifices) are 

made to go to heaven. However, Buddhism upholds a different 

view because Buddhism believes in the four great qualities and 

the human mind’s potential divine nature. If one aspires to be 

born in heaven, one should take action and responsibility to 

cultivate these great qualities. These great qualities, once 

developed, cultivated and perfected, will enable one to be born 

in the divine world.  
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One day, a Brahmin student, Subha approached the Buddha 

and he wanted to know how to be born in heaven. He said, 

“Venerable Sir, I have heard that Master Gotama knows the 

path, the way to be born in the Brahma world. It will be good 

if Master Gotama can teach me the way to be born in Brahma 

world.” The word “Brahma” means a higher divine realm. 

From the Buddhist point of view, there are 31 realms of 

existence. Out of the 31 realms of existence, 20 realms are 

considered as Brahma realms. There are fine material realms 

and immaterial realms. Buddha then replied, “Cultivate the 

four divine abodes: Mettā, Karuṇā, Muditā and Upekkhā. Once 

you cultivate these four (qualities), you will be born in these 

higher divine realms.”  

 

There is another reason why the four great qualities are known 

as the divine abodes. The history of human kind has seen many 

wars and battles being fought. Even so, there are still religious 

and racial discrimination, terrorism and wars in many parts of 

the world today. All these are due to greed, hatred and 

delusion. If human kind was to cultivate Loving Kindness, 

Compassion, Appreciative Joy and Equanimity, there will be 

respect, acceptance, forgiveness and compassion for one 

another, leading to peace and harmony in a divine world. 

Buddha highlighted the importance of cultivating the four 

great qualities so we can experience divine bliss here and now, 

without needing to wait for our lives to end in order to be born 

in heaven. 

 

Appamañña is another word given for the four divine abodes, 

which are also known as the Four Immeasurables. These 4 

great qualities are to be cultivated and radiated towards all the 
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living beings in the universe without any barrier, limit, 

denomination and restriction. That is why they are known as 

Immeasurables.  There are other religions that teach the above 

qualities mentioned but on certain conditions. Some radiate 

love and compassion but only to their own religious members. 

In the name of religion, they can go to the extent of killing 

other beings outside the religious order. To them, this is 

considered a way to be reborn in Heaven. Some radiate 

boundless love towards human beings but exclude animals as 

they consider animals unworthy to receive boundless love and 

compassion. Sometimes, they do not hesitate to kill animals for 

sacrifice and sport. However, Buddhism teaches all to cultivate 

the four great qualities without limit and barrier. In one of the 

songs of Mettā in this shrine, there is a word called “Sabbe 

Pāna”. Pana means living things such as trees and plants. 

Buddhism recognises that we are all inter-related and inter-

dependent. Having understood this, Buddhism encourages all 

to radiate love, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity 

not only to living beings, but to living things like “Sabbe 

Pāna”.  

 

You may have heard of the Karanīya Metta Sutta: 

Yē kēci pānabhūtatthi
13

 -  Whatever living beings are there,  

Tasā va thāvarā vā anavasēsā - -Those who are strong, those 

who are weak, those living beings who are moving, those who 

are situated in one place (in the sea, there are plant life which 

are grounded in one place and they are also considered as 

living organism).  

 

  

                                                           
13

 Karanīya Metta Sutta 
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Then,  

Dīghā vā ye mahantā vā; Majjhimā rassakānukathūlā - 

Those living beings that have various shapes or bodies, those 

with long bodies, those with stouts, those who that are medium 

sized, those who are short, and those who are kānuka which 

means tiny living beings which can only be seen through 

special instruments. 

 

The huge type of living beings - thūlā.  

 

Diṭṭhā vā yēva addiṭṭhā - Those beings that can be seen, 

those who cannot be seen 

Yē ca dūre vasanti avidūre - those who live near or far 

Bhūtā vā sambhavesi vā - Those beings who are born and 

those waiting to be born 

 

Why do we practise the four great qualities? 

 

1. The purpose of following the teachings of the Buddha is to 

be a perfectly enlightened human being. To achieve such a 

state, we need to cultivate our brain and heart. The brain 

requires cultivation of intelligence, understanding, 

reasoning and wisdom while the heart requires the 

cultivation of Loving-Kindness, Compassion, Appreciative 

Joy and Equanimity – which are the four great virtuous 

qualities. So, what Buddhism holds in Enlightenment or 

Nibbāna is the ultimate cultivation of the brain and heart. 

In other words, cultivation of Karuṇā and Paññā. Karuṇā 

symbolises the heart qualities, while Paññā symbolises the 

brain. The cultivation in totality, when achieved at its 

maximum, is what we call Nibbāna. 
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2. Cultivation of the four divine abodes achieves right 

thought, or Sammā-Sankappa 

 

Sammā-Sankappa is one of the factors in the Noble 

Eight-Fold Path, which is the path to attain 

Enlightenment. This path is divided into 3 categories; 

Morality, Mental Discipline (or Concentration) and 

Wisdom. When Loving-Kindness, Compassion, 

Appreciative Joy and Equanimity are cultivated, one is 

cultivating Sammā Saṇkappa– Right Thought. 

 

Right Thought is further categorised into 3 areas: 

(a) nekkhamma saṅkappa - Thoughts of Renunciation: 

Letting go of grudges and evils;  

(b) abyāpāda saṅkappa - Thoughts of Loving-kindness: 

Non-hatred and love;  

(c) avihimsā saṅkappa - Thoughts of Compassion: Non-

cruelty and non-violence. 

 

3. Cultivating the Four Divine Abodes is the base for Kusala 

Kamma, or skilful action. Through the Four Divine Abodes 

or Four Immeasurables, skilful actions arise which reduce 

and weaken greed, hatred and delusion. On the day these 

defilements are eradicated from the mind, Enlightenment is 

attained.  

 

4. Puñña Kamma. What is Puñña Kamma?  Puñña Kamma 

means meritorious deeds. When one is full of great love, 

compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity, all actions 

and speech are considered wholesome because thoughts are 

the roots of all words and deeds. When the thoughts 
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become pure, luminous, powerful actions always produce 

wholesome kammic energies. These wholesome kammic 

energies known as merits will be required for all as long as 

we are stuck in this cycle of existence. When one cultivates 

love, compassion, appreciative joy and equanimity, one 

experiences happiness. As we are all inter-related and 

inter-dependent, when you are happy, you make another 

happy. On top of these benefits, these divine abodes will 

create the way to be born in the divine realms. 

 

Practising the Four Divine Abodes is a strong antidote to 

negative, unwholesome thoughts in our mind. For example, 

Mettā reduces hatred while bringing happiness. Karunā or 

Compassion reduces cruelty. Muditā or Appreciative Joy 

weakens jealousy. Equanimity encourages a strong mental 

will and healthy mind so one can be stoic and deal with 

any calamities in life. Buddha said, “Yathindakhīlo 

pathavim sitō siyā
14

“.  Just like a strong and solid pillar 

which is rooted deep in earth, those who cultivate these 

great qualities are not shaken by any mishaps in life.  

 

How can we practise these qualities in everyday life? 

 

The Four Immeasurables are also known as Bhāvanā, or 

meditation. But the word Bhāvanā is misunderstood by most, 

as it does not mean meditation in a sitting position. The Pāḷi 

term Bhāvanā means cultivation, or development. Instead, 

Bhāvanā or cultivating the mind can be done in any posture, 

and sitting is only one of them:  

 

                                                           
14

 Ratana Sutta 
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Tiṭṭham caram nisinnō vā
15

 

Sayānō vā yāvatassa vigatamiddho 

 

Buddha explained - 

Tiṭṭham : While standing;  

caram : While walking;  

nisinnō vā : While sitting;  

Sayānō vā : While lying down 

yāvatassa vigatamiddho : As long as you are not sleeping, 

you can practise these Four Immeasurables 

 

Although we may be very busy with our lives, there are still 

many ways to practise. We can cultivate the Four 

Immeasurables anytime, anywhere and in any position and this 

can be done while on the way to work, walking or waiting for 

something or someone. It is not necessary to come to the 

temple for such practise. Instead of brooding over the past or 

speculating the future, why don’t you use these times to 

cultivate your mind? Even one minute of practise of these Four 

Immeasurables will bring lots of benefits in your life. 

You can use this practice especially when negative and evil 

thoughts arise in the mind.  

 

For example, you happen to see someone that you have 

aversion to, and hatred arises in your mind. At that moment, if 

you are mindful, you will be aware that hatred cannot do any 

good. It makes one suffer and bring unhappiness, sorrow and 

lamentation. Instead of developing hatred, you produce a 

thought of loving-kindness. That person did what he did 

because of his ignorance, so why should you be angry and bear 

                                                           
15

 Karanīya Metta Sutta 
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the grudge? Instead, wish him well and happy. It may be 

difficult in the beginning but eventually, you will overcome it. 

When you see someone which causes jealously to arise in your 

mind, instead of cultivating jealousy, take the opportunity to 

radiate appreciative joy - that is to rejoice over the happiness 

of others. When you see certain people and if cruelty arises, 

then radiate compassion.  

 

In our everyday life, although we helped many people in many 

ways, we may not have been mindful. If you can cultivate your 

daily actions and words when interacting with anyone, 

associate them with thoughts of loving-kindness, compassion, 

appreciative joy and equanimity. This will generate merits. If 

you are someone who has the time for cultivation through 

sitting meditation, that will be very helpful. However, if there 

is no time, you can still practise these Four Immeasurables 

through the ways described above. By practising as such, we 

benefit a great deal.  

 

I will now summarise what I have talked about today.  
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Summary 

 
 

What are the Four Divine Abodes? 

i. Great Love (Loving Kindness)  – Mettā;  

ii. Great Compassion   – Karuṇā;  

iii. Appreciative Joy    – Muditā and  

iv. Equanimity    – Upekkhā 

 

Why are they known as Four Divine Abodes?  

Buddhism maintained that divine nature is inherently in the 

human mind.  Humans need to cultivate these divine qualities, 

in order to be born in divine realms. If everyone cultivates in 

the same way, the world will become a divine world. 

 

Why are these qualities known as The Four Immeasurables? 

In Buddhism, there are no restrictions when it comes to these 

great qualities. In Buddhism, these four qualities are to be 

cultivated and radiated without any limit, restriction and 

barrier.  

 

What are the benefits of cultivating these great qualities?  

In order to become perfectly enlightened, we have to cultivate 

Right Thought or Sammā Sankappa, one of the factors of the 

Noble Eighfold Path.  

 

When you cultivate these qualities, you are producing the base 

for Kusala Kamma – skilful actions and Puñña Kamma – 

merits. As you cultivate, you are happy here and now, and you 

make people around you happy too. You may be born in 
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heaven after this life. The practice is also a strong antidote to 

evil and unwholesome thoughts which are rooted in greed, 

hatred and delusion. 

 

How do we practise it?  

The practice can be done in daily life at any time, place and 

posture at every opportunity. 
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Attanā'va kataṃ pāpaṃ, 

Attanā saṃkilissati, 

 Attanā akataṃ pāpaṃ, 

Aattanā'va visujjhati, 

 Suddhi asuddhi paccattaṃ, 

Nāññamañño visodhaye. 

 

 
By oneself alone is evil done, by oneself alone 

is one defiled, by oneself alone is evil not done, 

by oneself alone is one purified; purity and 

impurity belong to one, (and) no one can 

purify another. 
Dhammapada Verse 165 

 

 
 

 

  



Page 75 

 

Synopsis 
 

 

Some misunderstand Buddhism. 

Some others misinterpret Dhamma. 

Whether it is done on purpose or out of ignorance, 

The result is misleading. 

  

Buddhism is a pessimistic religion. 

Buddhism does not encourage economic prosperity. 

Buddhism has secret teachings. 

Buddhists are idol worshippers and they pray to the departed 

ones.  

Buddhist monks go begging for alms. 

Everything happens because of past Kamma. 

Buddha is an incarnation of God. 

Arahants are selfish. 

These are some of the concepts which have been 

misinterpreted. 

  

Buddhism is for those with an inquiring mind. 

Let’s get together to dispel these misconceptions. 

Come with your question and let’s have a Q&A session. 
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“Imasmiṃ sati idaṃ hoti 

Imassa uppāda idaṃ uppajjati 

Imasmiṃ asati idaṃ nahoti 

Imassa nirodhā idaṃ nirujjhati” 

 

“When this is, that is. 

This arising, that arises 

When this is not, that is not. 

This ceasing, that ceases.” 

(Dependent Origination / Paticcasamuppada) 

(S.II.28) 
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In today’s session, we clarify common misconceptions in 

Buddhism. Whether the teachings of the Buddha are 

misinterpreted out of ignorance or on purpose, the result is 

often misleading and leads to wrongful thinking and 

superstition.  Let us begin with the few concepts that are very 

popular but are often misunderstood and misinterpreted.  I 

think each of you have your own questions so we can have a 

Q&A session too.  If you have any other doubts, we can 

discuss and develop a proper understanding of the teachings of 

the Buddha. 

 

1. Buddha is an incarnation of a god 

Many people, especially Hindus, believe that Buddha is an 

incarnation of one of their gods, Lord Vishnu.  The 

Bhagavat
16

 Gita states that to protect the good, destroy the 

wicked and to establish the righteousness on earth, Vishnu 

will appear on earth from time to time.  According to 

Hinduism, Buddha is one of the many incarnations of 

Vishnu.  With utmost respect to their belief, Buddhism 

does not recognise Buddha as an incarnation of a god. 

 

There are some Buddhists who wrongly believe Buddha as 

an incarnation of God.  Some religions recognise or have 

claimed certain individuals to be messengers or the son of 

God, or being inspired by God.  In this case, Buddha did 

not claim to be a messenger, a son or inspired by God.   

 

                                                           
16

 This is one of the "Maha" Puranic texts of Hindu literature, with its 

primary focus on bhakti (devotion) to the incarnations of Vishnu, 

particularly Krishna 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Puranic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinduism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhakti
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vishnu
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Krishna
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Let me tell you a story that clearly illustrates this.  One 

day, while walking on a sandy path, a brahmin noticed a 

rather unique footprint.  An expert in physiognomy, the 

brahmin studied these unique marks and concluded that the 

owner of the imprint was not an ordinary human being.  

Trailing the footsteps, the curious brahmin arrived at the 

place where he found Buddha sitting under a tree, looking 

majestic, serene and peaceful.   

 

With great respect, the brahmin approached the Buddha 

and asked, “Your Reverence, are you a God?” 

 

The Buddha replied, “No, I am not a God”. 

 

Then he asked again, “In that case, your Reverence, are 

you a Devil?” 

 

The Buddha replied, “No, I am also not a Devil”. 

 

Then the brahmin asked the third question, “Then 

Venerable Sir, are you a human being?” 

 

The Buddha replied, “No, I am not a human being”. 

 

Confused, the Brahmin asked, “Then who are you?” 

 

Here Buddha replied, “If you think I am a god, I am not, as 

gods have greed, hatred, delusion and many defilements.  I 

have eradicated these defilements and uprooted them.  

Therefore you cannot call me a god.  Devils have 

defilements in their minds and I have eradicated all these 
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defilements in my mind.  Ordinary human beings also have 

greed, hatred and delusion and I have excluded and 

uprooted all these defilements so you cannot call me an 

ordinary human being.  What you can call me is an 

enlightened human being, a perfectly pure human being - 

Buddha, the Awakened One.” 

 

The Buddha then went on, “Cultivate the things that are to 

be cultivated, eradicate the things that are to be eradicated, 

understand the things that are to be understood.  Therefore, 

brahmin, I am Buddha, the Enlightened One, the 

Awakened One”.  Here, it clearly shows that he did not 

claim to be a god or messenger of God. Therefore it is 

wrong to state that Buddha is an incarnation of god.  

 

2. Praying to the Buddha 

Here is another misconception.  Some say that we “pray” 

to Buddha.  As Buddhists, we do not “pray” to the Buddha.  

We do not “pray” to him for something or forgiveness.  So, 

what do the Buddhists do when they go to the temple? 

They are paying respect and homage to the Buddha, our 

Enlightened Teacher. 

 

Again, some say that Buddhists worship idols, that they 

worship the image of the Buddha. Buddha statues are only 

but a symbol of the Buddha. We do not believe that any 

Buddha statue made of brick and clay can possess any 

supernatural power.  It is just an image that helps us better 

concentrate as it represents the great qualities of the 

Buddha.  So when a devotee bows down and pays respect 
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in front of the Buddha’s statue, he is not praying or 

worshipping an idol with special powers.   

 

When Buddhists visit the temple, they pay respect 

mentally, verbally and physically.  We engage in 

devotional practices like bowing.  Before we started this 

Dhamma talk, we all paid respect to the Buddha with three 

bows.  This is the way we pay our highest respect to the 

teacher or parents in Eastern culture.  In bowing, five 

points of our body come in contact with the ground - our 

knees, hands and forehead.  When we bow with perfect 

mindfulness – thinking, I pay my respect to the Buddha, 

the Perfectly Enlightened One - this becomes a form of 

meditation. 

 

3. Things Buddhists do at the temple 

We recite Gatha or Stanzas, Sutta or Discourse.  Contained 

in these utterances or verses is the Dhamma, the teachings 

of the Buddha.  Buddhists are supposed to learn the 

meanings of what they are chanting. As we chant and 

contemplate upon the Dhamma, we cultivate mindfulness.  

When we recite Homage to the Buddha, we contemplate on 

the great qualities of the Buddha, His teachings and the 

noble communities of monks that make up the Triple Gem.  

 

4. Offerings 

When we offer light, flowers and incense, these offerings 

become symbolic representations of our meditation.   
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When we offer light, we aspire for wisdom and to dispel 

darkness of delusion - “May I have the wisdom to dispel 

the darkness (delusion) from my mind”.    

 

When we offer flowers, we understand that despite their 

beauty and fragrance, these flowers are subject to change 

and will eventually fade away.  Just as our body will one 

day fade and die, as well as separate us from our loved 

ones.  In doing so, we meditate upon the law of Anicca or 

Impermanence.  

 

Fragrance from burning incense symbolises the great 

virtuous qualities of the Buddha. When we offer incense, 

we aspire to develop great virtuous qualities like those of 

the Buddha.  These are devotional practices which are 

helpful psychologically, mentally and physically, so as to 

develop ourselves on the path of Enlightenment.  Thus, 

these devotional practices should not be misconstrued as 

merely idol worshipping. 

 

5. Buddha statue 

Another popular misconception is on the topic of Buddha 

statues.  Some devotees ask, “Bhante, can you please open 

the eyes of the Buddha statue before I place it in my 

home?” This is again a misconception as they believe that 

the eyes of the statue must be ‘opened’ before we can start 

paying respects.  There is no such thing in Buddhism. 

These beliefs may have evolved from religious and 

historical exchanges that have become interwoven into 

local culture over time.  The statue itself does not have any 

power.  Do not have this misconception and become 
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ignorant and foolish.   These Buddha statues can be made 

of brick or even gold but it is only a symbol or image that 

represents the great Teacher.  Please understand that this 

has never been the teaching of the Buddha. 

 

True power of the spiritual life is generated in your mind.  

When you set up a small Buddha shrine at home, it 

becomes a special place for you to practise meditation and 

chanting, and develop yourself on the path of the 

Buddhahood.  The statue of Buddha is very helpful as it 

reminds us to behave with utmost respect.  We are mindful 

of everything we think, say or do, out of great respect for 

Buddha.  We watch our mind and conduct as if the Buddha 

is right here with us.   

 

We come again to the topic of praying. Some say 

Buddhists pray to the departed ones.  Buddhists do not 

pray, and do not believe in offering food and drink for the 

benefits of the departed ones.  Instead, Buddhism practises 

“sharing of merits” with the departed.  So what is sharing 

of merits?  Merit is a term for positive wholesome kammic 

energy that we generate in our mind whenever we do 

wholesome actions.  

 

From the Buddhist point of view, the whole universe is 

made up of energy forms.  We believe energy can be 

transferred from one being to another.  A human being is in 

essence a collected and compounded form of forces and 

energies.  Beyond death, what goes from this life to the 

next life is also energies.  So whether they are living or 

dead, energies can still be shared.  Therefore, Buddhists do 
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not pray but instead share the merits with their departed 

ones.  

 

Suppose your father and mother passed away, and when it 

is time for you to commemorate their death anniversary 

after a year or two, what do you do?  You have the picture 

of your mother or father, and you light up a lamp and offer 

some flowers.  By offering these flowers or by lighting up 

a lamp, you are paying respect to them like you are paying 

respect to the Buddha.  You should not misunderstand that 

you are praying to the departed father or mother.   

 

Buddhists usually do meritorious deeds in the names of the 

departed ones and there are four steps to share merits:   

 

First and foremost, sharing merit begins in our mind.  We 

need to have a compassionate, pure and positive mind 

which is free from defilements at that moment we do the 

meritorious deed.  With lots of good thoughts in our mind, 

we do a meritorious deed.   

 

The second step is when we do a meritorious deed, we 

become very happy.  The mind becomes very powerful and 

luminous.  This luminous power of the mind is known as 

merits.  Having done a good deed, what do we do next? 

 

The third step is with a happy mind, we think of the 

departed mother or father or other departed ones, and 

radiate our collected thoughts towards the departed ones 

and share these merits.  May they be well and happy!  

Keep on thinking and radiating this way.  This is mind to 
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mind communication and radiation of our own mental 

energy.  This is what we call ‘sharing of merits’ with 

departed ones. 

 

The fourth step is after sharing merits, you should rejoice 

having shared these merits. We should not misinterpret this 

act of gratitude and compassion by thinking that Buddhists 

pray to the departed ones. Buddhists pay respects to the 

departed loved ones like they do with their parents and 

teachers, remembering them with respect and gratitude.  

 

6.  Alms rounds 

Another very popular misconception is that Buddhist 

monks beg for alms.  Buddhist monks do not beg.  They 

are not supposed to beg at all, as they are not supposed to 

ask for anything from anyone except under specific 

circumstances.  According to the Vinaya, a monk can only 

make a request to his parents and very close relatives 

and/or a devotee who offers as such, “Venerable Sir, if you 

need anything, please do not hesitate to ask from me.”  If 

the said individual makes this offer to a monk, only then is 

the monk allowed to make a request from that individual.  

This request must also be made under special conditions 

and circumstances.  Other than that, monks are not 

supposed to make any requests. 

 

Have you seen monks walking from house to house, 

carrying their alms bowls?  You do not see it in Singapore 

but in countries like Thailand, it is a common sight.  What 

do the monks usually do?  They carry their alms bowls and 

go from one house to another in noble silence.  They stand 
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in front of the house for a short period of time, maybe for a 

few minutes, and if someone offers something to the monk, 

then the monk silently accepts it.  If not, he moves on.  

When he accepts the food, he wishes success to all, blesses 

the devotee and goes to the next house.  When he thinks he 

has collected enough food, he returns to the monastery. 

This is the practice of going for alms.   

 

7. Merits sharing 

There is a superstition related to the sharing of merits.  

Some Buddhists believe that the blessing service for joyous 

occasions such as weddings and birthdays should not 

include the sharing of merits for the departed ones.  This is 

a common misconception among some of the Sinhalese 

and Chinese devotees at our temple.  There is nothing in 

Buddhism that associates itself with these superstitions.  

Buddhism always encourages sharing of merits out of 

goodwill and compassion. Whether it is your wedding day, 

birthday or any other important event, it is a day for you to 

remember your departed beloved father, mother and other 

loved ones.  It is perfectly alright to share the merits with 

them.  

 

8. Buddhism is a pessimistic religion 

The list of misconceptions is abounding.  Some people say 

that Buddhism is a pessimistic religion.  Some think that 

Buddhism is a world-renouncing religion, that it does not 

encourage economic prosperity.  This is not true.  Another 

common misconception is that everything happens because 

of kamma.  Some may believe that children are born 

because of the parents’ kamma.   



Page 86 

 

Since I invited all of you to this Q&A session, perhaps you 

may have your own questions to clarify. We will spend the 

rest of our time clarifying these misconceptions.  I just 

brought up these few points as a way to start this 

discussion session.  If you have questions, please do not 

hesitate to ask as I open this session for Q&A.  

 

Question 1: 

One of the commonly-asked questions from my friends is: 

Can a Buddhist eat meat? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

Buddhists are supposed to uphold the five righteous principles.  

First of the principles is “I undertake the precept to train 

myself not to kill any living beings”.   This precept itself 

establishes the right to live of every living being.  Regardless 

of circumstances, Buddhists are always against violence and 

killing.  With this understanding, being vegetarian is not 

compulsory but encouraged.   

 

Buddha did not make it a rule to either lay people or ordained 

communities of monks or nuns that they should be vegetarians.  

Venerable Devadatta requested Buddha to make it a 

compulsory Vinaya rule for all the monks and nuns to be 

vegetarians.  Buddha rejected it and replied that if monks wish 

to be vegetarian, they can observe the practice.  If they do not 

want to, then they do not have to observe it.   

 

The reason given here by Buddha is stated in a discourse 

known as Jivaka Sutta.  Jivaka was a royal doctor who asked 
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the Buddha, “Venerable Sir, is it alright for the monks to 

consume meat or fish?”   

 

The Buddha answered, “If a monk see, hears or suspects a 

living being subject to slaughter and he thinks this living being 

is being slaughtered to prepare his food, he should not partake 

in the food because his mind is already defiled.” 

 

Other than that, a monk eats to keep this body living and going 

on.  Whenever he eats, he should remind himself that “I do not 

consume this food to enjoy myself or to keep this body strong 

or to indulge the sense faculties.  I eat to keep this body alive 

in order to lead a righteous way of life, to practise the 

Dhamma, to help others to practise.”  This is the purpose of 

food to a monk or a nun.  We have to understand that the 

Buddha always encouraged vegetarianism, which is not 

compulsory.   

 

As for your question on whether Buddhists can consume meat, 

there is no specific rule that prohibits eating meat. But 

remember, it is always encouraged that you consume foods 

without violating any of the precepts, without breaking or 

harming other living beings directly or indirectly.  You may 

not kill, but some people can argue that when you eat meat, 

you are indirectly supporting killing.  There is no rule even for 

ordained disciples to be vegetarians but it is always 

encouraged.  

 

On the other hand, those who go to “live” seafood restaurants 

to order this crab or that fish are directly responsible for 

killing.  This is clearly negative kamma, an act that produces 
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unwholesome kammic energy.  If Buddhists eat fish or meat 

that have already been prepared, we cannot say that person is 

creating negative kammic energy and violating a precept even 

though we can argue that indirectly that person supports 

killing.   

 

Question 2: 

On the topic of eating meat, as Buddhists, we are taught 

not to kill. Therefore, it is very difficult to reconcile  the 

lack of a  rule to prohibit the consumption of meat yet we 

are encouraged to be vegetarians. Is it like saying “You can 

kill but you are encouraged not to kill”. These two doesn’t 

reconcile and I think it disturbs a lot of Buddhists in that 

sense. 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

It is very clear we do not encourage any form of killing, 

whether directly or indirectly.  This is a precept and we must 

always strive to uphold this principle.  I do not want to use the 

word “prohibited” because in Buddhism, we do not have laws.  

The practice of precepts is motivated by oneself through right 

understanding.   

 

Why do we use the word ‘encourage’ here?  It is because when 

we say Pānātipātā vēramani sikkhāpadam samādiyāmi  - 

we observe the precept to train oneself not to kill.  It is not 

“Thou shall not kill” as it is not a law.  The Buddha reasoned 

that it is good and worthy for a wise human being to refrain 

from killing.  Why?  Just as we do not wish to be killed, other 

living beings also do not wish to be killed.  Just as we do not 

like to be tortured and harmed, other living beings too do not 
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want to be tortured and harmed.  Therefore as intelligent and 

compassionate human beings, it is wise for us to refrain from 

killing.  

 

Killing generates dark, unwholesome kammic energy.  This in 

turn brings harm and danger for yourself in this life and lives 

to come.  Besides, it has been seen that killing almost always 

brings disaster and calamity to society.  It is very well 

understood that this is not a rule, but a training precept that we 

undertake with the right understanding.   

 

In the same token, vegetarianism is encouraged in Buddhism 

but is not compulsory.  Why?  If you make it compulsory, 

Buddhism will be confined to a small minority.  Suppose today 

you are not a vegetarian, but the door is still opened to you to 

practise Buddhism.  You start your practices, cultivate precepts 

and learn to meditate.  In time, you start cultivating great 

compassion and love in your mind.  Eventually you will 

develop a higher consciousness and reflect upon how 

consuming meat and fish is in fact encouraging killing.  This 

realisation will gradually lead you to become a pure vegetarian 

out of great compassion and wisdom.   

 

Consider this: If being vegetarian is made compulsory, many 

people will not be given a chance to develop the path of 

understanding Buddhist teachings, and eventually change.  

This is why Buddhism opens its doors to all, including 

criminals and murderers.  Whatever evil, wicked, immoral and 

unwholesome things you have done in your life, Buddhism 

still keeps the door open to all.  That is why Angulimala, 

during Buddha’s time, who killed almost a thousand people, 
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eventually realised his mistakes and became an enlightened 

monk.   

 

Vegetarianism is not even compulsory for Buddhist monks and 

nuns.  If Buddha made vegetarianism compulsory for a monk 

or nun, they might not be able to practise.  Buddhism 

encourages the interdependence of the community of monks, 

nuns and lay people.  This allows the opportunity to learn and 

practise the Dhamma.  So if the devotees offer fish, the monks 

had to accept fish as food to survive.  If a monk were to insist 

on being vegetarian, he may not be able to survive as 

vegetarianism is not part of the diet of the local community 

where the monk is living in. 

 

What is important here is the purity of your mind!  Have you 

heard of Adolf Hitler?  Hitler was a vegetarian.  The point that 

I am making is that one can be a vegetarian but still be evil, 

wicked and unwholesome.  In spite of being a vegetarian, 

Hitler’s mind, actions and words were impure, and he brought 

a lot of destruction to the world.  On the other hand, there may 

be people who are not vegetarians, but do not harm or kill 

living beings.  Whatever he eats, his mind is full of 

compassion, goodwill and friendship.  Which one is more 

superior in the practical sense?  Just because someone is 

vegetarian does not mean he is pure.  Likewise, it does not 

mean we discourage vegetarianism.  The emphasis is on the 

qualities of the mind! 
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Question 3: 

Can you elaborate more on the understanding of the word 

“Equanimity”? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

The word “equanimity” here means “balanced mind”.  In the 

world that we live in, we face eight worldly conditions no one 

can escape from. These are known as: 

 

Lābha  - Gain,  

Alābha  - Loss, 

Yasa  - Fame, 

Ayasa  - Infamy, 

Pasamsā  - Praise, 

Nindā  - Blame, 

Sukha  - Happiness, and 

Dukkha  - Pain 

 

Lābha and Alābha refer to the gain and loss of material wealth.  

Yasa and Ayasa mean that there are people who will praise us 

and there will also be people who will attempt to destroy our 

reputation.  Pasamsā and Nindā means there will be people 

who abuse and scold you and there will also be people who 

praise you in your presence. There will also be those who 

speak well about you and there are others who talk bad about 

you behind your back.  Sukha and Dukkha refer to the 

happiness and pleasure, and physical and mental suffering you 

experience in this world.  All these are known as the eight 

worldly conditions everyone faces.  
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When we face these eight worldly conditions, our mind is 

often thrown into frenzy, making us mentally and sometimes 

even physically unstable.  When we develop equanimity, we 

develop a healthy and balanced mind that cannot be easily 

shaken or disturbed.  Maintain this balance of mind when you 

come across the ups and downs of mortal life. 

 

Equanimity is not something you achieve by simply observing, 

but by cultivating the mind through meditation.  One purpose 

of meditation is to achieve equanimity.   Equanimity is also a 

factor when your mind is developed at different stages of 

jhana.  Equanimity is one of the factors that is developed in the 

fourth Jhana level.  The mind is developed through meditation 

and when your mind has achieved the fourth Jhana, a very 

refined level, equanimity becomes a powerful factor here.   

 

Equanimity is a quality that potential Buddhas and 

Bodhisattvas have to cultivate to attain Enlightenment.  It is a 

quality that we can develop not only through meditation but 

also by understanding the Dhamma in our day-to-day life.  In 

everyday life, we need equanimity.  Whether you are in the 

office or with your family, you can start to cultivate gross level 

equanimity and eventually work towards refining this through 

deeper insight meditation.  The word “equanimity” or 

“Upekkhā” is used here, but on a different level.  Equanimity 

is the seventh factor in the seven factors of Enlightenment.  I 

hope you now understand the importance of equanimity.  We 

should not mistake equanimity for indifference.  It is a positive 

attitude and mental state, not a negative one.    
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Question 4: 

In Christianity, God is the creator and Adam and Eve were 

the first human beings God made on earth.  In Buddhism, 

we believe that whatever we do in this life will determine 

the rebirth of our next life, for example, as an animal or a 

human being.  From the Buddhist point of view, how did 

life first come about? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

In Buddhism, we do not dwell on the origin of life.  Yes, many 

religions talk about the first cause.  Instead, Buddhism talks 

about Condition Genesis, the theory of Paticca Samuppāda, the 

nature of interdependence.  Buddhism recognises this whole 

universe is interdependent.  In this interdependent arising 

process, not only one cause but many causes can come 

together to create something.  Often, there is a cause which 

becomes the effect and effect subsequently becomes the cause 

for the next sequence of events to come.  In this way, it goes 

round and round.  In this process and complex web of cause 

and effect, it is impossible to define the first cause.   

 

As such, Buddhism does not concern itself with the first cause 

related to life or the origin of the universe as it is impossible to 

see the beginning of this circle of existence.  According to the 

Buddha, we have been wandering in this circle of existence for 

a vast period of time.  Buddha gave an example of a person 

looking to find the beginning of his existence.  Suppose this 

great earth is reduced to small clay balls and one man kept 

these clay balls aside, one by one, and one clay ball 

represented his father, and he kept another one aside that 

represented his father’s father, and another one aside that 
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represents his father’s father’s father. In this way, he will go 

back to find out his origin.  Buddha said sooner or later, this 

great earth will be used up, but still, that person will still not be 

able to find the beginning of his own origin.  

According to Buddha, in this process of moving from one 

realm to the next, we have been born and deceased countless 

times.  We have wandered for such a long time and if someone 

were to collect the bones of a single person in this cycle of 

existence, the pile of bones will be greater than the highest 

mountain on this earth.  In this process, we have cried and 

lamented a lot when we lost our mother, father and loved ones.  

If someone collected these tears, the amount of tears will be 

greater than the water of the greatest ocean.  This is why 

Buddhism never talks about the beginning of the universe or 

beginning of this cycle of existence.  

 

Some may not be satisfied with this explanation. Among them 

was a monk named Malunkyaputta.  He had asked Buddha 10 

questions which Buddha chose not to answer.  Right from the 

beginning, no one has been able to answer these questions.  In 

the future, no one can give the answers either.  At most, there 

will be speculation.  Even with such advanced science and 

technology, scientists have not been able to fully establish the 

beginning of the universe.  Instead Buddha explains clearly 

about Condition Genesis.  It is a process when cause becomes 

effect and effect in turn becomes the next cause.  In this 

intricate, complex web, how we can find the beginning?  

 

Some religions do mention about the beginning, but Buddhism 

instead focuses on the present.  The essence of Buddhism is to 

find a solution to cease this “wandering” way of life between 
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different realms.  It is because of greed, hatred and delusion 

that we continue to drift across different realms.  Buddhism 

teaches us how to eradicate greed, hatred and delusion and 

bring this wandering to an end.  The end of all the suffering 

and misery is perfect Enlightenment.   

 

Question 5: 

Buddha is born in the form of a man and some rituals can 

only be performed by men, for example, the holding of 

relics or offering the five colours.  Is it because Buddhism 

feels that men are superior to women? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

In the history of Buddhas, we have not come across any female 

Buddha.  We only come across male Buddhas.  It is always a 

man that becomes a Buddha.  The Theravādan tradition also 

maintains this concept.  However, it is recognised that both 

men and women can become enlightened if they cultivate the 

great qualities of being a Buddha.  There is no discrimination 

in gaining Enlightenment. 

 

But when it comes to Supreme Buddhahood, it is said both 

men and women can cultivate the great qualities (the 10 

Perfections) in order to become supremely enlightened.  

Eventually in the final birth as a bodhisattva to attain 

enlightenment, it is said that person will be born a male and 

thus will attain enlightenment as a man.  The simple reason is 

that this is a male-dominated world, so even if a woman 

becomes a Buddha, she may not be able to establish the 

Dispensation, i.e. the Orders of the Monastics.  
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The importance of the Sammā Sambuddha or the Supremely 

Enlightened Buddha can be recognised in two ways.  The 

Supremely Enlightened Buddha is the re-discoverer of the lost 

path, or the one who rediscovers the Truth (the Dhamma).  

Next, they are the ones who proclaim to the world and 

establish the Dispensation again. This is the unique purpose of 

the Supremely Enlightened Buddha. 

 

There are three types of Buddha; the Arahant Buddha, the 

Pacceka Buddha and the Sammā Sambuddha.   

Arahant Buddha follows the instructions of the Supremely 

Enlightened Buddha.  Monks, nuns and lay people who 

become enlightened are known as Arahant Buddhas.  The 

word “Buddha” means enlightened.  Arahants are also 

enlightened beings and there is no discrimination between 

male or female.  They can all become enlightened.  

 

The Pacceka Buddha is also known as “Silent Buddha”.  When 

the teachings of the Supremely Enlightened Buddha cease to 

exist, these Silent Buddhas will arise, especially in the gloomy, 

dark period of the universe where no one knows of the 

Dhamma.  These Pacceka Buddhas will rise in the human 

world, even though this path is lost and the teachings of the 

Buddha have disappeared from the world.   Even though the 

teachings have disappeared, there will still be a few who will 

find this path.  They become enlightened alone but cannot 

propagate the Dhamma as the world is too steeped in 

materialism and delusion to accept the Dhamma.  So they gain 

enlightenment and pass away.  They are known as “Silent 

Buddhas”.   Why are they known as silent?  Because no one 

knows they have attained enlightenment.  They are mostly 



Page 97 

 

human beings although other beings too can become silent 

Buddhas. 

 

Sammā Sambuddha, or the Supremely Enlightened Buddha, is 

unique beings who rise after a long, long period of time.  Their 

sole purpose is to discover the truth and establish the 

Dispensation, to make it known to the world.  They make the 

Dispensation ‘alive’ again and establish a proper way for 

humans to follow and to attain Enlightenment.   

 

Bodhisattvas are beings cultivating to become Sammā 

Sambuddha.  These Buddhas are the ones who always appear 

as men.  Eventually it may change, when a female-dominated 

world arises.  A female Buddha can then establish the 

Dispensation.  For now, the most probable reason is that in a 

male-dominated society, it makes sense for a man to establish 

the Dispensation.  No reason was given in the Dhamma and 

when we study the chronological history of Buddhas, they 

were all men. 

 

Question 6: 

I was told that Guan Yin (Goddess of Mercy) is one of the 

many manifestations of Buddha, is that right? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

This Q&A session is based on Early Buddhist point of view.  

As such, I will not elaborate on the different interpretations of 

Theravāda, Mahayana or Vajrayana traditional schools.  

Although I am from the Theravāda tradition, I will focus on 

the early teachings of the Buddha.   
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Today‘s Q&A session is in reference to basic and original 

Suttas available in Pāḷi.  From this point of view, Bodhisattva 

means “one who is cultivating to become enlightened”.  

“Bodhi” means enlightened, and “Sattva” means living being.  

Whoever cultivates to become a Perfectly Enlightened 

Buddha, that person is known as Bodhisattva.  In this context, 

Bodhisattva may be among human beings or divine beings or 

they may be gods in other realms.  Whatever realm they are 

living in, they dedicate themselves to cultivating the ten great 

qualities of a Bodhisattva.  Therefore from this early Buddhist 

point of view, Bodhisattvas are not yet recognised as 

enlightened beings, but are cultivating to become enlightened.  

If they wished so, they can easily be enlightened by following 

the teachings of the Buddha.  But their vow is to be a perfectly 

enlightened Supreme Buddha.  To achieve that perfectly 

enlightened Supreme Buddhahood, they cultivate these great 

qualities for an incalculable period of time.  

 

From the early Buddhist point of view, Bodhisattva is not yet 

seen as enlightened.  But remember, “Enlightened” here refers 

to one who has eradicated greed, hatred and delusion.  We do 

not mean one who is intelligent.  Sometimes when I give 

Dhamma talks, and at the end of the talk, someone will say, 

“Thank you Venerable for your enlightening talk”.  It basically 

means making people understand.  It does not mean that we 

have eradicated greed, hatred and delusion. 
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Question 7: 

Bhante, you teach us the five Precepts and encourage 

people to keep to it.  How about choosing one from these 

five Precepts to keep it? Can we do that? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

These five Precepts were established by the Buddha for human 

beings to create a noble, civilised society where everyone can 

live peacefully and harmoniously.  Today, there are countless 

human beings who do not keep these five Precepts.  Suppose 

one does not practise five Precepts, but practises only four 

Precepts.  This person is still greater than someone who 

practises three or two Precepts.  Even if a person only practises 

one Precept, this person is still better than others who do not 

practise any.  Our target, advice and suggestion are to keep the 

five Precepts.  If you cannot keep the five Precepts, at least try 

to have four Precepts. Even one Precept is still better than 

none.  

 

Question 8: 

But is it good to choose from the five Precepts or try our 

best to keep the five Precepts? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

You should try your best to keep and follow the five Precepts, 

not blindly but with the right understanding.  Having 

convinced yourself, and not because somebody asked you to or 

because the Buddha said so - but because you fully understand 

why the Buddha said so!  Having realised it yourself, you will 

find it easier to follow when you understand the reason and 

benefits of practising it.  
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Of course, Buddhism recognises there are four realities in the 

world: 

 

Kiccho manussapaṭilābho
17

 

To be born as a human being is difficult  

Kicchaṃ macchāna jīvitaṃ 

To lead a righteous way of life is difficult  

Kicchaṃ saddhammasavanaṃ  

To come across the teachings of Buddha is rare as it may one 

day disappear from the world  

Kiccho buddhānaṃ uppādo 

The arising of a Buddha is also equally rare 

 

So, among the four rare and difficult realities of the world, 

leading a righteous way of life is one of them.  It is true when 

people say it is difficult to practise Buddhism because it is for 

you to train yourself to become a most supreme and noble 

human being on the earth - One who is completely free from 

greed, hatred and delusion, and is full of compassion and 

wisdom.  That is why you need a lot of patience to cultivate. 

 

Question 9: 

I have encountered Dhamma talks almost everywhere but 

never at a funeral.  I have attended quite a few Buddhist 

funerals where the monks (be it from Mahayana or 

Theravāda traditions) come, chant and then leave.  This 

actually creates a misconception of Buddhism.  Can you 

please explain why is Buddhism unlike Christianity where 

the pastor conducts a sermon and explain the teachings 

from the Bible? 

                                                           
17

 Dhammapada Verse 182 (Erakapattanagaraja Vatthu) 
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Bhante’s Answer: 

I am very sure you have not attended a funeral conducted by 

the monks of this temple.  In our tradition, conducting a 

Dhamma talk is a must at a funeral.  Whether you come to the 

temple to offer food to the monks at breakfast and lunch, 

during wedding or birthdays for blessings, we take every 

opportunity to teach the Dhamma.   

 

In our Sri Lankan culture and tradition, we have Dhamma talks 

everyday at the funeral wake up to the hour before cremation 

in addition to the usual chanting.  On the seventh day after 

cremation, the family will organise a special Dhamma talk in 

their house which is known as “Matakabana”, a seventh day 

Dhamma talk.  In the third month, they organize another 

Dhamma talk known as “Matakabana” in memory of the 

departed.  When the year is up, another Dhamma talk, and then 

from there we have annual Dhamma talks.  We can try to 

inculcate this practice to other traditions to encourage them to 

do the same.  In fact, the time during a funeral is the most 

suitable to talk about the Dhamma. 

 

Question 10: 

Bhante, you started the talk mentioning about God and 

also on a few other occasions. Am I right to assume that 

Buddhism does not believe in God? 

 

Bhante’s Answer: 

By the word ‘the God’, do you mean the Creator God?   

 

(Reply from audience: I do not know, as God is so loosely 

used).  
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Maybe we need to explain on the concept of god in Buddhism.  

Buddhism does not accept the concept of a Creator God.  This 

is the almighty being believed to have made human beings 

including the planets and this universe, and everything that 

happens is dependent on the will of this Creator God.  In a 

way, you can call Buddhism an Atheist religion. 

 

Instead, we believe that there are many beings other than 

human beings. We use the Pāḷi word ‘Deva’ for these divine 

beings, sometimes referred to as gods.  However these divine 

beings are not Creator Gods.  These divine beings are living 

beings, like you and me.  Anybody can be born as divine being 

if you do good, be good and practise good.   

 

Buddhism recognizes 31 Realms of Existence.  Out of the 31 

Realms of Existence, four realms are recognized as unhappy 

lower realms.  The other 27 realms are recognized as happy, 

pleasurable realms.  Except the human realm, the other 26 

happy realms are known as divine realms.  Beings are born in 

these realms based on the wholesome kammic energy that they 

cultivate and accrue in their lifetime.  However, like all other 

realms, life in the divine realm is not permanent.  After their 

kammic energy is depleted, these beings may be born 

elsewhere. 

 

In spite of their wholesome kammic energy that has resulted in 

them being born in the divine realm, these divine beings are 

not free from greed, hatred and delusion.  Divine beings are 

not necessarily more intelligent than human beings.  There can 

also be very ignorant divine beings.  Divine beings are like 

human beings.  Some can be virtuous or wicked, with different 
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types of character and temperament.  Just because they are 

born in the divine realm does not mean that divine beings are 

more superior.  The only difference is that their lifespan is 

longer than ours and they are more superior to us when it 

comes to happiness and gratifying their sense faculties.   

 

As far as wisdom, intelligence and morality is concerned, 

humans and divine beings are on equal ground.  Buddhism 

recognises that a morally upright human being who cultivates 

virtuous qualities may be highly respected by divine beings.  

Nowhere in Buddhism are human beings considered inferior 

and divine beings superior.  We are always moving from one 

realm to the other realm.  Today you may be a divine being, 

tomorrow you may be born as a human being or even an 

animal.  Today you are a human being and tomorrow after 

death, you may be born as divine being or even a hungry 

ghost. It does not mean that since one is born in this realm, one 

will be there forever.  It all depends on the kammic energy.  

 

This is the Buddhist concept of gods.  But remember, we do 

not accept the concept of a Creator God.  If somebody asks if 

Buddhists believe in God, you should say, “The concept of god 

in Buddhism is different” and explain.  Because if you say we 

do not believe in god, or even accept the concept of god, you 

are wrong.  You need to elaborate and clarify this 

misconstrued god concept in Buddhism.  Before explaining, 

you need to understand what the other party means by “God”.  

If it is a Creator God or Almighty God who is eternal, all 

powerful and who created everything in the universe, then we 

do not subscribe to this idea.  However, Buddhism recognizes 

the existence of divine beings that have various kinds of power 
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and qualities and are subject to kammic energy like all other 

beings. 
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Nidhinaṃ'va pavattāraṃ, 

Yaṃ passe vajjadassinaṃ, 

 Niggayhavādiṃ medhāviṃ, 

Tādisaṃ paṇḍitaṃ bhaje, 

 Tādisaṃ bhajamānassa, 

Seyyo hoti na pāpiyo. 

 

 
One should keep to the company of a wise 

man, who on seeing one’s faults, reproaches 

one, like a person who points out a treasure, 

(since) no ill-will befalls one who associates 

with such a person. 
Dhammapada Verse 76 
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Synopsis 
 

 

Some people say: 

‘Buddhism will only survive 5,000 years, 

Then it will disappear from the world’. 

 

Albert Einstein said: 

“The religion of the future will be a cosmic religion. It should 

transcend a personal God and avoid dogmas and theology.  

Covering both natural and spiritual, it should be based on a 

religious sense arising from the experience of all things natural 

and spiritual as a meaningful unity.  Buddhism answers this 

description.  If there is any religion that would cope with 

modern scientific needs, it would be Buddhism” 

 

If Buddhism is so practical, scientific and rational, how can it 

disappear from human kind?  

 

Did Buddha say that his dispensation would disappear in 5,000 

years’ time? 

 

‘Rare is the arising of a Buddha in the world, 

So is the sublime teaching of the Buddha. 

As long as disciples practise the Dhamma, 

The world will not be emptied of enlightened ones.’ 

Said the Buddha 
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Na attahetu na parassa hetu, 

 Na puttamicche na dhanaṃ na raṭṭhaṃ, 

 Na iccheyya adhammena samiddhimattano, 

 Sa sīlavā paññavā dhammiko siyā. 

 

 
Neither for self-gain, nor for the sake of others, 

does a wise man do any wrong. He does not 

wish for children, wealth or a kingdom by 

doing any evil deeds. Such a person, who 

wishes not his success through unrighteous 

means, is virtuous, wise and righteous 
Dhammapada Verse 84 
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Buddhism is a relatively new term.  Buddha himself used the 

word “Dhamma” for his teachings.  The unique function of the 

Buddha is to re-discover this Dhamma and propagate it to the 

world.  That is why Buddhas appear in the world from time to 

time.  They are the torch-bearers who re-discover the 

Dhamma, the same Truth, again and again.   

 

Dhamma also has a broader meaning.  A Buddha arises to 

realize this supreme Dhamma, to make it known to the world 

by establishing a system of monks, nuns and lay people.  This 

system known as Sāsana or the Dispensation which is 

established for those who want to attain Nibbāna or 

enlightenment.   

 

The Dispensation of the Buddha is subdivided into three parts:   

 

The first is known as “Pariyatti Sāsana” which means the 

collective theory that explains the Truth.  This refers to the 

Abhidhamma that includes discourses of the Buddha, ethical 

codes pertaining to the holy life, the monastic order and 

psychological analysis.   

 

The second part is “Paṭipatti Sāsana” which means Practice 

and Methodology.  Practice is impossible without knowledge 

of theory and theory is useless without practise.   

 

With Theory and Practice comes the third part known as 

“Paṭivedha”, meaning Realisation or Nibbāna, the perfect 

understanding of the Truth.  Without Theory and Practice, it is 

impossible to understand the Truth to attain Nibbāna.   
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Hence, theoretical understanding with practise leading to 

realisation is collectively known as Dhamma. 

 

Our discussion today is on whether Dhamma will disappear 

from this world.  Certain things disappear from this world 

when it is no longer practical to society.  But the Dhamma is 

recognised as practical and one of the world’s most rational, 

scientific teachings.   

 

The Dhamma has the following six great qualities: 

 

1. Svākkhāto Bhagavatā Dhammo, 

The Dhamma is well expounded and well explained by the 

Buddha.  It is good in the beginning, good in the middle 

and good in the end. There are no secrets or hidden 

teachings in the Dhamma.  

 

2. Sanditthiko  

This Dhamma is visible here and now. It has nothing to do 

with superstitious beliefs.  In many religions, the ultimate 

goal can only be achieved after death.  In Buddhism, the 

ultimate goal, Nibbana, can be achieved while you are 

living here and now.  There is nothing that says Nibbana 

can only be achieved after death.  The Dhamma teaches the 

Four Noble Truths, Dependent Origination, and the three 

characteristics of nature.  You can test these teachings and 

see it for yourself here and now.  

 

3. Akāliko 

This Dhamma goes beyond the barriers of time and space.  

This Dhamma was relevant 2,500 years when the Buddha 



Page 111 

 

discovered it.  It is still relevant today as it will be in the 

future.  The Dhamma does not change with time, because it 

is the Perfect Truth. Wherever you are in the world, you 

will realise the same Truth when you practise the Dhamma. 

 

4. Ēhi-passiko 

Inviting one to come and see for yourself.  You do not need 

to have blind faith or encourage superstitious beliefs.  Just 

like a piece of gold, the goldsmith cuts it to make sure it is 

genuine.  In the same manner, the Dhamma is to be 

analysed, scrutinised and thoroughly checked.  When you 

investigate the Dhamma, what you find is the Truth. 

 

5. Ōpanayiko 

The Dhamma is capable of being entered upon and 

therefore it is worthy to be followed as a part of one's life. 

 

6. Paccattam Vēditabbo Viññuhi ti 

This Dhamma should be realised by the wise, by the 

individual, by herself, by himself. It is not a belief but 

something to be truly seen, understood and experienced 

personally.  

 

When we analyse these six virtuous qualities of the Dhamma, 

we understand it to be practical, logical, rational and scientific.  

The greatest scientist of the twentieth century, Dr. Albert 

Einstein, said human beings grow more intelligent with time.  

Scientists will discover many other things in the universe.  In a 

scientifically and technologically advanced human society, 

Einstein envisioned that only Buddhism will be relevant as a 

religion in such an environment.  Based on what science can 
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prove, he believed only Buddhism will remain relevant and 

applicable.  

 

Here is where the question arises:  If the Dhamma is so 

rational, scientific and practical, how can it disappear from 

human kind?  Since Dhamma is the perfect truth of the 

universe, it cannot just disappear.  Nonetheless it can still be 

forgotten by human beings.  It may disappear from human 

kind, but not from the universe.  That is why Buddhas re-

discover the same Dhamma again and again.  Buddhas do not 

create Dhamma, they re-discover the Dhamma from time to 

time.  When human beings forget the path of the Dhamma, a 

Buddha will arise to re-discover the Dhamma and make it 

known to the world.  That is the unique role of the Buddha. 

 

There is a very popular belief among Buddhists that Buddhism 

will disappear from the world after 5,000 years.  Regardless of 

what tradition or school you belong to, Buddhists all over the 

world believe that now that 2,500 year has passed, there will 

be no more Dhamma after the next 2,500 years.  Here we 

would ask - did Buddha mention that the Dhamma will 

disappear in 5,000 years’ time?  Where did Buddha mention 

this?  It is very important for us to analyse and understand 

what Buddha had said.  

 

In Mahā Parinibbāna  sutta, the Buddha clearly said that as 

long as his disciples practise the Dhamma, and as long as they 

lead the righteous way of life, this world will not be devoid of 

enlightened ones.  It means that as long as human beings 

practise and follow this Dhamma, it will be preserved and 

there will be enlightened ones.  If we do not practise, it will 
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disappear.  Therefore, Dhamma will continue to exist as long 

as human beings practise it, but will cease when human beings 

stop their practice.  

 

I am sure many of you have heard that the Buddha was 

reluctant to start the order of nuns (Bhikkhuni Order). There 

were many reasons for this, but mainly it was due to social and 

cultural barriers.  In India 2,500 years ago, Buddha had in fact 

refused to start the order of nuns despite three requests to do 

so.  Having established the Bhikkhuni Order, it is said that 

Buddha addressed Venerable  Ānanda  on this matter.  “ 

Ānanda , the teachings of the Buddha could have been 

preserved for 1,000 years, but because of the establishment of 

the order of nuns, it will only survive 500 years”.  This 

statement is found in the Vinaya Pitaka. However modern 

scholars viewed that this statement was not made by the 

Buddha but was in fact made by monks and wrote in the 

books. This is the thinking of some scholars.  

 

Where then did the Buddha say that the Dhamma will 

disappear in 5,000 years’ time?  In the earliest Buddhist 

discourses preserved in the Theravāda tradition, we do not see 

such a statement by the Buddha.  In fact this statement that the 

Dhamma will disappear in 5,000 years’ time appeared in a post 

canonical text, under the commentaries of Anagata-Vamsa 

(History of Future Events).  It is stated that Buddha predicted 

that Buddhism will disappear in 5,000 years’ time and it 

explained in detail how this will take place.   
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Let us understand how this is explained in Anagata-Vamsa.  In 

this text, it described the Dhamma will disappear in five 

stages:  

 

First stage: The disappearance of paṭivedha-sadhamma (the 

attainments / Doctrine – 1
st
 Stage).  There will come a time 

after a long period where enlightened monks, nuns and lay 

people will no longer be around.  During the time of the 

Buddha and a few hundred years after His passing, there were 

many enlightened monks and nuns.  In this current age and 

time, we rarely hear of enlightened people living in our 

society.  This is the first stage of disappearance of Buddhism.  

 

Second stage: Then after a long period of time, paṭipatti (the 

Practice – 2
nd

 Stage) will cease to exist.  There will no longer 

be monks and nuns dedicating themselves to pure practice.  

Though monks and nuns will continue to learn the Dhamma, 

they will not dedicate themselves to actual practice.  In the 

near future, places where meditation courses are taught, as well 

as monks and nuns dedicated to the monastic practice, will 

disappear.  

 

Third stage: After another long period, the disappearance of 

pariyatti (texts – 3
rd

 Stage) will arise - Dhamma learning will 

fade away.  The Tipitaka is the three main categories of texts 

that make up the Buddhist canon.  These three baskets of 

teachings comprising of Sutta Pitaka, Vinaya Pitaka and 

Abhidhamma will be confined to libraries or electronic media 

as people are no longer interested in learning the Dhamma.  No 

one will fully understand Dhamma even after reading it.  There 

cannot be realisation without the guidance of a master who has 
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practised and realized the Truth.  In time, the Dhamma will 

disappear.  

 

Fourth stage: This stage marks the disappearance of linga 

(signs – 4
th

 Stage) - or the disappearance of monks and nuns.  

In the distant future, it is said that monks and nuns will wear a 

yellow strip cloth around their necks. These will be known as 

monks and nuns in the distant future. 

 

Fifth stage: In the final stage, there will be the disappearance 

of dhātu (the relics, the monuments – 5
th

 Stage).  The 

disappearance of relics arises because people cease to respect 

them.   As they are not respected, monasteries will 

subsequently be abandoned.  There will no longer be any 

monks and nuns protecting them.   

 

That is how the Dhamma will disappear from the earth and it is 

said that all these will materialise within 5,000 years.  The 

post-canonical text in Anagata-Vamsa is not the only recorded 

text but many similar records dated thousands of years back 

also stated the same event will happen. So this can possibly 

happen!   

 

Whether or not Buddha said the Dhamma will disappear in 

5,000 or 10,000 years is not important.  The highlight is that 

He clearly taught that as long as the Dhamma is practised, it 

will not disappear.   

 

Great civilizations have come and gone, magnificent empires 

built and eventually destroyed.  Whatever arises in this world 

is subject to change.  This is the law of Anicca - the Law of 
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Impermanence. The teachings of the Buddha are also subject 

to this law and will one day vanish from the human world.  

This is because human beings are increasingly becoming more 

materialistic, while regressing in their virtuous qualities.   

 

There are a few discourses where the Buddha talked on the 

degeneration of the Dispensation of the Buddha.  In the 

Dakkhinavibanga-Sutta, the Buddha explained the benefits of 

giving.  There is a section in it where he also talked about 

immoral monks who will appear in the distant future.  Towards 

the end of the Dispensation of the Buddha, there will be monks 

and nuns called “Kāsavakanṭaka”.  These monks and nuns do 

not don the robe but instead wear a yellow strip around their 

necks or hands.  They will conduct business, lead a family life, 

earn a living and live like lay people.  This will be the last 

monastic order.   

 

In the Mahāsupina Jātaka (No 77), the Buddha also referred to 

the degeneration of the Dispensation.  One day, the King of 

Kosala had a series of 16 dreams strung together. In one 

incident, he saw gold exchanged for buttermilk.  Upon 

conferring with the Buddha over his strange dreams, Buddha 

predicted that towards the end of the decline of the 

Dispensation of the Buddha, monks and nuns will teach the 

Dhamma for money, even charging for discourses.  These 

monks and nuns will use the Dhamma, originally used to 

eradicate greed, hatred, to instead generate greed, hatred and 

delusion among human kind.  These incidents and stories told 

by the Buddha showed us if we do not practise, the 

Dispensation will degenerate and disappear eventually. It has 
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nothing to do with the teachings of the Buddha, but solely 

arises from the faults of human kind.  

 

Before we find out what happens when Buddhism ceases to 

exist in earth, we need to have a proper understanding of 

Buddhist cosmology.  From the Buddhist point of view, this 

ever-changing universe consists of billions of galaxies that are 

in the process of arising and disappearing.   

 

Buddhism recognizes that the universe has four stages of 

transformation that tracks its development and destruction.  

They are: 

1. Saṃvaṭṭa  - the contraction of the universe.   

2.  Saṃvarṭṭhāyi -  the commencement of the universe 

contracting.  

3.  Vivaṭṭa -  the commencement of the universe 

expanding.  

4.  Vivaṭṭaṭhāyi -  the expansion of the universe.  

 

The above process will continue indefinitely.  Modern 

scientists have also conducted many experiments and research 

on this subject.  Albert Einstein came up with the theory of a 

static universe.  Subsequently, Edwin Hubble discovered that 

the universe is in fact not static, but constantly changing and 

expanding and the speed of expansion accelerates with time.  

This is what Buddha said thousands of years ago.  

 

Buddhism recognizes these four stages and now the universe is 

in the process of expansion. In this process of expansion and 

contraction, planets with living beings arise.  There will be 

planets in the process of evolution as well as destruction.  It 
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takes a Kappa, or an incalculable period of time, for a world 

system to go from evolution to destruction.  

 

Kappa means eon which is a cosmic way of time measurement.  

It will be eons when a Buddha appears.  There will also be a 

time when the teachings of the Buddha will completely 

disappear.  One day a monk came to the Buddha and asked 

“Venerable Sir, can you explain to me the length of a Kappa or 

eon”.  Buddha said it was impossible to explain the length of a 

Kappa.   The monk then asked the Buddha for an analogy.  

 

Buddha said, “Monks, suppose there is a mountain that is 

Yojana
18

 high, Yojana wide and Yojana all around.  Every one 

hundred years, a man comes with a fine cloth and brushes the 

fabric against this solid rock and he goes away.  Another one 

hundred years, he comes back again, brushes the soft fabric 

and goes away.  In time, the man will completely destroy this 

solid rock by brushing against the rock with his fine cloth.  A 

kappa takes a much longer time.  This solid rock might have 

vanished and been destroyed but the kappa or eon will not 

come to an end.” 

 

During a world cycle, suitable life forms arise and then 

undergo the process of destruction.  This earth we are living in 

today will one day come to an end.  This eon or kappa that we 

are living in is known as Bhadra kappa, an auspicious eon.  

Why is it auspicious?  According to Buddhist cosmology, five 

Buddhas will arise within this incalculable period of time.  

Four have already appeared.  The fourth Buddha was Buddha 

                                                           
18

 A measure of distance: the amount that could be travelled with one yoke 

(two) of oxen, or about 7 miles 
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Sakyamuni born about 2,500 years back.  The fifth Buddha 

will appear in the distant future before this earth comes to an 

end or the world cycle comes to the point of destruction.   

 

What will happen once Buddhism disappears from this earth?   

 

According to the Cakkawanti Sutta in Digha Nikāya, human 

beings used to live up to 80,000 years a long time ago.  

Gradually human beings became immoral and unskilful, so 

their life span was reduced accordingly.  2,500 years ago in the 

time of the Buddha, the average life-span of human being was 

120 years.  Once in a while, you will come across someone in 

their 90s or even 100, but it is very rare today.  These days 

people barely live past 70 or 80 years.  To live till 80 is 

considered as an exceptional lifespan today.   

 

It is said in time to come, human beings’ lifespan will 

degenerate to just ten years due to their continued path of 

immorality and unskilful behaviour.  Within these ten years, 

they are born, mate, reproduce and die.  Human beings will be 

very unhealthy physically and mentally, as well as immoral.  

Constant wars will arise between human beings leading to 

destruction and an end of human civilization.   

 

After this period, there will be virtuous human beings 

returning to the empty cities.  Realizing their mistake, they will 

start to change by living a morally upright life, and live 

healthily both in mind and body.  Gradually, their lifespan will 

increase again.  They will then live to 100, 200, 300, 1,000 

years and continue until it reaches 80,000 years.  In this time, a 

supremely enlightened Buddha called Maitreya will arise. This 
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is when hundreds of thousands of human beings will join the 

order to become monks and nuns and attain enlightenment.  

Even the greatest king of the land will become a monk and 

attain enlightenment. These stories can be found at the end of 

the discourse of the Cakkavatti  Sutta.  This is the only section 

in the early teachings and discourses where Buddha Maitreya 

has been mentioned.  

 

Although practical, scientific and rational, Buddhism will 

disappear in time to come.  Yet, the disappearance of 

Buddhism is not the end as another Buddha will arise before 

this world system comes to a complete end.  

 

My friends, Buddha said:  

 

Kiccho manussapaṭilābho
19

- Rare is the life of a human 

being.  By birth, human beings are lucky.  We have done a lot 

of merits to be born as a human being.  

 

Kicchaṃ macchāna jīvitaṃ - Leading a righteous way of life 

is not easy.  Living a noble and dignified life is difficult, but 

we should strive hard on the path. 

 

Kicchaṃ saddhammasavanaṃ – Dhamma is rare in the 

world and will not be here forever.  Whether it lasts 5,000 

years, 10,000 years or 100,000 years is nothing compared to 

the bigger context of cosmic time.  Teachings of the Buddha 

will disappear from the world eventually when human beings 

become more materialistic, marking a dark period of a lack of 

spiritual development.   

                                                           
19

 Dhammapada Verse 182 (Erakapattanagaraja Vatthu) 
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Kiccho buddhānaṃ uppādo – Rare is the arising of a Buddha 

in the world, as they do not arise often. It will be eons in the 

universe where no Buddha will arise.  We are considered lucky 

because in this world cycle, another Buddha is expected to 

arise before the world comes to an end. 

 

With this knowledge, what should wise human beings do, like 

those of us who are born as a human being when the Dhamma 

still exists?  Whenever or wherever possible, we should 

dedicate ourselves to practise virtuous, wholesome and skilful 

actions, practise the Dhamma diligently to purify our mind, 

and avoid evil, immoral and unwholesome practices.  In time 

to come, step by step, we will move from dark to light, from 

light to light.   

 

This Dhamma which is good in the beginning, good in the 

middle and good in the end, recognises the path of moral 

discipline and mental cultivation, which leads to the cultivation 

of wisdom.  When we follow the Dhamma, we will become 

enlightened, noble human beings.  The purpose of this human 

life is to be perfect and that perfection will come from training 

oneself on this path.  
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Na taṃ mātā pitā kayirā, 

Aññe vā pi ca ñātakā, 

 Sammāpaṇihitaṃ cittaṃ, 

Seyyaso naṃ tato kare. 

 

 
Neither mother nor father nor any other 

relative could do, what a well-directed mind 

does in making an individual a superior being. 
Dhammapada Verse 43 
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Have you seen Relics? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date: 30 September 2011 

Time: 8:30 pm to 10 pm 

Venue: Reclining Buddha Shrine Hall 

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple 

Singapore 

 

  



Page 124 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Asāre sāramatino 

Sāre cāsāradassino 

 Te sāraṃ nādhigacchanti 

Micchāsaṃkappagocarā. 

 

 

Those who mistake the unessential to be 

essential and the essential to be unessential, 

dwelling in wrong thoughts, never arrive at the 

essential. 
Dhammapada Verse 11 
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Synopsis 
 

 

Thousands of years have passed, 

The remains of the Supreme Buddha are still preserved. 

Buddha relics are priceless. 

Throughout centuries, 

The relics are worshipped, venerated 

And considered as Living Buddha himself. 

  

From time to time, 

There appears well organized relic exhibitions, 

There, you see, various relics in all colours and shapes, 

Some are blood relics and some others are brain relics,  

Still some more to come, representing parts and organs of the 

body. 

  

Some claim to be the relics of previous Buddhas who lived 

hundreds of thousand years ago.  

There are some people who believe that relics can grow and 

multiply. 

Some make offerings to relics thinking that they can bring 

prosperity. 

  

Misconceptions and misinterpretation are done in the name of 

sacred relics.  

Faithful devotees are cheated by or misguided.  

Much damage has been done to Buddhism by opening the 

doors to unnecessary criticism and ridicule. 

What is a relic? 
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What happened to the remains of Buddha’s body after his 

cremation? 

Are there multi-coloured relics? 

Can relics multiply? 

Do relics have miracle power and ability to bring prosperity? 

What is the purpose of having relics? 
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What does it mean by the word relic? The word relic has a 

broad meaning. It means something memorable, worthy to 

keep, to be venerated and is related to our past memories of 

somebody or something. In that sense, relic can be anything. 

Relics are not only found in Buddhism, but also in other 

religions.  

 

In Buddhist practices, relics are categorised into 3 broad 

sections: 

   

1. Uddesika  

These are Buddhist statues and monuments that we built to 

represent the Buddha. So, Buddhist statues can be 

considered as a form of relic because we venerate it, 

worship it and pay our highest respect to the Buddhist 

statue which represents the noble teacher, our great master. 

The symbol and monuments are collectively known as 

Uddesika. 

 

2. Pāribhogika  

These are items used by the Buddha. For example, his 

robes, alms bowl or anything he used are considered as a 

form of relic and we treasure them. That is why the Bodhi 

tree is highly venerated. The original sapling of the Bodhi 

Tree is preserved in Sri Lanka. All over the world, 

Buddhists visit this place to pay respect. We also have the 

same respect for other Bodhi trees, as these trees represent 

the Buddha. Remember, we are not worshipping trees or 

idols but we worship them that represent the Enlightened 

One.   
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3. Sāririka  

It refers to bodily relics. After the Buddha’s body was 

cremated, the remains (mainly the bones) are called relics. 

They are the most important and precious bodily relics for 

Buddhists.  

  

Our subject today concerns the bodily relics of the Buddha. 

Buddha’s relics are precious and priceless. For a Buddhist, the 

fragment of the bone of the Buddha is itself a living Buddha. 

Through the past two and a half millennia, Buddhists dedicated 

their lives to preserve and protect these relics, sometimes to the 

extent of risking their own lives. If you study history, you will 

get to know some Buddhist monks, nuns and lay Buddhist 

followers who risk their own lives to protect these relics that 

were passed down through generations.  

  

Before talking about bodily relics, we need to understand what 

had happened after the Buddha passed away. Here it is very 

important for all of us to understand how Buddha’s body was 

cremated. The most important discourse related to our subject 

is Mahā Parinibbāna  Sutta which is one of the longest 

discourse in the Digha Nikāya. In this discourse, it explained 

in detail how Buddha’s body was cremated. Just before the 

Buddha passed away, Venerable  Ānanda  asked the Buddha, 

“Venerable Sir, after you are gone, how should we deal with 

your body and the cremation? Please leave the necessary 

instructions.” The Buddha said, “ Ānanda , the Tathāgata body 

should be cremated exactly the same way as a body of a 

Universal Monarch is cremated.” Thus, Buddha gave detailed 

instructions to Venerable  Ānanda . 
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Immediately after the Buddha passed away, the Mallas came 

together and followed the instructions; and proceeded step by 

step with the funeral arrangements. The Buddha’s body was 

laid down for 7 days. During this period, the Royal Park and 

the whole country were decorated; musicians and dancers 

came to perform day and night. That was how they paid their 

respects. They started offering flowers and incenses to pay 

their highest respects.  

 

Before they cremated the body (and it is very important for our 

subject today), Buddha’s body was wrapped in a new linen 

cloth. Then the Buddha’s body was wrapped in teased cotton 

wool and then again in linen cloth. This went up to 500 layers 

of linen and 500 layers of cotton wool. Then the body was 

placed in an iron vessel filled with specially prepared fragrant 

oil (there was no mention about the type of fragrant oil used). 

Next, this iron vessel was enclosed within a bigger iron vessel. 

Finally, all kinds of perfumed wood were collected (especially 

sandalwood) to make into a funeral pyre for the cremation of 

the Buddha’s body. 

 

You can see that this is a special kind of cremation. No 

ordinary human being is given such a cremation. At that point 

of time, such cremation did not exist and the only one we knew 

then related to the Buddha’s body. In the Buddha’s own words, 

such special method of cremation is not done for any ordinary 

human being except for the Buddha or the Universal Monarch. 

Many of you have heard about the way the Pharaohs were 

preserved as mummies until today in ancient Egyptian 

civilization. They too have a very special way of preserving 

the bodies. These are ancient science. In exactly the same 



Page 130 

 

manner, they developed a very special kind of technique for 

the cremation of the Buddha’s body 2,500 years ago in India. 

  

Mahā Parinibbāna Sutta goes further. It said, once the body 

was cremated, nothing remained like ashes, flesh, sinews, 

blood, hair or anything else but only pure bones remained.  

Remember, it was recorded that only pure bones or fragment 

of bones remained and nothing else. Not even ashes. 

Remember that the Buddha’s body was enshrined in an iron 

vessel and this was a special way of burning. Only pure bones 

remained.   

  

After cremation, these bones were collected and brought by 

procession into their assembly halls and the paying of respect, 

offerings and homage to the Buddha commenced. When other 

kings also came to know that the Buddha had passed away in 

the Kingdom of Mallas of Kusinara, they sent their messengers 

to claim the relics of the Buddha. There were 6 other 

kingdoms: King Ajatasattu from Magadha, Licchavis of 

Vesali, Mallas of Pava, Sakyas of Kapilavatthu, Bulis of 

Allakappa, Kolis of Ramagama and one Vethadipa brahman 

(who was a very powerful Brahmin, whose status was 

equivalent to a King during that time) who also wanted to 

claim the relics. All these people came together and each 

staked a claim to the Buddha’s relics.  They claimed that the 

Buddha was their Master who taught them and wanted a 

portion of the relics. Another claimed that the Buddha was 

their relative who came from the Sakya clan and also wanted a 

claim on the relics.  
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The Mallas of Kusinara said that they would not be giving any 

relics to anyone because the Buddha came all the way to their 

kingdom to pass away and they were the ones who cremated 

his body and handled his funeral - thus the relics belonged to 

them. There was no solution in sight – everyone was arguing 

and ready to go to war over the relics. At this critical juncture, 

there was one Brahmin called Dona and he said, “Lords, give 

me a chance to utter one single word. Our Buddha is a peace-

loving person.” And that settled all the disputes. 

 

The Buddha lived for “peace”. His thoughts were peaceful, His 

words were peaceful and His actions were peaceful. He 

dedicated Himself to spread peace among the human beings 

through thoughts, words and actions. He taught the Dhamma 

that leads to the perfect sublime peace of Nibbāna. And this 

Brahmin Dona suggested to divide the relics into 8 portions 

and distribute among the 7 kingdoms and the Vethadipa 

brahman. Brahmin Dona divided the relics into 8 portions to be 

given to the kings and the Vethadipa brahman. Each king 

received his share of the relics and built huge stupas (pagodas) 

to enshrine these relics in their Kingdoms. 

 

Immediately after the relics were divided into 8 portions, there 

was another group (the Moriyas of Pipphalivana) who came 

and also wanted a share of the relics but at that time, the relics 

had already been divided and distributed. Brahmin Dona told 

them that if they wished, they would have the ashes from the 

funeral’s place derived from burning wood. They collected all 

the ashes from the funeral’s place and built a stupa. Brahmin 

Dona took the huge iron vessel which Buddha’s body was 

cremated in and he built a stupa. All these are relics. There 
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were a total of 10 stupas being built, and 8 stupas were built 

for the bodily relics of Buddha.  

Now, so how can the other Buddhist countries have such 

relics? Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, China, Cambodia, Japan, 

and Korea – these countries claimed that they have Buddha’s 

relics. How did these countries get the relics? The story goes 

further. 

 

300 years after the Buddha’s passing, there was a very 

powerful emperor in India – Emperor Asoka. After Emperor 

Asoka became a Buddhist, he excavated all these stupas except 

one. He did not touch the stupa which was built by the Sakyans 

because they were the relatives of the Buddha. Out of respect 

for the Buddha’s relatives, he did not touch that stupa. But he 

excavated all the other stupas and opened the relic quarry and 

got all the relics back. Having taken all these Buddha’s relics, 

he built thousands of stupa all over his kingdom. It was said 

that he built 84,000 stupas and enshrined one small piece of 

relic inside each stupa. He also sent 9 missions to 9 countries, 

which included Sri Lanka, Burma (the present Myanmar), 

Thailand, Cambodia and other countries. When he sent the 

missionary monks to these countries, he sent relics together 

with them. This is how the other countries obtained Buddha’s 

relics.   

  

Sri Lanka, being a very close country to India, had the 

privilege of receiving a lot of relics. Emperor Asoka’s own 

daughter, Sangamitta went to Sri Lanka to establish the nuns 

order and she took a sapling of the Bodhi tree with her. Until 

today, you can see it in the ancient kingdom of Anuradhapura. 

That is the oldest tree in the historical books of the world. 
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800 years after the Buddha’s passing, Sri Lanka received the 

Buddha’s tooth relic. The tooth relic was originally in India. It 

was said that when Brahmin Dona distributed the Buddha’s 

relics, this tooth relic was preserved, taken away and passed to 

a King who kept it secretly. Hundreds of years later, they 

started to worship the tooth relic as it became a powerful 

symbol representing the power to rule the country to whoever 

possesses it. This tooth relic resulted in wars being waged 

between the kings in India. 800 years after the passing of the 

Buddha, the tooth relic was acquired by King Guhaseeva of 

Kalinga. Due to a losing war he was fighting, he sent his 

daughter and son-in-law to Sri Lanka with the tooth relic. This 

was how Sri Lanka received the tooth relic.  

 

Our part of the world used to be dominated by the British and 

Europeans — Sri Lanka, India, Singapore and other parts of 

the world were under the British colony. From the 18th century 

onwards, the colonial rulers started archaeological experiments 

and did a lot of excavations, especially in India, Sri Lanka, and 

many other Buddhist countries. They rediscovered many of the 

Buddha’s relics.   

  

In the beginning of the 20th century (1909), one of the 

American archaeologists who worked with the British 

archaeological department excavated the Kanishka's stupa. 

Kanishka was a great king who lived 400 years after the 

passing of the Buddha. He found a six-sided reliquary that 

contained the Buddha’s relics in the Kanishka's stupa with the 

inscriptions, “Here lies the bones of the Exalted One, the 

Buddha.” 
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Emperor Asoka did not touch the stupa that was built by the 

Sakyans.  But one of the British archaeologists called Peppe 

excavated the stupa built by the Sakyans in the 19th century 

and found the relics of the Buddha. These relics were donated 

to Burma and enshrined in a stupa in Mandalay.  

  

Archaeologist Alexander Cunningham excavated the famous 

Sanchi Stupa and found the relics of the great disciples of the 

Buddha, Venerable Sariputra and Moggallana. Portions of the 

relics were given to Burma and Sri Lanka, and the remaining 

relics can still be seen in Sanchi (India).  

  

This is the story of the relics of the Buddha.  

 

You may have seen relics in exhibitions. Have you gone to 

such exhibitions? I have visited these exhibitions, especially 

the relic’s exhibitions in Singapore. I have seen for myself the 

exhibited relics in various colourful types: blood relics, kidney 

relics, heart relics, brain relics – all kinds of relics representing 

each organ and they are very colourful. Some are in red, 

yellow and blue. Beautiful relics and it is claimed that these 

are the relics of the Buddha.  

 

But once a human body is cremated, there is nothing left 

except the bones. The same thing happened to the Buddha’s 

body. Buddha was a human being but He was a supreme type 

of human being. But He still had a human body. There is 

nothing miraculous about His human body. His human body 

decayed and decomposed. He fell sick and grew old, and 

finally, He passed away. Once His body was cremated, what 
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were left behind were bones and nothing else. This fact was 

reiterated in the Mahā Parinibbāna Sutta. 

 

Since there was no record of any colourful relic, there is no 

ground for such a belief. We should not promote this belief. If 

there are hair relics, then they were the hair relics of the 

Buddha before his body was cremated. According to history 

and written records or legends, we came across the hair relics 

which Buddha gave to 2 merchants, Tapussa and Bhallika. 

People strongly believed that these hair relics were enshrined 

in Shwedagon Pagoda in Burma. Sri Lanka also claimed that 

these hair relics were enshrined in one of the pagodas in the 

northern part of the country. Whether the hair relics were in Sri 

Lanka or Burma, these are the only records that we have with 

regards to the hair relics when the Buddha was alive. Once the 

Buddha’s body was cremated, there were no remains of hairs 

or other organs.  

 

Some believe the relics can grow and multiply.  Friends, what 

we called relics here, strictly speaking are fragments of the 

bones that do not have any life. There is no way for them to 

grow and multiply but there is one exception. A fragment of 

the bone can be broken down into pieces due to weather or 

some other external physical factors. A bone that has been kept 

for one or two hundred years may deteriorate or disintegrate if 

it is not preserved well. Thus the relic does not grow or 

multiply but it can degenerate and break down into pieces.   

  

Some Buddhists believe that the relics can disappear from one 

place and reappear in another place due to various reasons 

such as: Not giving due respect, not keeping them in a proper 
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place, the keeper is not a worthy person or does not uphold 

righteous principles, not a noble human being, not keeping to 

precepts, not pure in thoughts, words or actions, or if one does 

not take care of them.  They may appear in another place with 

a suitable environment where they are well taken of, well 

venerated by worthy and noble human beings who come 

together to pay respect and uphold the teachings of the 

Buddha. 

 

Friends, this is possible from one angle. From a scientific point 

of view, the relics cannot disappear on its own, as the relics do 

not have any life. However this can happen because of the 

miraculous power of certain unseen beings. Remember in 

Buddhism, we believe in gods and deities (devas). Virtuous 

devas are attracted to virtuous human beings who come and 

pay respect to relics. Suppose a group of good minded people 

(Buddhists) who practise and understand the Dhamma and 

keep to the precepts, received a piece of the relics. They will 

preserve, venerate and respect it (through chanting or offering 

of flowers) and keep it in a proper place. This will attract the 

good and virtuous divine beings. They will come to these 

places to pay respects and take care of the relics. If they are not 

well taken care of, these unseen good minded divine beings 

will protect and take the relics to be kept in another suitable 

place. This is possible. So appearance and disappearance of the 

relics are possible based on this understanding, which is help 

given by unseen virtuous divine beings. Otherwise, there are 

no other possibilities that the relics can “grow” on their own. 

So in this aspect, the “growing” of relics is related to the 

appearance of additional relics due to the acts of unseen 

virtuous divine beings. Buddhist communities strongly believe 
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in devas having the power to influence the appearance and 

disappearance of Buddhist relics.  

  

We believe that people who possess relics can have good luck. 

Because of this reason, people like to have relics. But 

remember that someone with an honest and sincere mind to 

take care and venerate the relics, uphold the teachings of the 

Buddha and lead a pure life, is one who is a great blessing to 

the world. That person may get various kinds of help from 

other human beings as well as from unseen beings. In that 

sense, the good luck or prosperity is due to assistance given by 

fellow human beings as well as divine beings. So it is alright to 

say if we take care of the relics, pay respect and uphold the 

teachings of the Buddha, it can be a contributing factor for our 

good luck, happiness and prosperity. There is no ground for us 

to believe that just because you keep a piece of relic, good 

luck, happiness and prosperity will follow you even when you 

do not practise the Dhamma or behave in an unethical and 

immoral way. Remember in Buddhism, when we talk about 

good luck, happiness and prosperity, it is not only material 

success but both material and spiritual successes and overall 

happiness of our life.   

  

To summarise, the purpose of having relics is not to have good 

luck, popularity or other worldly gains but to pay our respects 

to the Enlightened Teacher because there is something for us 

to remember - His great virtues. The reason our ancestors and 

forefathers built these huge monuments or pagodas to enshrine 

the relics in pagoda and Buddhist statues is for us to remember 

the great Teacher and His Teachings as well as to encourage 

ourselves to follow the noble teachings of the Buddha and the 
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Noble Eightfold Paths. These relics, as a representation of the 

Buddha, encourage us to follow the path to become a Buddha.  

  

Friends, this much is enough for the talk. 
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Na hi verena verāni, 

Sammantīdha kudācanaṃ, 

 Averena ca sammanti, 

Esa dhammo sanantano. 

 

 
Enmity is never ceased by enmity at any time. 

Through non-enmity alone, it ceases. This is 

the eternal law. 
Dhammapada Verse 5 
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Synopsis 
 

 

A young man named Subha questioned the Buddha, 

“Master Gotama, amongst human beings, 

 Some enjoy good health, 

 While others constantly suffer from diseases. 

 What is the cause of it?” 

  

Buddha said: 

“Diseases are karmically genetic, 

 So is good health. 

 As one sows, he also reaps.” 

  

Monk Tissa had blisters all over his body. They grew bigger 

and burst out with pus and blood. He suffered and died. 

Buddha revealed that his disease was karmically genetic.  

 

Edgar Cayce, an American Psychic, in one of his ‘life reading 

session’ pointed to a lame girl and said she became lame 

because of her previous kamma.  She had laughed at a girl 

whose side was ripped open by the claws of a lion. 

  

Are there karmically genetic diseases? 

Can karmically genetic diseases be cured? 

Are all diseases caused by kamma? 

How can we prevent karmically genetic diseases? 

What should one practise if he wishes to be healthy? 
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Uṭṭhānavato satimato, 

Sucikammassa nisammakārino, 

 Saññatassa ca dhammajīvino, 

Appamattassa yaso'bhivaḍḍhati. 

 

 
If a person is energetic and mindful, if his 

conduct is blameless, if he is discriminative in 

action, self-restrained and righteous, his fame 

and glory increase 
Dhammapada Verse 24 
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Are there karmically genetic diseases?  

 

Before we ask this question, we must first understand the 

relationship between karma and disease.  Buddha said there are 

five things no one can escape from in life.  What are these five 

things?  

 

1. Those who are born to the world are not free from old age,  

2. Those who are born to the world are not free from illness, 

3. Those who are born to the world are not free from death, 

4. Those who are born to the world are not free from rebirth, 

5. Those who are born to the world are not free from kammic 

consequences. 

 

Birth, Old Age, Sickness, Death and Karma are inevitable to 

all human beings. Here, you will see very clearly the 

relationship between karma and disease.  

 

In the theory of Dependent Origination (Paticca Samupada), 

Buddha pointed out the Conditions Genesis of interdependent 

cause arising. Buddha very clearly said saṇkhāra-paccayā 

viññanaṃ
20

 – The rise of consciousness is dependent on 

kammic formation.  

  

We are moving from one life to another because of craving 

(Tanha).  It is karma that plays a greater role in all aspects of 

our life including deciding the quality or form of life.  Buddha 

said, “Kammassakā mānava sattā Kammadāyāda 

Kammayoni Kammabandhu kammapatisaranā
21

” - Living 

                                                           
20

 Paticca Samupada 
21

 Majjhima Nikaya iii, 203 
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beings have karma as their inheritance.  Living beings arise 

from karma and have karma as their refuge and support.  

Therefore we cannot talk about disease without talking about 

karma as they are inter-related.   

There is a sutta in Majjhima Nikāya Cula-kammavibhanga 

Sutta
22

 that mentioned the classification and analysis of 

kammic theory.   In it is a dialogue between Buddha and a 

young man called Subha (son of famous miser Brahmin 

Todeyya).  One day, Subha approached the Buddha with a 

question.   

 

“Master Gotama, some people enjoy good health, while others 

suffer from chronic diseases.  What is the cause behind this 

difference?”   

 

Buddha replied, “Karma is the cause and root of this 

difference. Why do some people enjoy good health, while 

others suffer?  Those who kill or engage in harming or 

torturing other living beings will suffer from various kinds of 

chronic diseases in their following birth as a human being.  

They undergo so much pain and suffering in life having 

committed evil and immoral actions of killing, torturing and 

harming other living beings. The dark energy they produced in 

turn causes disease.  On the other hand, there are some noble 

human beings who are compassionate and have loving 

kindness towards all living beings. They radiate boundless love 

and compassion, support and encourage living beings, and 

uphold the righteous principle of non-violence.  When these 

human beings re-appear in the human realm, they have long 

lives and enjoy good health. This is the cause, root and reason 

                                                           
22

 MN 135 
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why some people suffer from various diseases, whereas some 

people enjoy good health.” 

 

So are all diseases caused by karma?   

 

This is important because although Buddhism recognizes the 

importance of karma and emphasizes the link between karma 

and disease, Buddha has never said that all diseases arise 

because of karma.  

 

There is another important discourse that can be found in the 

Samyutta Nikāya – Sivaka Sutta
23

.   

 

In it, a wandering ascetic, Moliya Sivaka approached the 

Buddha and asked, “Venerable Sir, there are various religious 

teachers who proclaim that disease arises because of past 

karma. They proclaimed that the reason human beings suffer 

from various chronic diseases is solely caused by their past 

karma.  Does the Venerable uphold the same view?” 

 

The Buddha replied that while it is true that there are diseases 

caused by past karma, it is not the only cause. There are many 

other causes for disease.  Buddha further explained how 

diseases can arise because of disorders of the bile, wind and 

phlegm, or an imbalance of all these factors. In this sutta, 

Buddha classified many causes and conditions of diseases 

coming into existence. Karma is only one of them and a 

powerful factor.  Buddha never claimed that all diseases arise 

because of karma. So we should not misinterpret Buddha’s 

teachings.   

                                                           
23

 SN 36.21 
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In 6
th

 century China, a great Buddhist scholar named Master 

Chi studied these Buddhist suttas and defined the six causes 

for disease: 

 

1. Imbalance of the four elements which make up the 

human body; 

2. Indulging in food and drinks - we should eat and drink 

in moderation; 

3. Irregular lifestyle and indulging in strange habits - not 

having a healthy lifestyle can cause diseases; 

4. Bacteria and viruses; 

5. Defilements in the mind - greed, hatred and delusion 

and many other defilements; and 

6. Karma 

 

He did not create these 6 causes, but were extracted from the 

sutta, summarized and analysed.  

 

These are the 6 causes of diseases, and karma is only one of 

them.  

 

There is another important discourse from Anguttara Nikāya 

that is known as Girimananda Sutta
24

.   In this sutta, Buddha 

gave a long list and causes of various diseases – “iti imasmiṃ 

kāye vividhā ābādhā uppajjanti, seyyathīdaṃ: cakkhurogo 

sotarogo ghānarogo jivhārogo kāyarogo sīsarogo 

kaṇṇarogo mukharogo, dantarogo, kāso, sāso, piṇāso, 

ḍaho, jaro, kucchirogo, mucchā, pakkhandikā, sūlā, 

visūcikā, kuṭṭhaṃ, gaṇḍo, kilāso, soso, apamāro, daddu, 

kaṇḍu, kacchu, rakhasā, vitacchikā, lohitappittam, 

                                                           
24

 AN 10.60 
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madhumeho, aṃsā, piḷakā, bhagandaḷā, pittasamuṭṭhānā 

ābādhā semhasamuṭṭhānā ābādhā, vātasamuṭṭhānā 

ābādhā sannipātikā ābādhā utupariṇāmajā ābādhā 

visamaparihārajā ābādhā opakkamikā ābādhā 

kammavipākajā ābādhā” – Many are sufferings, many are 

the disadvanatges (dangers) of this body since diverse diseases 

are engendered in this body such as the following: eye-

diseases, ear- diseases, nose- diseases, tongue- diseases, body- 

diseases, headache, mumps, mouth- diseases, toothache, 

cough, asthma, catarrh, heart-burn, fever, stomach ailment, 

fainting, dysentery, swelling, gripes, leprosy, boils, scrofula, 

consumption, epilepsy, ringworm, itch, eruption, tetter, 

pustule, plethora, diabetes, piles, cancer, fistula and diseases 

originating from bile, phlegm, wind, conflict of the humours, 

change of weather, adverse conditions (faulty departments), 

devices (practiced by others), kamma-vipaka (results of karma) 

 

Diseases arise because of the wind, bile and “kammavipākajā 

ābādhā” – karmically genetic disease, which is our topic for 

today. 

 

What is a karmically genetic disease?  The Buddhist 

terminology “kammavipākajā ābādhā” is commonly used for 

diseases that primarily arise out of dark kammic energy.  

 

While it is impossible for an ordinary human to trace the cause 

of disease, supreme enlightened Buddhas have developed 

special abilities and psychic powers such as 

“Pubbenivāsanussati Ñāna” - the Reminiscence of Past 

Births, which is the ability to penetrate past lives and 

“Cutupapāta Ñāna” - the Perception of the Disappearing and 
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Reappearing of Beings which is the ability to connect the 

action and reaction that leads to seeing how one life leads to 

another life.  Living beings wander from life to life based on 

their kammic energy.  Only the supreme enlightened Buddha 

can tell whether a disease is karmically genetic. Or one who 

has achieved this special power in a favourable and capable 

condition can see it. But other than that, ordinary human 

beings are unable to distinguish the root cause of diseases. 

In Buddha’s time, Buddha pointed out cases relating to 

karmically genetic disease. It will be very interesting for you if 

you can further your reading on those suttas where Buddha 

talked about karmically genetic disease. I will relate two such 

incidents.  

 

In the first incident, there lived a monk, named Tissa, who 

suddenly developed blisters all over his body.  His blisters 

grew and eventually burst, soaking his robe in smelly blood 

and pus.  Confined to a small room in the monastery by 

himself, all the monks avoided him.  No one came to give food 

or drinks and take care of him. He was suffering a lot. That 

area was very smelly and no one wanted to go there. This 

monk was nicknamed “Pūtigatta-Tissa” – Monk Tissa who has 

a stinking and rotten body.  

 

When the Buddha came to know of it, He decided to attend to 

Tissa personally out of great compassion and loving kindness. 

All the other monks learnt that Buddha had visited the 

monastery.  After gathering wood to boil water, Buddha went 

to the sick monk and tried to carry him.  Seeing this, the monks 

came and together they carried the sick monk to be cleaned 

with warm water and medicine.  His soiled robes were washed 
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and cleaned.  During this time, Buddha taught Tissa the 

Dhamma, instructing him to cultivate one-pointedness of his 

mind and contemplate on the nature of this body. Tissa 

developed the concentration and contemplated the nature of 

this existence of the body and in a sudden moment, Tissa 

attained Perfect Enlightenment.  However, he passed away 

immediately thereafter.   

 

Later at the assembly of monks, Buddha revealed that Tissa’s 

disease was karmically genetic. The monks asked, “Venerable, 

what is the cause and reason for Venerable Tissa to suffer in 

such a way?” Buddha said, “A long time ago, he was a bird 

hunter who slaughtered domestic and wild birds.  Using bird 

traps, he would break the wings and legs of the bird to prevent 

them from escaping. He continued living in this way then.  In 

this time, he was born as a human being and his own dark 

karma led him to suffer in such a way. This is a karmically 

genetic disease.” So, friends, there are many such incidents 

where Buddha pointed out karmically genetic diseases.  

 

Married couples of good health sometimes have trouble 

conceiving.  This is not a new problem.  What is the reason?  

This second incident being recorded in the Bodhirājakumara 

Sutta in Majjhima Nikāya, Prince Bodhi invited the Buddha 

and hundreds of monks to his palace named Kokanada for a 

lunch dāna.  On that day, he prepared a lavish spread and 

decorated the palace, laying a white piece of cloth (pāvada) 

that lined the floor all the way from the palace’s entrance, up 

the stairs to the second floor. As he laid this cloth, he made a 

wish, “If I am to be blessed with a child, may the Blessed One 

walk upon this piece of cloth.”  
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Upon arriving at the palace, Buddha stood in front of the white 

cloth at the entrance.  Prince Bodhi knelt down and said 

“Blessed One, please step onto this white piece of cloth and 

walk along.”  Buddha did not move and was silent.  For the 

second time, Prince Bodhi repeated, “Blessed One, step on this 

white piece of cloth that will lead to the second floor.”  

Buddha did not move.  For the third time, Prince Bodhi 

repeated his request but Buddha did not move and say a word.   

 

Buddha then looked at  Ānanda .  Venerable  Ānanda  said, 

“Prince Bodhi, Buddha will not move until you remove the 

white cloth.”  Prince Bodhi removed the white cloth and 

Buddha proceeded to the second floor to have lunch.  After the 

meal, Prince Bodhi approached the Buddha and asked, 

“Venerable Sir, I would like to know why the Blessed One did 

not step onto the white cloth?”  Buddha replied, “Did you not 

wish to be blessed with a child and for the Blessed One to walk 

on this white cloth?”  The Prince replied in the affirmative.  

Buddha said, “You will not be blessed with a child in this life 

because it is karmically genetic. You are infertile because of 

your own dark kammic energy which you created.”   

 

A long time ago the Prince was a businessman who travelled 

widely by ship.  One day this ship was caught in a storm and 

he was the only survivor, shipwrecked on an island.  Although 

there was sufficient food and fruit for him to survive on the 

island, the man greedily started to eat the indigenous birds and 

their eggs without any remorse. Because of this, the Prince is 

infertile in this life.  This is beyond ordinary understanding.  

What we cannot see is often mysterious to us.  
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What about the non-Buddhists? Do they believe in karma? 

Well, whether they believe or not, there are some incidents 

coming from non-Buddhist backgrounds.  Have you heard of 

Edgar Cayce?  He was an American psychic in the 20
th

 century 

who had extra sensory abilities.  He had the ability to enter into 

a trance to penetrate into the past lives of many people.  

Hundreds of people came from all over America to get their 

past life read.  

 

There are many interesting incidents relating to Edgar Cayce 

and I will relate one.  There was a lady who collapsed and 

became paralyzed at the age of 35.  When this lady was 

brought to Edgar Cayce, he revealed that in ancient times, she 

lived in Rome when Emperor Nero persecuted the Christians.  

This lady belonged to the aristocracy when they tortured and 

killed Christians. While the Christians were mercilessly 

tortured and mutilated, she relished and enjoyed the spectacle.  

This is why she became paralysed in this life.  There are many 

incidents related to karma and he also used the term ‘karma’. 

What about past life regression?  Past life regression is very 

popular in the western world.  They believe that certain 

diseases arise because of mental factors, past memories and 

incidents that happened in past lives.   

 

You can read up on these incidents.  It is revealed through this 

process of karmically genetic diseases.  One of the Upanishads 

masters wrote about past life regression thousands of years 

ago.  Even in modern societies, there are others from non-

Buddhist backgrounds believing in or are investigating the link 

between karma and disease.  
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Can karmically genetic diseases be cured?  It is important for 

us to know.  From the Buddhist point of view, karmically 

genetic diseases cannot be cured.  It will resolve itself when 

the dark kammic energy, being the cause of the disease, is 

exhausted and destroyed.  Whether a disease is generated by 

dark karma or some other reasons, Buddhism always 

encourages you to seek treatment.  Buddha always encouraged 

seeking treatment and taking medicine, whether the disease is 

karmically genetic or not.  This is clearly shown in the story 

where the Buddha attended to monk Tissa whose sickness was 

karmically generated.   

 

Although karmically generated diseases cannot be cured, 

temporary relief can be achieved through medicinal means.  

With medication, you will be relieved of the pain for the 

moment, like taking painkillers.  You can endure the pain 

better but the pain will be back again, as this is a prolonged 

incurable chronic disease. Hence Buddhism encourages the 

taking of medication.  

 

While taking of medication is encouraged, Buddhism also 

encourages something else. Buddha said “By upholding 

righteous principles, living a pure, religious and spiritual life 

and cultivating wholesome and virtuous actions, you can 

weaken and reduce the power of your dark energy”. In this 

way, you can hasten to reduce or eradicate the cause of the 

karmically genetic diseases. So friends, even though 

karmically genetic diseases cannot be cured at once, adopting 

such practices will hasten the eradication of dark energies, 

thereby increasing the chance of minimising karmically 

genetic diseases. 
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It is also important for us to know how to prevent karmically 

genetic diseases.  Our past is gone, so we do not know the type 

of dark karma that we have created or the dark energy awaiting 

us. But it is important for us to know and take preventive 

measures against karmically genetic diseases.  

Three important factors make up the Noble Eightfold Path: 

- Sammā Diṭṭhi (Right understanding), 

- Sammā Sati (Right mindfulness), and 

- Sammā Vāyāma (Right effort).  

 

In Sammā Diṭṭhi (Right Understanding), we need to have a 

right understanding of the kammic theory.  What is karma?  

Buddha said “Cetanāham bhikkhave kammam vadāmi” – 

Volition is karma.  In Buddhism, well-planned volitional 

action is what we call the karma, which produces kammic 

energy, and can give kammic results.  There are three doors 

through which we produce karma and energy - thoughts, words 

and physical actions. There are three roots of dark actions – 

greed, hatred and delusion.  

 

There are three ways to recognise dark actions – motive, 

intention and consequence.  When you analyse the motive 

behind the action and find that it is evil, wicked, immoral and 

motivated by greed, hatred and delusion, that is dark energy.  

Intention of bringing harm and danger to yourself and others is 

also dark energy.  The consequence of the action that produces 

suffering for yourself and others is also considered as dark 

energy.  This is very important if you want to prevent 

karmically genetic diseases. This is known as Right 

Understanding. 
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Right Understanding should go hand-in-hand with Right 

Mindfulness (Sammā Sati).  You have to be mindful of your 

thoughts, words and actions.   

 

“Watch your thoughts for they become your words.  

Watch your words for they become your actions.  

Watch your actions for they become your habits.  

Watch your habits for they become your character.  

Watch your character for they become your destiny” 

 

Be mindful of your thoughts and physical action.  Be watchful, 

mindful and contemplate before you act through thoughts, 

words and deeds.  Ask yourself whether this action is dark or 

bright. Have right understanding and be mindful of every 

action. 

 

Another important factor is Right Effort - Sammā Vāyāma.  

You have to make the effort, try your best and work diligently 

to weaken and reduce your current dark, evil, wicked and 

immoral habits.  Strive diligently and make the effort to avoid 

performing these dark actions in the future.  Right 

understanding, right mindfulness and right effort work hand-

in-hand as they are interrelated, and together they prevent 

karmically genetic diseases. 

 

This talk may be incomplete if we do not talk about the 

Buddhist’s perspective of health.  Buddhism is all about health.  

Buddha talked about the health of the physical body and mind.  

To achieve good mental and physical health, Buddhism 

recognizes the concept of Nama-Rupa.  Nama is Mind and 

Rupa is Body.  This physical body and mind are inter-
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dependent and inter-related.  Mental disease can lead to 

physical disease and vice-versa.  When you harbour anger, 

hatred, ill-will and jealousy, you bring in mental diseases of 

depression, stress, tension, worry and sadness.  Prolonged 

mental diseases can produce physical diseases.  On the other 

hand, physical diseases can also cause mental diseases.  

Buddhism recognizes the nature of inter-dependence of the 

body and mind.  For this reason, Buddhism promotes both 

physical and mental health.   

 

Let us examine how Buddha encourages us to be physically 

and mentally healthy.  One who follows the path of the 

Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha is known as a Buddhist.  A 

Buddhist takes refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha.  

You will come across the analogy in many Suttas that refers to 

Buddha as a doctor, Dhamma as medicine and Sangha as 

community of nurses.  They are ready and waiting for patients.  

In many discourses, there were many occasions when the 

Buddha gave instructions to monks on how to prevent various 

diseases.  The Bhesajja-Khandhaka is a section in the Tipitaka 

on Buddha’s knowledge on medicine for the physical body.  

One who takes the three refuges is known as a Buddhist and 

those who follow the Path will be perfectly healthy.   

 

Just as the World Health Organisation defines health, 

Buddhism recognizes health as not only being free from 

diseases.  Buddhism’s definition of health includes both 

physical and mental overall well-being, the happiness of the 

individual, and their social and environmental settings.  These 

three interconnecting relationships are the defining heart of 

health in Buddhism.  If the individual is unhealthy, the society 
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can become unhealthy, which in turn makes the environment 

unhealthy.  

 

With this understanding, Buddha taught the Noble Eightfold 

Path as a means to achieve perfect health.  

 

The Noble Eightfold Path is divided into three focus areas;  

- morality,  

- mental cultivation and  

- wisdom 

 

I will spend a bit of time but not go into details to explain all 

these factors. The Noble Eightfold Path encourages both 

physical and mental health, as well as individual, social and 

environmental health.  

The first step to a good health is morality. What is morality? 

Morality is upholding righteous principles and precepts. 

 

In morality, you are supposed to observe the five precepts as a 

lay person. Take these precepts and analyse them. The fifth 

precept for example – refraining from taking drugs and 

alcohol. When you take drugs and alcohol, what will happen to 

your body? You will fall sick physically and mentally. When 

you are sick physically and mentally and lose your 

mindfulness, you could engage in quarrels with others. When 

this happens, it could lead to people harming and killing each 

other, creating sickness in society. This is called social 

sickness. One who takes drugs and alcohol will not only 

potentially destroy a society, he or she could also destroy the 

environment. In this way, when you take the precepts of 

refraining from taking drugs and alcohol, you are taking 
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actions to protect your physical and mental health at an 

individual, social and environmental level. 

Let us take the third precept – refraining from sexual 

misconduct. Today, there are many types of sexually 

transmitted diseases. Buddhism recognizes sexual activities as 

confining to one individual, which is between husband and 

wife. When you break this precept, there is a risk of getting 

infected with these diseases and consequently affecting your 

physical and mental health. Then you become the cause of 

spreading the diseases in society.  

Take the first precept – refrain from killing.  When you kill, 

you have a lot of evil and immoral thoughts of hatred. When 

you kill another living being or human being, you are causing 

a lot of damage to yourself, society and environment.  

 

Remember, when Buddha gave the fifth precept, he does not 

mean that if you take alcohol, you will be born in hell. But you 

will create the hell here and now. There is no need to wait for 

the next life. So, friends, precepts are there to encourage good 

health, both physical and mental, as well as on an individual, 

social and environmental level.  

 

We move to the second step now of concentration which is 

mental culture. Buddhism recognizes that this physical body, 

even though we try our best to maintain it, is still subject to 

change, decay and death. Buddhism recognizes that even 

though we cannot acquire 100% health related to this body, we 

can acquire 100% health in our mind. So, Buddha goes further 

in mental cultivation, while encouraging physical health.  

 



Page 158 

 

What is supposed to be done in mental cultivation? You are 

supposed to practise meditation, When you practise 

meditation, you weaken and reduce defilements of greed, 

hatred and delusion in your mind. In the second step of mental 

cultivation – Samadhi, you will reduce greed, hatred and 

delusion from your mind and produce the positive emotions 

which are the sublime thoughts of Mettā, Karuṇā, Muditā and 

Upekkhā.  Mettā is love, Karuṇā is compassion, Muditā is 

appreciative joy and Upekkhā is equanimity. These are the 

four types of meditations. When you cultivate these noble 

thoughts, you will reduce the defilements and become a 

healthier person mentally. When one is in good health 

physically and mentally, one’s physical defilements will also 

be reduced. 

 

Now for the final step. As long as greed, hatred and delusion 

reside within the human mind, perfect health of the human 

mind is impossible. Your mind will fall sick. Buddha said, 

eradicate greed, hatred and delusion which are the roots of 

mental diseases. Eradication of greed, hatred and delusion is 

nothing but Nibbāna. What then is Nibbāna? It is the perfect 

health of the human mind. So, you can see friends, Buddha has 

a proper program, system and methodology to achieve perfect 

physical and mental health in all the possible ways. He 

understands that this physical body is subject to change. He 

goes further to encourage all to achieve perfect mental health 

which is possible for each and every human being. 
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What is the Buddhist 

approach to crime and 

punishment? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date: 25 November 2011 

Time: 8:30 pm to 10.00 pm 

Venue: Reclining Buddha Shrine Hall 

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple 

Singapore 
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Yo daṇḍena adaṇḍesu, 

Appaduṭṭhesu dussati, 

 Dasannamaññataraṃ ṭhānaṃ, 

Khippameva nigacchati.  

 

 
He who does harm with weapons to those who 

are harmless and those that should not be 

harmed will soon come to any of these ten evil 

consequences. 
Dhammapada Verse 137 
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Synopsis 
 

 

'Less crime  

Does not mean 

No crime’. 

  

Crime-free society is an ideal that we all wish for. 

A peaceful society is loved by all, 

Other than criminals. 

  

Perfect peace in society is Utopia. 

Unless and until the root causes of crimes in the human mind 

are uprooted, 

Everyone has the potential to become a criminal. 

Are you free from criminal tendencies? 

  

Buddha said: 

‘All tremble at punishment 

 All frightened of death 

 Comparing others with oneself 

 One should neither kill nor have cause to kill’. 

  

Can we eliminate crimes through punishment? 

What is the Buddhist attitude towards capital punishment? 

Can law and order alone establish peace? 

What are the root causes of crime? 

How can we create a crime-free society? 
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Na kahāpaṇavassena, 

 Titti kāmesu vijjati. 

 Appassādā dukhā kāmā, 

Iti viññāya paṇḍito. 

 

 
No contentment is attained in one’s desire, 

even with a shower of gold coins. The wise 

man knows that desires are of little delight and 

(most) grievous. 
Dhammapada Verse 186 
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Wise are those who listen to the Dhamma.  Why are they wise?  

Dhamma leads to wisdom, which in turn leads to perfect 

understanding.  The Dhamma is good in the beginning, good in 

the middle and good in the end.  Noble are those people who 

follow the Dhamma.  Why are they noble?  The Dhamma leads 

us to be noble, compassionate and enlightened human beings.  

It is because of defilements that we become immoral and 

unwholesome.  Happy are those who practise the Dhamma, the 

path for perfect happiness.  Nibbāṇaṃ Paramaṃ Sukhaṃ
25

 - 

Enlightenment is the perfect happiness to be achieved through 

eradication of defilements.  So, friends, the time and condition 

have come for all of us to share the Dhamma. 

 

From the beginning of human civilization, there have been 

many crimes committed as well as punishment imposed on 

criminals.  Religion, politics, economy, culture and society are 

interdependent and interrelated.  Today, we are going to talk 

about crime and punishment from the Buddhist’s point of 

view.  What is the Buddhist approach to crime and 

punishment? 

 

It is important for all of us to understand how crime is defined 

in the commonplace and Buddhist context.  The commonplace 

definition of crime is any act that is prohibited and is 

punishable by law.  These laws and their corresponding 

punishment for breaking them differ from country to country.  

From the Buddhist standpoint, crime is an act that is ethically 

immoral and unwholesome that leads to unhappiness, sorrow, 

lamentation, pain and destruction to the society.  These actions 

are termed in Buddhism as dark and evil actions - akusala 
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kamma (unskilful action).  Why are they known as unskilful?  

It is because these acts are beneath human dignity, integrity 

and intelligence. 

From a Buddhist’s point of view, we have to analyse the 

motive, intention and consequence of the unskilful action.  It is 

very important to first establish the root cause of the crime.  

The cause of crime can be analysed from two standpoints - one 

from a superficial level which is the political, economic and 

social cause for crimes, and the other arising from the human 

mind - deep-rooted defilements such as greed, hatred and 

delusion, the fundamental causes for all crimes.  Buddhism 

acknowledges both superficial reasons and defilements as root 

causes for crime.  

 

When there is crime, there is punishment.  From time 

immemorial, rulers imposed penalties and punishments on 

those responsible for various crimes.  During the time of the 

Buddha, there were 32 types of punishments to exert physical 

torment on offenders.  Once found guilty of crime, these 

people were subject to painful torture, ranging from mutilating 

of body parts, whipping, impairment to caning, imprisonment 

and execution.  Till this day, caning, imprisonment, fines and 

the death penalty are still common punishments.  Crime and 

punishment are interdependent, like two sides of a coin.   

 

It is important for us to understand the purpose of punishment.  

Why do we have to punish criminals?  Can we do away with 

punishment?  We can look at this from three different angles.  

Firstly, punishment can be seen as a deterrent.  When 

punishment is meted out, it is set as an example to deter others 
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from committing these evil and unwholesome actions.  Still, 

crimes are committed on a daily basis despite this deterrent.   

 

The second way to look at punishment is as a reformative 

method.  Punishment can reform a human being.  

Rehabilitation programs are a part of imprisonment in many 

countries but many prisons do not have the healthy 

environment necessary to help these people to reform.  

Buddhism recognizes that to reform the human being, we need 

an education program.  Buddhism also recognizes the 

importance of associating with good wise company (kalyāṇa-

mitta).  Having served their punishment, they return to society, 

only to find that they are shunned, thus driving them back to 

bad company.  Even when punishment has a reformative 

effect, it still needs more to work.   

 

The third way to look at punishment is to see it as tit-for-tat.  

Most of us have been conditioned to think a criminal should be 

punished and it is alright to punish the criminal.  It is alright to 

execute them or give them mental and physical punishments.  

It is as though punishment annuls crime.  Basically, this is 

motivated by a desire to take revenge, vengeance that is 

motivated by hatred, ill-will and jealousy in the human mind.  

Buddhism accepts punishment as long as it has a deterrent and 

reformative effect, but not the destructive aspect motivated by 

human emotions like hatred and desire to take revenge.  

 

At this juncture, it is important for us to question: Can law 

alone diminish crime?  Is the law the only means of doing this?  

If law alone can diminish crime, then what is the point of 

having religion?  What is the use of religion?  Why does man 



Page 166 

 

need a religion?  Of course, governments can use law and 

punishment to control crime to an extent but cannot diminish 

the number of crimes committed in society.  This is where 

religion comes in.  A religion should teach human beings to 

live peacefully, in harmony and as noble individuals.  It is only 

human beings who have the ability to understand religion.  

This is because the human mind has tremendous power, ability 

and skill that can be developed into harmful or beneficial 

ways.   

 

The purpose of having a religion is to train the mind in a 

beneficial way.  However, some religions encourage 

destruction instead of peace, while some keep their adherent as 

prisoners rather than enlightening them. They delude them by 

asserting that their religion is supreme as a basis to destroy 

other religions.  Instead of encouraging wisdom, compassion, 

peace, harmony and unity, they encourage turmoil, disillusion, 

cruelty and confusion. These religions cannot contribute to 

human society to create peace or diminish crimes from the 

human world.  A good religion will always seek to promote 

peace and harmony.  That should be the purpose of a good 

religion.  As long as religion fulfils such an altruistic objective, 

one should follow it.  If a religion creates disharmony, 

destruction and suffering among fellow brothers and sisters, 

one should evaluate if this religion is in fact harmful to all.  

 

In Buddhism, we recognize that no one is free from criminal 

tendencies.  Each of us has the potential for crime.  On the 

same note, all of us also have the potential to become a 

Buddha, a perfectly enlightened human being, a noble 

individual.  Human beings have the potential to either become 
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a criminal or an enlightened human being.  Because of this, we 

see the potential seed of Buddhahood in all beings, even in the 

mind of a criminal.  With this understanding, Buddhism 

encourages compassion. Compassion should also be radiated 

towards criminals because they are mentally and spiritually ill.  

According to the theory of kamma, they will suffer 

incalculable time in this cycle of suffering existence based on 

what they have done.  Therefore Karuṇā and Paññā, being 

Great Compassion  and Right Understanding and, are the 

Buddhist approaches towards crime and punishment.  

 

There was once a horse trainer named Kesi.  When Kesi met 

the Buddha, Buddha asked, “Kesi, I have heard that you are an 

excellent horse trainer.  Can you tell me how you train 

horses?”  Then Kesi said, “Venerable sir, I train horses in a 

mild, gentle way.  At times, I also train horses in a very rough 

way, beating and punishing them.  Sometimes I train them 

using both methods – gentle and harsh way.  But there are still 

some horses that cannot be trained at all.”  The Buddha asked, 

“What do you do with horses that cannot be trained?”  Kesi 

answered, “Well, I kill them as there is no point keeping them 

because they are beyond training.”   

 

Then, Kesi said, “Venerable Sir, I have heard that you are an 

incomparable leader when it comes to training humans.  

Anuttaro Purisa Damma-Sārathi – Incomparable Trainer of 

the human kind.  You can tame human beings well and there is 

no one comparable to you.  Can you tell me how do you train 

human beings?”  The Buddha said, “I train human beings 

exactly the same way you train the horses.  I train human 

beings in a gentle way, I teach them the Dhamma and what is 
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good.  Those who take my advice and with training, managed 

to destroy their criminal tendencies become noble individuals 

in the society.  I also adopt the harsh way.  I am very firm and 

when I see evil, immoral and unwholesome criminal 

tendencies among the human beings, I will rebuke and instruct 

them harshly, give them numerous precepts to follow to 

destroy their criminal tendencies and for them to become noble 

individuals.  I also use both gentle and harsh ways.  But there 

are still some human beings that are beyond training.”  Kesi 

asked, “What do you do with these human beings?”  Buddha 

said, “I reject them because they cannot be trained.”   

 

It is very important for us when it comes to crime and 

punishment, as Buddhism uses punishment with the intent of 

reform or rehabilitation.  Beyond that, Buddhism does not 

resort to physical punishment or torture because it is useless.  

Buddhism does not believe that physical punishment motivated 

by unwholesome thoughts in the mind can enlighten these 

human beings, even if it has some deterrent effect. 

 

There is a sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya Abhayarajakumara 

Sutta
26

 that illustrates the Buddhist emphasis on great 

compassion.  Venerable Devadatta committed many crimes 

(evil, immoral and unwholesome acts), so Buddha said, 

“Devadatta will be born in hell because of his own criminal 

activities.”  Prince Abhaya heard this and asked the Buddha, 

“Venerable Sir, is it appropriate for a compassionate teacher 

like you to say that Devadatta will be born in hell if your 

speech is motivated by compassion?”  When Prince Abhaya 

asked this question, he was holding his son in his hand.  
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Buddha, in return asked this question, “Prince Abhaya, 

suppose your child were to swallow something, a piece of 

wood or pebble, what would you do?” Then Prince Abhaya 

said “Well, I would take it away at once and if I can, I would 

tilt his head with my left hand and with my right, put my finger 

into his throat to pry away this piece of wood or pebble.”  

Then Buddha said, “In that process, the child will cry and 

suffer a lot and there is a possibility that you may injure the 

child.”  Prince Abhaya said, “Even if he bled, I would still take 

out the wood or pebble.  Why?  Because I love my son.  I have 

compassion towards my son. I want him to live longer.”  Then 

Buddha said, “In the same manner, Prince Abhaya, I have 

compassion towards living beings.  Certain disciplinary actions 

I take, by word or action, are motivated by great compassion.”  

 

Buddhist’s approach towards crime and punishment is 

constructive, positive and reformative.  You can see it very 

clearly in Angulimala Sutta on how Buddha reformed a serial 

killer called Angulimala.  Many of you know this story.  There 

was a man called Angulimala, who was led astray to become a 

fearsome and merciless robber and murderer.  He killed almost 

one thousand human beings, collecting one finger from each 

victim and wore it as a garland around his neck. Hence, he was 

named Angulimala – Finger Garland.  Neighbouring towns 

were empty as people ran away.  Buddha came to know about 

him and out of great compassion, he went to seek out 

Angulimala despite many attempts by his followers to 

discourage him from going.  Still, Buddha proceeded there and 

managed to subdue and convince this man to renounce his evil 

ways and become a monk.   
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After that, Buddha headed towards the capital city of 

Rajagaha.  By then, the once notorious criminal had become a 

noble monk.  Along the way, they met the great King of 

Kosala with 500 soldiers.  Buddha asked, “Great King, where 

are you going? Are you going to battle with your neighbouring 

kingdom?”  He said, “No, Venerable Sir, there is a bandit, a 

merciless killer called Angulimala and I am going to capture 

and kill him.”  Then Buddha said, “Well great king, suppose 

the dangerous Angulimala were to become a monk who 

refrains from stealing, killing and all evil.   What would you 

do?”  The great King said, “In that case, Venerable Sir, I will 

respect and provide him with the necessities.”  So Buddha 

said, “Well, Angulimala is the one next to you”, pointing at the 

monk sitting near the King.  This incident is very important for 

our discussion on the Buddhist approach towards crime and 

punishment.   

 

There are three important facts for us to consider;  

1. The criminal can be reformed and rehabilitated. It is 

through education that you can rehabilitate a human being. 

The Buddhist approach is rehabilitation reform, and to take 

all possible actions to make them better people; 

2. All reformative methods are motivated by great 

compassion, not out of hatred or destructive motivation.  

Buddhism does not recognize physical punishment or 

torture as a way of punishment. 

3. There is no need to impose any punishment for those who 

are already reformed and well behaved.  

 

These 3 points are very important when we discuss the matter 

on Buddhist’s approach towards crime and punishment. 
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There are two suttas in particular that discuss the causes of 

crime, namely Cakkavatti-Sīhanāda Sutta
27

 and Kutudanta 

Sutta
28

.  These two suttas explained that social, political and 

economic injustices in the society can lead to crime.  There 

was once a king who was not a good ruler.  As he did little to 

develop his country, people became poor. With poverty, 

people started to steal.  Initially the king gave money to those 

in debt but the stealing increased.  The King then began to 

execute those guilty of stealing.  In retaliation, the criminals 

picked up weapons to kill the officers that came to arrest them.  

After some time, it became common for people to kill and steal 

from each other, lying and engaging in all kinds of crimes.    

 

This king then summoned all the officers and soldiers and 

declared that he is going to kill all the criminals in the country.  

The Buddha said to the King, “King, if you were to resort to 

only physical punishment to prevent crime, it will not work 

because they will simply find more ways to commit more 

crimes.  Find out the cause of the crime.  In your kingdom, 

there are poor and needy people and there is no way for them 

to survive.  Help those who are interested in business to start 

their business.  Provide necessary facilities for farmers and 

create infrastructure for individuals to develop the country.  

Develop the country to achieve economic prosperity and 

establish peace, law and order.  Then your country will 

become peaceful.”  The King followed the Buddha’s 

instructions and the country gained prosperity while the crime 

rate began to decline.  Here, it is again very important for us to 

note that Buddhism always encourage us to address root causes 
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of the crime, not just at the superficial level.  Through 

punishment, we cannot diminish crimes in the society.  

 

We have monastic code of ethics for monks and nuns 

(Pāṭimokkha rules). 227 precepts for monks and 311 precepts 

for nuns. Other than the four major precepts, the rest are 

reformative. The punishments made out to the monks and nuns 

have nothing to do with physical torture.  It is something to do 

with our monastic training. For example, if a monk does 

something that is evil, wicked and immoral, all the monks have 

to be called in for an assembly.  In the assembly, this monk 

will be evaluated, scrutinized and criticized before given the 

necessary advice on how to move on. This is one way.  

 

In certain cases, a monk who committed a wrong may be 

supervised by a spiritually senior monk or teacher.  In certain 

instances, there will be a social boycott and no one will talk to 

this monk unless he reforms himself and is rehabilitated.  In 

some cases, a monk can be expelled from the area or temple 

for a period of time until he is rehabilitated.  In other instances, 

reconciliation is the order of the day for those who did 

something wrong and offended a lay person.  If the monk is 

found to be at fault, then the community of monks will ask him 

to seek forgiveness from the person he offended.  These are 

some of the punishments for monks and nuns of the Sangha 

community.  They are focused on helping monks and nuns 

reform so as to prevent them from committing the same 

mistake again.  

 

What is the Buddhist attitude towards capital punishment?  It 

is very clear that Buddhism does not encourage capital 
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punishment.  In fact, the first of the five Precepts is to refrain 

from destroying life.  All Buddhists should refrain from 

destroying life.  Buddha said, “All living beings tremble at 

punishment and fear death.  Having compared yourself to other 

living beings, refrain from killing and do not have cause to kill.  

Lead a peaceful life.”  While punishment can be used as 

deterrent and reformative method, the maximum penalty from 

the Buddhist standpoint is imprisonment and banishment but 

not capital punishment.   

 

How do we create a crime-free, peaceful and noble human 

society?  The majority of human beings love living in peace.  

Unfortunately, unless and until criminal tendencies of the 

human mind are uprooted, there will never be perfect peace.  

Greed, hatred and delusion are the latent tendencies of all 

crimes.  Buddhism is the path of peace.  Buddha suggested a 

three-fold training program to create a peaceful society.  What 

is this training?  That is morality, mental culture and wisdom.   

 

In morality, Buddhism encourages each and every individual 

to uphold righteous principles in life.  These are known as 

precepts.  We observe precepts with right understanding and 

compassion.  If we observe the five precepts with right 

understanding and compassion, we become someone who 

contributes to peace, harmony and happiness of the society.  

Right understanding is the knowledge of breaking these 

precepts by doing evil, immoral and wicked things. In doing 

evil, immoral and wicked things, one produces dark energy 

and creates havoc in society, and in time to come, one will be 

born into suffering.  Understanding this, we refrain from evil 

and unwholesome actions to develop the compassion to see 
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that like us, everyone likes to live peacefully.  Out of 

compassion and right understanding, we observe precepts.  

Those who break the precepts are given the chance and 

encouraged to reform. Those who break the precepts 

repeatedly are punished through rehabilitation or isolation 

programs but not to the extent of destruction of life as it 

violates the principle of non-violence and great compassion.   

 

When we observe and follow the precepts, we prevent negative 

tendencies in our speech and physical actions and are 

encouraged to cultivate our mind.  Mettā, Karuṇā, Muditā and 

Upekkhā – Loving-kindness, compassion, appreciative joy and 

equanimity.  In Mettā, we are encouraged to cultivate love 

towards all living beings, as many causes of crime are due to 

hatred. Loving-kindness will help to diminish hate and weaken 

it.  In Karuṇā, we cultivate compassion so the latent tendencies 

of cruelty will weaken.  In Muditā, we cultivate appreciative 

joy so as to weaken the latent tendencies of jealousy. In 

Upekkhā, we cultivate equanimity so we will have a balanced 

and healthy mind.   

 

Great compassion, love, appreciative joy and a perfectly 

balanced mind will then lay the ground for the second stage of 

mental culture.  Here you will learn to weaken criminal 

tendencies arising from greed, hatred and delusion.    

 

Gradually, one is intrinsically motivated to fully eradicate the 

delusion and latent negative tendencies.  At this point, wisdom 

is cultivated through insight meditation (or Vipassanā 

meditation as it is commonly called) techniques.  Cultivate 

wisdom to eradicate the root causes of all the crimes - greed, 
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hatred and delusion to become a noble individual and 

compassionate human being.   

 

This is the purpose of Buddha’s teachings.  
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Sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā'ti  

Yadā paññāya passati, 

 Atha nibbindati dukkhe, 

Esa maggo visuddhiyā. 
 

 
When one sees with wisdom that all component 

things are transient, he overcomes misery. 

That is the path to purity 
Dhammapada Verse 277 
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Let’s practise 

‘Paccavekkhana’ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date: 30 December 2011 

Time: 8:30 pm to 10:00 pm 

Venue: Reclining Buddha Shrine Hall 

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple 

Singapore 
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Sabbe saṅkhārā dukkhā'ti, 

Yadā paññāya passati, 

 Atha nibbindati dukkhe, 

Esa maggo visuddhiyā 

 

 
When one sees with wisdom that all component 

things are sorrowful, he overcomes misery. 

That is the path to purity 
Dhammapada Verse 278 
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Synopsis 
 

 

While preparing to live  

Life is gone  

Day by day, time passes  

Little by little, life is lived  

The question is not living but how to make it worth living 

 

Some people make mistakes  

And then they regret  

Some do not know what to do with life  

Some others waste life  

While some destroy it  

 

Life is well lived  

For those who found meaning in life  

Life is well used  

For those who found peace in life  

 

The year will end sooner  

And another year is around the corner  

The right time has arisen, friends.  

It is time for us to get together for a ‘Practical session of 

Paccavekkhana’  

on 30th Friday December 2011, at 8:30pm in  

Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple.  
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Sabbe dhammā anattā'ti, 

Yadā paññāya passati, 

 Atha nibbindati dukkhe, 

Esa maggo visuddhiyā 

 

 
When one sees with wisdom that all Dhammas 

are soulless, he overcomes misery. That is the 

path to purity 
Dhammapada Verse 279 
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From the Buddhist point of view, life is nothing but five 

bundles of energies. These psycho-physical energies are ever-

flowing like a river every single second without stopping for 

even a second. This process of moving, changing and flowing 

is called ‘life’.  

 

Life is nothing but five groups of energies.  What are these 

five? Material energy, feeling, perception, mental formation 

and consciousness are known as the five Aggregates. When 

they are combined, collected and unified together, we call it 

‘life’. It is always flowing.  

 

In this process of moving and changing, we want to stay 

healthy forever, but we still fall sick.  

 

We want to stay young forever but we cannot halt the process 

of aging.  

 

We want to live forever but we will die one day.  

 

We want pleasurable things in life but pain exists everywhere 

and is part of life.  

 

We cannot get away from pain and have only pleasure, and we 

cannot have gains and profits all the time without losing. Even 

though we expect it, we still lose certain things.  

 

We want fame and praise. We get people’s praise, but there are 

still people who dislike and talk bad behind us.  
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Sometimes we are happy and joyful and we feel life is a bit 

worthy for us. It feels very pleasant and beautiful. Within 

fleeting moments, we feel gloomy and sad; and feel life is very 

miserable and not worthy. 

 

These are part and parcel of our life.  

 

While preparing to live, life is slipping away because we are 

always preparing to live. Some people think about the past and 

always regret. Some people speculate the future and dream. 

Not many people live in the present moment. While we are 

dreaming about the future and regretting about the past, the 

present moment is gone. That is what it is said: The now and 

present is the moment. We are living only at the present 

moment. The past is already gone, and future is yet to come. 

Now is the moment.  

 

The purpose of this gathering here today is to treasure and 

appreciate the present moment and take the right action. Some 

people understand life and they put meanings into it. These are 

people who live a meaningful life. Some people do not 

understand life and they waste it. They just live without any 

aim. Some make mistakes and regret but they do not try to 

change. But some people, having understood it, pick up and 

move on. Some people even go the extent of destroying their 

lives.  

 

It is very important for all of you to realize the purpose of this 

human life. The purpose varies between different people. For 

some, enjoying the pleasures is the only purpose of life. For 

them, there is nothing more gratifying than sense faculties. 
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You work to make a living just to enjoy life. But if you 

subscribe to this idea, then there is no difference between you 

and an animal. Why? The life purpose of animals is to derive 

pleasure, but we human beings are cognitive and analytical in 

nature. So the purpose of human life is not solely to enjoy. 

There are some who uphold the theistic concept, especially 

those who believe in creator god. According to this belief, the 

purpose of this life is to prepare for eternal life after death. 

This is exactly the ground for you to prepare for eternal life 

after death. Ask a social worker on the purpose of life, and he 

or she will say the purpose is to work for the happiness of 

human and living beings or society. If you ask a civil engineer 

who is very passionate about his work on the purpose of life, 

he may feel that his purpose of human life is to construct 

buildings and roads. In this manner, the purpose of human life 

for one person versus another can be different. 

 

What is the Buddhist’s point of view when it comes to the 

purpose of this human life? Our purpose in human life is to be 

perfect. Through cultivation, we strive to become perfect 

human beings. The perfect human being is one who is 

perfectly enlightened. All Buddhists aspire to attain 

enlightenment. It can take one or two lifetimes or many 

lifetimes. If you are someone who is following the path of 

Buddha, you are aspiring and cultivating to become perfectly 

enlightened human being.  So, with this understanding, we will 

explore what is Paccavekkhana? 

 

There are some who consider man as sinners by birth. But 

human birth is considered fortunate for Buddhists. Human life 

is one of the 4 rare traits of the human realm.  
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1.  Kiccho manussapaṭilābho
29

 – Rare is the life of a human 

being. So treasure this human life.  

 

2.  Kicchaṃ macchāna jīvitaṃ– Even though you are born a 

human being, leading a pure human life as a noble 

individual is not easy. Try your best to live as a dignified 

and noble human being.  

 

3.  Kicchaṃ saddhammasavanaṃ – Rare is the true teaching 

(Dhamma) because Dhamma is not always available. Now 

it is available and you can practise the Dhamma. But there 

will come a time, perhaps in a few hundred years, when no 

one knows the Dhamma because it will disappear by then.   

 

4.  Kiccho buddhānaṃ uppādo – Rare is the arising of a 

Buddha in the world because they do not arise often.  

 

So friends, these are the 4 rare traits. Remember, you now 

have a precious human life. Appreciate and treasure it. Human 

being is one of the supreme living beings on earth among 

many other living beings. Recognize that human life is 

something very precious and we all ought to treasure this 

human life, as the purpose in life is to be a perfect being. Even 

though Buddha has passed on, the Dhamma still lives on. The 

true wisdom of human beings is to follow the noble path to 

become perfectly enlightened human beings. 

 

Unfortunately for some, life is predestined and there is no way 

to change but to accept it. But from the Buddhist perspective, 

life can be changed. You can change and it can happen as a 
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result of your own thoughts, words and actions. Every single 

moment you are becoming someone different. You can 

improve and change the life to the way you want. So here, 

Buddhism recognizes that all human beings have tremendous 

potential, capacity and capability to become enlightened 

human beings. It is not fated. Your own action and reaction 

will lead you to the destination where you want to go or 

transform yourself to be somebody you want to be.  

 

In the eyes of many, life ends with death. For the Buddhists, 

the only thing that goes beyond death is kammic energy. Death 

is only a temporary dissolution of this cycle of physical entity, 

which forms the beginning of another life and is not the end.  It 

is because of this kammic energy, the Buddha said, “Cittena 

nīyati loko
30

.” - The world is led by the mind. This human 

body that we are residing in is subject to change and eventually 

gets old and sick. We take care of our body so much but we do 

not take care of our mind. How many hours do you spend to 

take care of this body? You take a lot of nutritious food to keep 

it healthy. You go to the gym and undergo physical exercise to 

keep it healthy and nice. You go for plastic surgery to keep 

your appearance in top shape. But the body is still subject to 

deterioration. This beautiful black hair will turn grey. This 

beautiful skin will end up with wrinkles. You will lose your 

eyesight and teeth. You try your best putting colour onto your 

hair, using dentures and applying more makeup. But it will still 

change and disappear. What is going from here to there is the 

mind. This is where we want to practise Paccavekkhana. 
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Paccavekkhana is the essence of practice created in our mind. 

They are like computers and they run on the software that is 

being installed on them. Exactly in the same manner, our 

behaviour is dependent and governed by our mind. We use our 

mind and body, but the actual machine is the mind. This is 

where we need Paccavekkhana.  

 

Now, what is Paccavekkhana?  

 

The Pāḷi word Paccavekkhana means mindful reflection and 

wise attention. A similar example is a business or company 

assessing and reviewing its targets set earlier, at the end of 

each financial year. The company will check if they have 

achieved the targets. Life is both material and spiritual. It is 

like a bird that needs a pair of wings to fly. We have to 

cultivate these two in our life. One is material wealth and the 

other is spiritual wealth. Today I am going to spend a little bit 

of time to encourage you to achieve spiritual wealth in your 

life because beyond death, it is only spiritual wealth which 

follows us.  

 

Buddha said to the monks, “Monks, before you go to sleep 

every night, spend some time to reflect on your own life.” 

Each and every monk before they go to sleep, they spent a 

little bit of time to reflect - for example, “What did I do 

throughout the day? Did I work hard and diligent to achieve 

my goal?” “Did I break any precept? Did I hurt anyone today? 

Did I live foolishly? Where should I make amendments?” In 

this way, a monk could reflect. And further, Buddha said, 

“Life is so uncertain, you may die any moment. So monks, be 

diligent, and reflect.” This is what we are going to do today. 
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If I impart the Paccavekkhana technique and let you return 

home to practise, I am sure no one is going to practise, because 

everyone is very busy.  And since you are here today, I am 

going to make you practise here and now. Otherwise you will 

come here and listen, return home and forget what you have 

learnt here. And you will not put it into practice.  

 

First step for our Paccavekkhana practice - Letting go of 

grudges 

 

There are many people who have offended you, did something 

wrong towards you, hurt you during the year or in the past and 

you are still keeping these grudges. Some people bear grudges 

and they take them from year to year. Worse, some take them 

from life to life. When New Year is around the corner, many 

people throw away their broken furniture, they buy new 

clothes and give away old clothes, they paint their houses, 

keep the house clean, tidy and nice but most of the time, they 

forget to throw away their grudges. What happens? Even 

though you keep your material things clean and nice in a tidy 

way, you still keep your old mind and carry them into the New 

Year. It is time now for you to throw away unwanted trash in 

your mind.  

 

One of the very dangerous and unhealthy things in your mind 

is bearing grudges. What do I mean by bearing grudges? It 

means that you have jealousy, anger or unpleasant feelings 

towards someone or plan to harm and endanger or are planning 

to take revenge on someone, to list a few. Let go of these 

grudges. Do not carry them from one year to the next. 
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Why should you forget and let go of grudges? Friends, it is 

because the longer you keep these grudges, the more they may 

become a contributing negative factor to your health. Those 

people who keep grudges will be unhappy and miserable. 

Eventually, they may develop diseases like high blood pressure 

that may in turn lead to heart failure or kidney failure. By 

keeping grudges, pain and unhappy thoughts arise in your 

mind and you will waste time picking a fight with others. Most 

importantly, you should let go of your grudges at the moment 

of death. If you remember your grudges, you will definitely be 

born in lower miserable realms such as the hungry ghost realm. 

Friends, evil and unwholesome thoughts are like poisonous 

snakes and will come out as your worst actions to bring 

unhappiness for yourself and your fellow beings. At any time, 

they can erupt like volcanoes. Once they erupt, it will be 

dangerous and destructive. You will create evil, unwholesome 

and immoral actions which create dark energies.  

 

Shall we spend a bit of time to see if we have any grudges in 

our mind? First of all, I want you to look into your own mind 

to see if you are having any grudges at the moment. At this 

moment, you may not feel it as your mind is busy. You have to 

calm your mind. Sit in a comfortable way and preferably cross 

your legs. We are going to practise breathing in and out to 

meditate for a moment in order to calm your mind down. After 

that, pay attention to your own life during the year – Did I 

make any mistake? Did anybody do wrong to me? Am I 

having any negative unwholesome evil thoughts? In this way 

we are going to reflect.  

 

Put your right palm on top of your left palm. 
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Close your eyes. 

Do not pay attention to sense-stimuli that comes from the 

outside. 

Pay attention to your own breath. 

Let your mind calm down. 

Relax your body.  

Be mindful on your breath. 

Mindfully breathe in and mindfully breathe out. 

Take your time. 

Once you know that your mind has settled down, think about 

the past. 

Reflect upon your past years. 

Go through your mind to recognize if you are keeping any 

grudge or unpleasant feeling towards anyone. 

It can be anger, jealousy or unpleasant thoughts towards some 

people or due to certain incidents. 

Later on, once this session is over, we will ring this bell and 

you can open your eyes 

Spend a bit of time to go through your mind. 

 

(Sounding of the bell) 

 

Ok. Did you have any grudges within you? You can do the 

same practice at home as you may need more time to let go. 

Sometimes, we become very unhappy and we get angry 

suddenly. But we do not know why. It may be something deep-

rooted in your mind due to some unpleasant feelings or 

grudges that you are keeping. So, you have to go through your 

mind very carefully. Sometimes those incidents happened 

when you were in the kindergarten and you are still keeping 

these grudges. We may not know because we have not let them 
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go and we have not taken wise or proper action to get rid of it. 

You will need some time. 

 

Now I am going to tell you five ways on how to get rid of 

grudges for those who have already found them or those 

grudges that you will find later on. In one of the discourses 

called Vitakkasanthana Sutta
31

 in Majjhima Nikāya, the 

Buddha clarified these 5 ways. I am not going into details as 

we do not have much time but I will explain to you briefly one 

by one.  

 

The first technique as taught by the Buddha is to replace an 

evil thought with a good thought. It is possible only through 

practice. For example, if anger towards someone arises in your 

mind, you try to replace anger with loving-kindness by 

repeating in your mind, “May you be well. May you be 

happy.” Yes, anger is still in your mind but we ignore them. 

Just keep on repeating, “May you be well. May you be happy”. 

Eventually, as you practise further, you will have the ability to 

replace evil and unwholesome thoughts with good ones. When 

anger arises, replace it with loving-kindness. When jealousy 

arises, replace it with appreciative joy. When cruelty arises, 

replace it with compassion.  When ill-will arises, replace it 

with goodwill. But all these are only possible through practise.  

 

Friends, suppose you are invited to a wedding dinner and you 

have changed to your best suit and stepped out of your house. 

All of a sudden, a bird above had its dropping landed on you. 

What are you going to do? You are going to change your shirt 
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exactly in the same manner when evil and unwholesome 

thoughts arise – replace them with good thoughts.  

 

The second technique – The Buddha said, “Think of the 

dangers of evil and unwholesome thoughts.” As I have told 

you earlier, these grudges are like viruses, volcanoes or 

poisonous snakes. Do not encourage such thoughts. Whenever 

these thoughts arise in your mind, reflect on them carefully and 

think of the dangers. Now this anger arose inside me, it cannot 

bring anything good for me. If I harbour this anger, it can 

develop into hatred. And if this anger comes out from my 

mouth as words, these words will be unpleasant and harsh. If it 

comes out through my actions, they can be destructive actions. 

I may beat someone up, quarrel with someone or do evil, 

wicked and immoral things. We contemplate on the 

consequences and the negative feelings will disappear. 

 

The third technique as taught by the Buddha is not to pay 

attention to it. When anger arises in your mind and if you keep 

thinking and encouraging this anger, the anger will grow. So 

the Buddha said rather than living in anger, be wise and what 

you can do is to ignore it. Pay attention to good thoughts, not 

evil ones. Just like one who does not want to see something, he 

just closes his eyes or turns away. Exactly in the same manner, 

when evil thoughts come, do not encourage them. Pay 

attention to something else. It is with attention that the 

thoughts are developed. Pay unwise attention and evil thoughts 

develop.  

 

The fourth technique as taught by the Buddha is to still the 

thought formation.  Here you need a little practise. Suppose 
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you have some evil and unwholesome thoughts in your mind, 

you sit down and reflect very carefully these evil unwholesome 

thoughts. How did they arise in my mind? What is the cause of 

this grudge? What is the cause of this unpleasant thought? Go 

through the process impartially. When you analyse and 

scrutinise in this way, you will see these are interdependent 

and interrelated conditions of thoughts and you will understand 

that you yourself are a collection of the five Aggregates. If you 

analyse the five aggregates, there is no one who can be called 

“I” or “me”. It is because of the “ego” that we cannot let go. 

Most of the time, it is because of the “ego”, “I”, “me” and 

“mine”. When you still these thoughts and analyse this “ego”, 

you will understand there is nothing for me to have so many 

grudges. This is another important technique. You will need a 

bit of training to use this technique as it is related to Vipassanā 

meditation. 

 

The fifth technique is to practise meditation on loving-

kindness or to conduct mettā meditation. When you practise 

mettā meditation, all your evil and unwholesome thoughts will 

be weakened and suppressed.  

 

So friends, these are the 5 techniques that were taught by the 

Buddha on letting go of grudges. If you have grudges in your 

mind, do not carry them into the New Year. Step into the New 

Year with a pure mind. Tomorrow is the last day of the year 

and if you are going to the countdown, then count down anger, 

hatred, ill-will and jealousy to reduce the evil thoughts in your 

mind. In this way, you should not keep any grudges in your 

mind. 
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The second step of this process – Being grateful 

 

Please sit in a comfortable manner.  

Put your right palm on top of your left palm. 

Close your eyes. 

Relax. 

Be comfortable with yourself. 

Friends, there are so many people who have helped you in 

many ways. 

Your beloved mother and beloved father, they have helped you 

a lot. They are the ones who gave you this life. They are the 

ones who brought you up. They are the ones who showed you 

the path. Be grateful to them. Treasure them. Treasure their 

presence. 

Your husband or your wife. Treasure them. They take care of 

you. 

Your children. 

Your relatives and friends. 

Your well-wishers. 

There are so many people who did a lot of good things for you 

in your life. 

Appreciate these people.  

Treasure these people. 

Think of some special people who had helped you, including 

your mother and father. 

Take the opportunity to thank them in your mind.  

Honestly appreciate their presence. 

Honestly appreciate their service. 

Be grateful to them. 

Being grateful is a virtuous quality that will encourage each 

and every one of you to follow and cultivate. 
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Friends, let’s spend some moments of grateful thoughts 

towards our loved ones. 

Let’s radiate boundless love and compassion towards them. 

Wish our loved ones be well and happy. 

Radiate loving kindness towards all your loved ones who have 

helped you one way or another way. 

Be grateful to them. 

Say thank you to them. 

 

(Sounding of the bell) 

 

The third step of this process - The uncertainties of life 

 

Friends, do you realise that you can die at any moment? We do 

not want to talk or hear about death. The topic on death is 

always a taboo to most of us. But the fact is that we can die at 

any moment. Treasure the relationship while you are living—

your mother and father, your husband/wife, your children. Do 

not take them for granted. Most of the time we take them for 

granted. Sometimes we hurt their feelings and we do not say 

sorry to them. Before the New Year comes, if you have hurt 

someone, do not forget to say sorry. Remember, anybody 

could have done something wrong and if you have hurt that 

person, say sorry to that person. If that person is already dead 

and gone, then in your meditation, radiate boundless love and 

compassion to this person and ask for forgiveness. Letting go 

of grudges as well as asking for forgiveness is very important 

for our spiritual development. There cannot be progress if we 

keep grudges and guilt with us.  
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Friends, life is so uncertain. We and our loved ones can die at 

any moment. How many years does a normal person live for? 

Maybe 70, 80, 90 or 100 years old. What is meant by 70 or 80 

years old? It is a very short period of time. But there is no 

guarantee we will live to such an age. Life is so unpredictable 

that it is like a line drawn by us using water. It will quickly 

disappear. Life is so short; it is like a lightning flash in the sky. 

Before we realize it, it disappears. It is also uncertain, like 

snow that vanishes upon touching water. Life is like a flower, 

blooming then withering away. We are born to die.  

 

On one bright sunny day, a bumble bee was so happy he was 

going from one flower to another and singing the song about 

his girlfriend. Looking for a beautiful flower and honey for his 

girlfriend, he came to a beautiful pond with lots of lotus 

flowers. He got into a lotus flower, started collecting honey 

and was dreaming about his girlfriend on what he is going to 

say when he meets her. Soon the sun set and the lotus flower 

closed its bud. When this bumble bee was in his dreamy world, 

the lotus flower had closed its bud and he was trapped inside. 

Now he thinks: Tomorrow morning, the night will pass soon 

and the sun will appear. I will see my girlfriend, give her this 

honey and tell her how much I love her. He was thinking and 

dreaming about his girlfriend. Suddenly, a hungry elephant 

came to this pond to drink and ate this lotus flower. That is the 

end for this bumble bee. Don’t you think we are also the same? 

We have lots of dreams and wishes in our life. We are always 

unhappy that our wishes did not come true. We have hundreds 

of wishes. If you were to list down, there are a lot. Sometimes 

when the people come to the temple and ask for blessing 

services, we ask them, what are their wishes? Some people 
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wrote down 30 to 40 wishes. They have so many wishes for 

their loved ones. Life is very uncertain and we do not know 

when we will die. Those people who have died, they died with 

wishes unfulfilled. Life is as such.  

 

I want all of you to spend another 5 minutes and reflect very 

carefully and understand that you can die at any moment. I will 

ask you a question and I want you to find out the answer in 

your mind. If you were to die in another 3 days’ time, what do 

you want to do within these 3 days? How do you want to spend 

your life? Think about it very carefully, honestly and seriously. 

Then you should see what you should attend to immediately 

because it can happen any moment. 

 

Friends, let’s spend a little bit of time to understand the 

meaning of this life, spend time and contemplate that life is so 

uncertain. 

 

Put your palms together. 

The right palm on top of the left palm. 

Close your eyes. 

Think of life as being so uncertain, I will die at any moment. 

Sooner or later I have to separate from my loved ones. 

Sooner or later my loved ones will have to be separated from 

me. 

Everything is subject to change. 

I will die. 

It can happen at any moment. 

Think about it. 

 

If I were to die in another 3 days’ time, what should I do?  
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What is the most urgent thing in my life that I have to do? 

If I were to die in 3 days’ time, am I going to die with my 

grudges?  

Do I want to let go my grudges? 

If I were to die in 3 days’ time, am I going to treasure the 

relationship with my loved ones or am I going to die without 

treasuring the relationship with my loved ones? 

Ask for forgiveness from those whom I did wrong. 

In this way, spend a bit of time to reflect and realize the nature 

of this life. 

 

(Sounding of the bell) 

 

Friends, the last step and the most important step of this 

process – The Noble Eightfold path. 

 

In Pāḷi, there is one factor called Sammā Vāyāma which means 

Right Effort. The Buddha said that for those who want to 

change for the better or be an enlightened noble individual, 

they should have right effort. 

 

There are 4 Efforts to be practised.  What are these four? 

1. When you reflect in your mind and realize that you have 

some evil, unwholesome and negative habits, then you 

should continuously try your best to stop these evil and 

negative habits.  

2. Practise actions which prevent the not-yet-arisen evil, 

unwholesome and negative habits in your mind. Do not get 

into negative habit of letting these thoughts arise and grow. 

3. When you reflect in your mind, realize that you are not 

only having negative habits, but you are also having a lot 
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of virtues, good habits and good qualities. Then use it to 

strengthen your mind. Develop, cultivate and strengthen 

these good qualities in your mind.  

4. When you reflect and realize there are many good habits 

that you have not introduced to yourself, you should 

introduce them and practise them in your life. 

 

In this way, we cultivate to move from dark to light, from light 

to light and become enlightened noble human beings.  This is 

the purpose of practising the noble art of the Buddha’s 

teachings. 

 

Again, what are the 4 factors of Efforts?  

1. Stop evil habits. 

2.  Prevent evil thoughts from arising in your mind. 

3.  Strengthen those good habits. 

4.  Introduce new good habits as part of your life. 

 

Basically, we reduce these four factors into two.  

What are they? 

Avoid Evil, Cultivate Good.  

 

Today I want all of you to decide on doing either one of them. 

There may be a lot of negative and evil practices that you have. 

I want you to stop one of them. Take action to stop one of 

them next year or you can introduce something good. For 

example, suppose some people have the habit of criticizing 

somebody else and if you have this habit of criticizing others 

unnecessarily, tell yourself, “In 2012, I will stop this negative 

habit. I will not criticise others unnecessarily.” This is your 

plus point. This much is enough for you.  
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At the end of the New Year, if you practise this diligently and 

when 2012 comes to an end, you can be so happy as you have 

removed one negative habit in your life. Do not belittle it as 

just one because little by little we can eventually make huge 

changes. Or you may have the bad habit of speaking harsh 

words towards your friends or loved ones. Tell yourself, “I will 

speak polite words in 2012.” Or you may not be taking care of 

your husband/wife as you have taken him/her for granted. Tell 

yourself, “In 2012, I resolve to take care of my husband/wife.” 

In this way, you can select and make one of your negative 

habits to be a good habit.  

 

Or you can consider the positive practices. Suppose you do not 

practise meditation. Tell yourself, “In 2012, I want to 

introduce this habit of practising mettā meditation for 5 

minutes a day.” You do not even have to sit in cross-legged. 

While walking, sitting and lying down, you can practise 

meditation. Those who are too busy, you can think from 2012 

onwards, “I am going to practise mettā meditation for at least 1 

minute.”  What should you do? When you wake up early in the 

morning and wash up, before you go to work, close your eye 

for a moment and think “May I be well, May I be happy. Just 

like myself, my father, my mother, my loved ones and 

everyone in my office. May all living beings be well and 

happy.” This is less than one minute. What is important here is 

dedication. If you make this a habit and cultivate it every day 

for 365 days, it means 365 minutes. Do not belittle it. If there 

is a leaking tap and you place a bucket under it, you will see 

the bucket is overflowing with water after some time. Or for 

example, you do not have the habit of going to the temple. Tell 

yourself, “I will go to the temple once a month or week. I will 
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offer some flowers, practise some meditation and do some 

chanting.” Make it a habit and, at the end of the year, you will 

feel so happy to have done something meaningful that can be 

carried beyond death. These are spiritual wealth.  

In this way, I want all of you to spend another 5 minutes just to 

pick up your wish for the New Year. There is no need for 

many, just one will suffice. You can either stop a negative 

habit or introduce a good habit. So, when you start this 

practice, in 5 minutes time, I am going to ring the bell and you 

should have already made a wish. I am not going to ask you 

what your wish is. It is up to you. Do not dedicate yourself to 

do something that you cannot do. 

 

Five minute reflection on Paccavekkhana 

Put your palms in meditation posture. 

Close your eyes. 

Make yourself comfortable. 

And look into your own mind. 

Understand that no one is perfect. 

Understand that we can be perfect by practising. 

Understand that life is not fated and we can change our life. 

That depends on our thoughts, words and actions.  

Understand that thoughts are the roots for all actions. 

Understand that the world is led by thoughts and you can 

change to the way you want to become. 

Pick up one aspiration or wish in your life and spend the next 5 

minutes to select your aspiration for the new year. 

Make it something simple and practical that you can dedicate 

yourself to. 

 

Friends, let us make the aspiration: 
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May the great blessings of the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha 

be upon us 

May the great blessings of the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha 

be upon our loved ones 

May our good wishes and good dreams come true  

May the coming New Year be a smooth one  

Just like this light that dispels the darkness, may we have the 

wisdom to dispel all the evil, negative and unwholesome habits 

from our life  

May we have light in our life  

May we move from dark to light  

May we move from light to light  

May all of us follow the righteous path of the Buddha 

May we all attain happiness and Nibbāna 

Sadhu, Sadhu, Sadhu   
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Dhammaṃ care sucaritaṃ, 

Na naṃ duccaritaṃ care, 

 Dhammacārī sukhaṃ seti, 

Asmiṃ loke paramhi ca 

 

 
Live a virtuous life, and not a life of sin. One 

who leads a virtuous life, lives happily in this 

world, and in the other (world). 
Dhammapada Verse 169 

 

 

 
 

  






