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 Are all religions similar?

Are all religions similar? There is a belief among some 
people that ultimately, all religious practices lead to the 
same spiritual goal and therefore, all religions are similar, 
though they may be labelled diff erently. This is a kind of 
popular belief and concept upheld by some.

Despite the beauty and value of this belief, Buddhism does 
not subscribe to this idea. However, Buddhism recognises 
there are similarities and diff erences between religions. 
The Buddha encouraged all his disciples to study and 
understand other religions. In fact, the Buddha himself 
had many dialogues with other religious teachers during 
his time. They engaged in constructive and amicable 
discussions without any confl icts.

In the spirit of the Buddha’s teaching, we encourage all 
followers to look for similarities between religions. If you 
could see how similar we are to each other and how our 
beliefs have much in common, if you could understand 
the similarities we share beyond the diff erent labels, then 
that attitude and recognition will lead to unity, peace and 
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happiness among the various religious and ethnic groups, 
which is remarkable and wonderful.

In fact, there are more similarities than diff erences 
between the various religions. Buddhists are encouraged 
to visit other religious places, participate in other religious 
ceremonies, and mingle with non-Buddhist friends to 
understand their beliefs. If you could understand how they 
perceive the same subject that we study, it might dawn on 
you that actually, we share a lot of similarities.

However, that does not mean we should ignore the 
diff erences. A� er all, we do believe that the Four Noble 
Truths, advocated by the Buddha, are the ultimate truth. 
With that in mind, we should proceed to understand the 
diff erences between the various religions, while attempting 
to gain a deeper knowledge and appreciation of other 
religions.

Buddhists are encouraged to embark on comparative 
studies of Buddhism and other religions, not for the sake 
of argument, but for the sake of understanding. During 
the Buddha’s time, there were friendly dialogues between 
Buddhist monks and followers of other religions. They 
openly discussed the diff erences between their religions 
without any hostility.
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Now, we come to the main topic of how Buddhism is 
diff erent from other religions. To understand this, let us 
fi rst analyse our own teachings.

The Buddha recommended three-fold training for his 
followers. When we analyse and compare them with other 
religious faiths, we might understand how similar we are to 
each other and how diff erent we are at the same time.

The fi rst of them is ‘training in higher virtues’. Here, the 
Buddha encouraged all his disciples to nurture marvellous 
and beautiful qualities like loving-kindness, compassion, 
goodwill, friendship, generosity, humility and gratitude 
etc. But do you think this is only practised in Buddhism? 
No, there are many religions which also seek to bring out 
the beauty in the human heart. So, in this case, we are not 
unique. In fact, we are similar to other religions. 

In training to cultivate higher virtues, the Buddha also 
discouraged all his disciples from engaging in any kind of 
unethical, unwholesome, and harmful speech and actions. 
But do you think this is only practised in Buddhism? No, in 
other religions too followers are encouraged to keep away 
from evil, wicked, immoral and unwholesome behaviour. 
Followers of the Buddha and many other religions share 
the common goal of upholding righteous principles and 
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eschewing immoral practices. This is not exclusive to 
Buddhism.

The second training is to ‘develop a higher mind’. In order 
to develop a higher mind, we need to practise meditation. 
If you are a Buddhist, meditation is not an option; it is 
compulsory. Each and every human being has the potential 
to develop the mind. In fact, even before the Buddha 
appeared in the world, there were already other religious 
teachers who had developed higher mind and attained a 
high level of concentration (jhāna). They also managed to 
achieve various kinds of psychic powers. So in this second 
aspect, which is the training to develop a higher mind, 
Buddhists are not unique. In fact, this is something which 
we have in common with some religions.

The third training the Buddha set up for his followers is 
‘training in higher wisdom’. In this third aspect, Buddhists 
are unique, incomparable and unparalleled. There is no 
other religion on the planet that is similar to ours in this 
aspect. What is this aspect? It is about the development of 
wisdom based on Insight meditation (vipassanā). Through 
this practice, we can develop penetrative wisdom which 
uproots all the defi lements from our mind perfectly, 
permanently and irreversibly. Once we attained that level, 
it is known as Enlightenment (Nibbāna). So in this last 
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aspect, the Buddha’s teaching is unique, and this sets 
Buddhism apart from other religions.

In one of the discourses, there was an anecdote about a 
group of monks who went for alms round in the city of 
Sāvatthi. Over there, they met another group of ascetics 
from another religion who asked these monks:

“Friends, your teacher, the ascetic Gotama, described the 
full understanding of sensual pleasure, but we described 
that too. Your teacher, the ascetic Gotama, described 
the full understanding of form, but we described that 
too. Your teacher, the ascetic Gotama, described the full 
understanding of feelings, and we described that too. 
So what is the diff erence between our religion and your 
religion?” That was the question posed by these ascetics to 
the monks. So what did the monks say? They said nothing 
but remained silent.

Then those monks went to the Buddha and repeated the 
incident. The Buddha said, “Monks, you should have 
questioned them, ‘Friends, what is the gratifi cation, 
what is the danger and what is the freedom in the case 
of sensual pleasure? What is the gratifi cation, what is 
the danger and what is the freedom in the case of form? 
What is the gratifi cation, what is the danger and what is 
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the freedom in the case of feelings?’ If you had asked that 
question, they would not have been able to answer you, and 
furthermore, they would have found themselves in a very 
diffi  cult situation too. Why? Because it is not their fi eld of 
domain. I do not see anyone who can answer this question, 
except the Tathāgata (Buddha) or his disciples.”1

So Buddhism is unique in this last aspect. Why? This is 
because it leads to the eradication of all the defi lements, 
perfect detachment, cessation from suff ering and 
Enlightenment.

There is another way for us to look at the question ‘are 
all religions similar?’ That is to look at all religions from 
three angles - the belief, the practice and its ultimate goal. 
Whichever religion we belong to, the belief, the practice 
and the ultimate goal are the three major points. If you 
were to look at Buddhism and other religions through these 
three angles, you might still see the diff erence. 

When it comes to belief, many religions demand unques-
tioning belief, but not Buddhism. In Buddhism, what you 
are supposed to have is understanding, not belief. Blind 
belief, a concept rejected by the Buddha, is a hindrance in 
the path towards spiritual awakening. What you must have 

1. Mahādukkhakkhandha Sutta; No 13; Majjhima Nikāya
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is understanding. To develop understanding, you must 
have freedom of thinking, analysing and questioning. In 
this regard, there is no single religion on the planet that 
advocates the freedom of thought and analysis as much as 
Buddhism does.2

What about practice? In many religions, prayers and 
religious rituals are a major part of the practice. They are 
essential to achieve a spiritual goal. In Buddhist teachings, 
you cannot attain Enlightenment through prayers, 
chanting, rites and rituals. Although Buddhist monks 
do perform rites and rituals to help laypeople to achieve 
their worldly wishes, Buddhists do not believe that they 
can attain Enlightenment through such rituals. So instead, 
you have to follow the Noble Eightfold Path, which develops 
your ethical, spiritual and intellectual faculties. Again, 
herein lies the diff erence. We emphasize the practice of 
the Noble Eightfold Path and not prayers and rituals.

What about the ultimate goal? In many religions, the
ultimate goal is to be born in heaven. One can be 
born in heaven only a� er death. The ultimate goal of 
Buddhist teaching is Enlightenment (Nibbāna). However, 
Enlightenment is to be achieved while you are living here 
and now, not a� er death.

2. Kālāma Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 8:54
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Some religions teach that salvation can be achieved 
through the grace of God. In this case, no one can achieve 
Enlightenment through the mercy of the Buddha. The 
Buddha is a Supremely Enlightened Teacher. Out of Great 
Compassion, he shows the path to Enlightenment. In 
other words, the Buddha will teach you the way, but you 
must walk along the path by yourself. Understanding the 
teaching and practising the path should go hand in hand in 
order to attain Enlightenment.

In conclusion, there are similarities and diff erences 
among religions. Buddhism shares many similarities with 
other religions, while it is unique and unparalleled in its 
exposition of the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold 
Path.



Sometimes I hear people say, ‘I did not do anything 
bad, why should I go to the temple?’ According to some of 
these people, it seems like, ‘As long as I do not do anything 
bad, I do not need to follow a religion’. In other words, their 
understanding is that religion is there for them to lead an 
ethical life, but is this the purpose of religion?

Do we need a religion to lead an ethical, decent human life? 
From the Buddhist point of view, we cannot support this 
idea. We do not need a religion to lead an ethical life.

Many freethinkers do not believe in any religion. Some of 
these freethinkers are excellent in their behavior. They are 
very decent, nice, kind, caring, loving people, but they do 
not have any religion. They are leading ethical lives without 
any religion.

For thousands of years, the Chinese have been leading an 
ethical life without religion. Confucianism is not a religion, 
but Confucianism encourages ethical behavior. What 
about those philosophers like Socrates and Plato, who 

Do we need to have a religion
 to lead an ethical life?
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also encouraged ethical living? These people led ethical 
lives without a religion. We cannot say leading ethical 
life is the only purpose of religion. If it is the purpose of 
religion, then we do not need it because we can do without 
it. However, the ethical aspect of religion is a major part 
of all the world’s religions. In every religion, followers are 
encouraged to avoid evil and do good. We do not need to 
be religious or spiritual to live an ethical life, but being 
religious and spiritual perhaps might have a positive 
impact.

Now, when it comes to theocentric religions, they encourage 
ethical conduct based on these three things: faith, reward, 
and punishment. According to theocentric beliefs, religion 
comes to man as a divine message from God. These 
religious teachings, principles, ethics are recorded in holy 
books. Out of faith in God, when you follow the ethical 
principles taught by these theocentric religions and lead a 
pure ethical life, you will be rewarded. A� er death, you will 
be born in heaven.

What will happen if you go against these religious 
principles taught in the holy books? Then, you will be 
born in hell. So these three concepts, faith in God, reward 
in the heaven, and punishment in the hell, are used by 
theocentric religions to guide the human beings to keep 
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away from evil and lead an ethical life. Now, Buddhism 
is not a theocentric religion. Buddhism is a homocentric 
religion. It centers around human beings. Buddhism also 
teaches ethical conduct, but how does Buddhism encourage 
the ethical behavior of human beings? Because we do 
not have these three concepts, the way that is taught in 
theocentric religions. Now, as followers of the Buddha, all 
of us need to understand the diff erence.

In Buddhism, we do not have the God concept. We do not 
believe that the Buddha is someone who is in judgement 
to give us reward or punishment, but the Buddha who 
achieved Supreme Enlightenment can guide us. He has 
guided us on how to lead a pure, righteous, ethical human 
life. So, what is the base for the ethical behavior of human 
beings from the Buddhist point of view? In Buddhism, 
ethical behavior comes with the right understanding. Here, 
the right understanding is three-fold.

The fi rst understanding is that ‘all the living beings in this 
world want to be happy’1. Every single living being on this 
planet, starting from a tiny insect crawling at your feet, up 
to the big animals like elephants or whales, they all wish 
to be safe, they all wish to be happy. This understanding as 
a follower of the Buddha gives you the courage to refrain 

1. Dhammapada verse 131
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from doing anything evil, wicked, immoral that harms 
other living beings, and brings suff ering to others.

The second understanding is that ‘all living beings are 
running away from suff ering.’ The Buddha said, “all living 
beings have fear towards punishment, fear towards death. 
Having compared yourself with others, you must refrain 
from torturing, injuring other living beings”2. 

So here the most important point is to take yourself as an 
example. You put yourself into the shoes of others. Do you 
like to be killed? You do not like it! So having understood it, 
you refrain from killing living beings.

Do you like someone to steal your things? You do not like 
it! In the same way, others also do not like their possession 
to be taken away. So having understood it, you refrain from 
stealing.

Do you like your wife or husband to be engaged in 
extramarital aff airs or do you like to be sexually abused? 
You do not like it, so other human beings also do not like it. 
Having understood it, you refrain from sexual misconduct.

2. Dhammapada verse 129
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Do you like to be cheated? If someone lied to you and you 
are cheated, do you feel comfortable, happy? You do not. 
Having understood it, you refrain from telling lies.

In this way, all the precepts, all the ethical conduct 
proclaimed by the Buddha, suggested by the Buddha have 
these two principles. One aspect is that everyone wishes 
to be happy, including yourself. Thus, you must behave in 
such a way that you will bring peace and happiness. The 
other is that no one likes to suff er, and everyone is afraid 
of suff ering; having understood it, you must not create any 
suff ering.

The third understanding is that ‘you are responsible for 
your actions’3. Buddhism teaches that you are the one who 
creates your heaven or hell, nobody else. We also have the 
concept of heaven and hell, like the other religions. But the 
way that we present it is diff erent. From the Buddhist point 
of view, no one can push you to hell or pull you to heaven 
but yourself. It means action responsibility. You are given 
the freedom, freedom of thinking, freedom of behaviour, 
but freedom comes with responsibility. You are responsible 
for your actions.

3. Dhammapada verse 165
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The Buddha encourages you to behave in such a way 
that you will be happy here now, and in the herea� er. He 
suggests you refrain from doing evil, wicked, immoral, 
unwholesome actions for the simple reason these actions 
produce suff ering. He encourages you to be ethical and do 
wholesome actions because these actions produce bliss and 
happiness. Therefore, the Buddhist foundation for ethical 
behaviour is not fear of punishment or pleasure of reward 
or faith but rather understanding.

So with this, now, I ask the question again, do we need a 
religion to lead an ethical life? As I already mentioned in 
this talk, from the Buddhist point of view, we do not need 
a religion to lead an ethical life. In that case, what is the 
purpose of Buddhist teaching then?

The purpose of Buddhist teaching is to lead the followers to 
Enlightenment. All the unethical, immoral, unwholesome 
human behaviour are rooted in greed, hatred, and ignorance. 
The Buddha teaches how to uproot them. To uproot them, 
he suggests a very systematic and well-designed path. This 
path is specifi cally designed for that; this is nothing but 
the Noble Eightfold Path.
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Noble Eightfold Path is divided into three sections. Training 
in higher virtues is the fi rst. This is training human beings 
to lead a pure ethical life, that is only the beginning. Second 
is training in the higher mind. Those human beings who are 
ethically behaving well and uphold righteous principles can 
start to develop the mind through meditation. Meditation 
is not optional. It is a part of Buddhist training. The third 
aspect is training in higher wisdom, which can break 
through the ignorance and shackle all the fetters. Then we 
will be released from all the bonds that bind us together in 
the cycle of existence and become free from the repeated 
birth and death cycle. This is the Enlightenment.

Thus, from the Buddhist point of view, we do not need a 
religion to lead an ethical life. But religious and spiritual 
practices can reinforce ethical behavior. For the Buddhists, 
ethical conduct is only the beginning; the end goal of the 
Buddhist practice is Enlightenment.





There are some Buddhist traditions, and even some 
Buddhist schools which proclaim that they off er the 
secret teachings of the Buddha. They know the fastest 
way to Enlightenment, the short-cut. This belief and these 
statements are misleading because they are not according 
to the Dhamma. There are no short-cuts to Enlightenment. 
We need to practise diligently. 

Are there secret teachings in Buddhism? In Paticchanna 
Sutta1, the Buddha said, “Monks, these three things are 
done in secret, not in the open. What are these three 
things? Aff airs with the women are done in secret, not in 
the open. Hymns of the Brahmin are done in secret, not 
in the open. Wrong views are held in secret, not openly. 
But monks, these three things, when open, shine forth. 
They cannot be hidden. What are these three things? Sun, 
Moon, and the Teachings of the Enlightened Ones. These 
are shining, and they shine brightly and brilliantly.” These 
are wise words by the Buddha. 

1. A guttara Nikāya 3:129

Are there any esoteric 
teachings in Buddhism?
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The doctrine and discipline proclaimed by the Buddha 
shine forth when they are expounded, not when they are 
hidden. So, Dhamma is to be expounded and elaborated, 
and not meant to be kept in the library or kept hidden. 
Dhamma is open for us to study and analyse. 

Svakkhāto Bhagavatā Dhammo; Dhamma is well-expounded 
by the Blessed One, well-delivered by him. If Dhamma 
is well-expounded by the Blessed One, how can there be 
secret teachings? Secret teachings are impossible and not 
in accordance with the Dhamma. Do not be misled; there 
are no secret teachings in Buddhism. Everything is open. 

In Mahāparinibbāna Sutta2, the Buddha very clearly and 
precisely said these words, “Ānanda, the Tathāgata does not 
hold any secret teachings.” I will tell you the background 
of this statement. According to the sutta, when the Buddha 
was in Beluva village, he fell sick and was gravely ill. 
But then he thought, “It is not proper for the Tathāgata 
to pass away without announcing it in advance. I must let 
my disciples know.” Then he used his psychic power and 
supernormal abilities to subdue his sickness and forced 
himself to recover. 

2. No 16; Dīgha Nikāya



19   |   LIGHT  THE  PATH

A� er he had recovered from that sickness, he came out 
and sat outside in the shade. Then, Venerable Ānanda 
approached him and, having paid respect to the Buddha, 
said these words, “Venerable Sir, when you were very sick, 
I was so upset, so sad that I lost my mind because you 
were almost dying. But there was one consolation for me; 
there was one thing which gave me hope. I thought, ‘The 
Buddha will not pass away without giving instructions to 
the monks regarding what is to be done.’” The Buddha 
replied, “Ānanda, what do the monks expect from me? I 
have taught you all openly without holding any secrets.” 

And these are the words, “I have taught you all openly. I do 
not keep any secrets, what do you all still expect from me, 
what instructions do you all want?” The dialogue between 
the Buddha and Venerable Ānanda continued further, and 
the Buddha encouraged Venerable Ānanda to rely on the 
Dhamma, to practise the Dhamma, and to be a light onto 
himself. So the Buddha very clearly said, there are no 
secrets in his Teachings, and the Tathāgata does not hold 
any secrets related to the Dhamma. 

Given the above, there is really no grounds for Buddhists 
or any Buddhist traditions to proclaim that they hold secret 
teachings of the Buddha. It is very probable that these 
traditions have been infl uenced by Brāhmanical practices 
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in ancient India. Secret teachings can be found amongst 
Brahmanical teachings which are known as Upanishad. 
The word Upanishad means sitting near to the Teacher 
and receiving the teachings. And these teachings are given 
only to selected students. 

But this is not the case in Buddhism. In Buddhism, the 
teachings are open for everyone. Around the 6th, 7th, 8th 
centuries in ancient India, there were popular demands for 
certain practices like recitation, magic and other kinds of 
mystical practices which we can recognise today with the 
terms Yantra (mystical diagram), Mantra (numinous sound), 
and Tantra (system or instrument). These practices were 
borrowed by some Buddhists, and they created their own 
versions of Buddhism. This is the truth, and this is history. 

Sandiṭṭhiko; Dhamma is visible here and now, and there 
is nothing to be hidden. One day a Brahmin approached 
the Buddha and asked this question, “Venerable Sir, how is 
Dhamma visible here and now?” The Buddha said, “When 
your mind is full of greed, hatred and ignorance, when your 
mind is covered with these defi lements and overpowered 
by them, then you may behave in such a way that you will 
do harmful actions to yourself and others. You may make 
wrong decisions, and you may suff er from the misery that 
you have created, because of your own greed, hatred and 
ignorance.” 
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“I’m teaching the Dhamma to destroy and uproot these 
defi lements. When your mind is devoid of these defi lements, 
it will be blissful, peaceful, happy and joyful. So in this 
way, Dhamma is visible here and now.”3 Dhamma is not 
something to believe in, but to be practised. Only then 
can you see the results of your practice, here and now. To 
whatever extent you can reduce your defi lements, to that 
extent you can enjoy peace and happiness.

Akāliko; Dhamma goes beyond the time. Some people 
believe that Enlightenment cannot be achieved in our 
modern society. How can it be? If the Buddha says Dhamma 
is visible here and now and it is beyond the time, then we 
cannot say that people achieved Enlightenment only in 
the past. This is a misinterpretation. There is no reason 
for us to justify that only those people who lived in India 
2500 years back could achieve Enlightenment, but not 
people who are living in Singapore or somewhere else in 
the present. These statements are not according to the 
true Dhamma. Dhamma is visible here and now, and if you 
practise hard and diligently, you will be Enlightened. 

3. Paribbājaka Sutta; Aṅguttara Nikāya 3:54
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Ehipassiko; come and check it out. The Buddha does not 
encourage blind faith; he encourages you to learn the 
Dhamma, practise it and experience it by yourself. The 
Dhamma is openly available for everyone to come and 
see for themselves, as there is nothing to hide, and the 
Dhamma is something to be verifi ed personally. So, if there 
are secret teachings, we cannot say “come and see for 
yourself”. 

Opanayiko; onward leading to Nibbāna. The Dhamma 
will lead you only upward on the spiritual path, towards 
Enlightenment. With that in mind, step-by-step, we 
develop our ethical, spiritual and intellectual faculties, and 
eventually, we will break through the ignorance and attain 
Enlightenment. 

Paccattam veditabbo vin ̃n ̃ūhi; This teaching is to be 
realised by wise people, therefore we need to have some 
degree of intelligence to realise the Dhamma, but it does 
not mean you have to be a scholar. As long as you have 
the ability to analyse and scrutinise the teachings, as long 
as you have the dedication to practise diligently, you can 
be Enlightened. But of course, there is no secret teaching 
that reveals the ‘short-cut’ to Enlightenment. We need to 
practise diligently. 



During the time of the Buddha, in ancient India, 
Brahmanism was the dominant religion. It is the ancient 
form of Hinduism. According to this belief system, people 
believe human beings, fl ora and fauna are created by 
Brahmā, hence Brahmanism. 

Brahmanism dominated every aspect of human life – 
political, economic and social. Their mindsets were being 
controlled by this powerful belief system. When the 
Buddha taught the Dhamma to the people, he used this 
same concept to explain who the creator god is. 

The people believed that the creator god Brahmā possessed 
four great wonderful qualities – immeasurable love, 
immeasurable compassion, appreciative joy and perfect 
equanimity. So, to them, this creator god is supreme, 
sublime with wonderful qualities.

The Buddha introduced his own concept of the creator god. 
According to him “The Brahmā that created you is none 

Buddhist concept of
Creator God
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other than your mother and father.”1 The Buddha must 
have very strong reasons to expound such a radical concept 
that go against the existing belief of Brahmanism. In fact, 
the Buddha had two very powerful reasons: 

The fi rst one is the biological reason which is easily visible 
and scientifi cally proven. We all know how we come into 
existence; it is the union between our mother and father. 
We inherit the genetic makeup of our parents, their fl esh 
and blood, including their physical appearance. Thus, it is 
appropriate to call one’s mother and father, the Brahmā.

The second reason, the Buddha explained, can be found in 
Brahmanism itself. The four great qualities that the Brahmā 
god possessed can be found in your mother and father. The 
fi rst quality – Immeasurable Love (mettā) – is exhibited 
by both mother and father towards the child even before 
the child is born. Mother and father take enormous care of 
you while you are growing in the womb so that you will be 
born healthy and intelligent. Mother makes sure whatever 
food or drink she takes will not harm the baby. They start 
decorating the room into a nursery, buying toys, searching 
for the best school and thinking of a suitable name for the 
baby. They excitedly await the baby’s arrival into the world. 
So, you can see, even before the baby is born, the mother 
and father already started to love the baby. Those of you 

1. Sabrahmaka Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 3:31
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who are mothers and fathers will understand this. Such is 
the love of a mother and father.

When the Buddha wanted to describe great love, he always 
used the mother as an example. He said, “Just like a mother 
who would protect her only child at the risk of her own 
life, one should cultivate boundless love and compassion 
towards all living beings.”2 Such is a mother’s love – 
incomparable and immeasurable. 

The Buddha also recognized mother as our greatest friend. 
Why? At home, she attends to us, cooks and feeds us, takes 
care of us when we are ill. She does all these to ensure a 
greater bond between herself and us so that we will always 
be comfortable to talk to her about anything. Thus, she is 
our best friend. 

There are many songs that sing praises of a mother’s love. 
What about the father? Mother carries us in her womb for 
almost nine months. Although the father doesn’t have a 
womb, he carries us in his heart. He prepares the necessary 
groundings and takes care of the mother well. He also 
plans for the nourishment and education of the soon to be 
born child. You must have heard stories of how a man with 
negative character changes overnight into someone who 

2. Karaniya Metta Sutta; Suttanipāta 1:8
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works hard, saves and plans for the future because he will 
soon become a father.

The greatness of a father’s love is expressed by none other 
than the Buddha’s own father, King Suddhodana. When 
Prince Siddhattha le�  the palace to seek Enlightenment, 
King Suddhodana was very sad. However, because of Prince 
Nanda (the Buddha’s younger half-brother) and grandson 
Rāhula, he was able to suppress his sorrow. 

A� er six long years, having attained Buddhahood, the 
Buddha returned to visit his former kingdom. He later 
ordained Prince Nanda into the monkhood. Although King 
Suddhodana was deeply saddened, he kept quiet. 

Seven days later, the Buddha visited the palace. Little 
Rāhula, who was just seven years old, followed the 
Buddha around. He too was ordained as a monk. When 
King Suddhodana heard that his beloved grandson had 
become a monk, he could no longer bear it. He went up to 
the Buddha and said these words: “The love of the father 
cuts through the outer skin and go through the deeper skin 
further into the muscle and the bone and remains inside 
the bone marrow.”3 This was how the father tried to explain 
his love towards his son. I believe every father and mother 
is like this. Of course, there are some exceptions, but here 

3. Buddhist Legends: Dhammapada Commentary
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I’m talking about the majority of mothers’ and fathers’ 
immeasurable love towards their children.

By this reasoning, the Buddha illustrated how the love of 
the mother and father is equal to the immeasurable love of 
the Brahmā god.

The second quality that the Buddha talked about is 
Compassion (karuna ̄). What is compassion? The Buddhist 
text explains compassion thus: “When a good person sees 
someone who is in misery and agony, he empathizes with 
the person and is compelled to take action to relieve the 
person of suff ering” 4. Compassion does not mean feeling 
sad or sympathy like some people saying “Aiyoh, so poor 
thing!” That is not compassion. It is feeling only pity and is 
passive. Compassion is a positive, vibrant feeling. People 
who are motivated by compassion make a conscious eff ort 
to relieve the suff ering of others like the Buddha.

This quality is evident in mothers and fathers. When their 
child falls sick, they rush him to the doctor. They are at the 
bedside day and night to tend to their child. When their 
child is in trouble, they will go to all lengths to resolve 
the issue. They are willing to sacrifi ce their own happiness 
and well-being to relieve the suff ering of their child. 

4. Commentary: Sīlakkhandhavagga hakatā
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Sometimes, the actions that the parents take may seem 
uncompassionate. When they punish us or cane us, though 
they do not show  emotions, they are actually crying in 
their hearts. But when we are mature and look back, we 
understand that it was a compassionate action.  So, you 
must understand that they may take harsh actions, but it is 
always out of compassion, not malice.

The third quality that the people believe the Brahmā god 
possessed is Appreciative Joy (muditā). Appreciative joy 
is a wonderful quality. It is common nature of human 
beings to be jealous of each other. When you are doing 
well, another person may not be happy. When you are 
being promoted, your colleagues may come and shake your 
hands and congratulate you, but their hearts may harbour 
ill-will and jealousy. But there are two people who are 
genuinely happy when you are doing well, and they are 
your mother and father. When success comes to you, from 
passing exams to being successful in your career to getting 
married and having a family of your own, your mother and 
father are always elated, overjoyed! They are truly happy 
because there is no jealousy in their hearts. The Buddha 
said not only the Brahmā god has got this quality, but the 
mother and father also have it too. Hence, they deserve to 
be called Brahmā.
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Perfect Equanimity (upekkhā) is the fourth quality. This is 
a wonderful quality that the people believe the Brahmā god 
exhibited towards all living beings. The Buddha expressed 
that your mother and father too have this quality. From 
the day you were born, they nourish you, give you a good 
education and provide you with all the right facilities. 
Some even bequeath their wealth and properties to their 
children. Yet when the children grow up and have their 
own families, sometimes they don’t even visit their parents 
or support them (fi nancially or otherwise) in their old age. 
Yet the parents never harbour any ill-will towards their 
ungrateful children. They do not speak ill of their children. 
Instead, they bear it with equanimity.  

The Buddha has expounded two very strong reasons to 
confi rm that mother and father are the creator gods. There 
is the biological evidence that your mother and father 
created you. Secondly, the four wonderful sublime qualities 
believed to be possessed by the Brahmā god can also be 
found in mother and father. Therefore, it is befi tting to call 
them the creator gods.

The Buddha advised to treat your mother and father like 
you would treat a god. In a household where mother and 
father live, they should be well taken care of and given the 
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highest respect. If someone who claims to be a Buddhist 
just because he goes to the temple and participates in all 
the religious activities but does not take care of his mother 
and father, such a person is not a Buddhist by practice but 
by label only. 



I strongly believe that it is the birthright of the child to 
drink his mother’s milk. We, human beings, are the only 
species on this planet to feed our babies with other sources 
of milk other than human milk. Scientifi cally, it has been 
proven that the mother’s milk is the best for the child. Feed 
your child with breast milk if possible.

I also strongly believe that it is the birthright of the child to 
learn his mother tongue. You should not deprive your child 
of learning your own language. Sometimes, parents tell us, 
“Bhante, if we do not speak English at home, when he goes 
to school, he will not be able to cope as he will have to learn 
other languages like Chinese in addition to English.” This 
is a misconception. Researchers have found that children 
are exceptionally brilliant in picking up languages. Given 
the opportunity and right environment, children will have 
no diffi  culty in picking up a few languages. 

In the same way, I also strongly believe it is the birthright 
of the child to know the religion that he is born into. While 
Buddhist teaching encourages freedom of choice, it is 
important to plant the seed of the Dhamma to a very young 

 What do wise parents do
for their children?
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child. Why? Because the Dhamma can transform us to 
become wiser and compassionate human beings. I believe 
you choose to be a Buddhist because you too understand 
the benefi ts of the Buddha’s teachings. So why would 
you deprive your child or grandchild of such a wonderful 
benefi t? Like a clean white cloth that can absorb any colour, 
so too, the mind of a young child will be able to absorb the 
teachings of the Buddha and fl ourish in time to come.

Parents give the best food and nutrition to their children. 
They also want the best education and the best of everything 
else for them. They are even ready to sacrifi ce their lives. If 
that is the case, if you think the Dhamma is the best, why 
don’t you introduce the Dhamma to your child? 

This is something that puzzles me. Just the other day, I 
suggested to some parents to introduce the Dhamma to 
their children. One parent immediately turned around 
and asked the child, “You want to attend Dhamma class?” 
And the child replied, “No!” When you want to send your 
child for Maths, Science or English classes, do you ask if he 
wants to attend? Am I right to say you do not ask him, you 
force him to go! Then why do you belittle the importance of 
the Dhamma education?
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I believe some parents themselves are ignorant of the 
Dhamma.  Many only come across the teachings of the 
Buddha late in their lives. But why make the same mistake? 
Why not let your children learn the Dhamma early in their 
lives? When they become adults, if they feel that Buddhism 
is not for them and they wish to convert to other religion 
so be it. 

This is a true incident where a father regrets not having 
introduced Buddhism to his child. He said, “Bhante, I have 
a shrine at home but nobody takes care of it. My children 
have all converted to other religion. I am very old and o� en 
become sick. I worry that when I’m dead and gone, they 
may not perform Buddhist funeral rites for me.” He is too 
late. I suggested that he writes a will that he wishes to have 
a Buddhist funeral and his children should respect his last 
will.

There was another case where a mother came to me and 
said, “Bhante, my daughter is so stubborn, she doesn’t 
listen to me but listen to her friends. She doesn’t study but 
goes out o� en and comes home late. Can you please advise 
her?” How can I advise her?  If her daughter has not been 
introduced to the Dhamma, do you think she would listen to 
me? In order for the child to be receptive to our advice, the 
child must have respect towards the Triple Gem. Only then 
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we will be able to help the child. By nature, we will listen 
to those towards whom we have respect and appreciation. 

So, friends, introduce the Dhamma to your children while 
they are still young. We always talk about bringing up our 
children, but some parents do not understand the term 
“bring up”. A mother knows how to feed her child with the 
right food but not many know how to feed the child with the 
right thoughts. If you let your child attend Dhamma class, 
he will be fed with Dhamma thoughts, at least once a week. 

Many mothers know how to clean the child physically, 
but they do not know how to teach the child to clean his 
mind when the mind gets dirty because most probably the 
parents themselves do not know how. If you send your child 
to Dhamma class, besides ethical, moral conduct, the child 
will learn simple meditation techniques to clean up the 
mind when the mind gets dirty, and they will not have a 
suicidal tendency when they are stressed as they will know 
how to deal with such issues using the Dhamma ways. 

Mother and father, they are the fi rst teachers of a child’s 
life. So teach your child the right thing! If you are a 
follower of the Buddha, then do not deprive your child of 
his excellent teachings. No doubt the modern educational 
system trains our children to be very smart, productive 
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and effi  cient human beings which is extremely important. 
But what about their moral and spiritual development? 
Should we neglect those?  Buddhism recognizes both 
material and spiritual development of life. Dhamma is a 
form of education that focuses on the ethical, spiritual and 
intellectual aspects. So bring your child up to be someone 
who not only has a good head but also a good heart (wisdom 
and compassion). Remember, the gi�  of Dhamma excels all 
the other gi� s.





Exor cism is a part of many religions and cultural 
traditions, but not in Buddhism. The Buddha prohibited 
monks from practising exorcism 1. You might ask the 
question, if the Buddha did not teach exorcist practices 
and if he prohibited monks from practising exorcism, what 
do Buddhist monks do when their followers come to them 
and seek help in the case of spirit possession? This is the 
question that we are going to answer here in this talk. But 
before we answer this question, let us understand a bit 
further who are these spirits. 

All religions believe that there are beings who exist with 
subtle bodies. Living beings existing without a physical 
body but with an astral body are given one label “spirit”. 
The word “spirit” includes not just one type but many 
types of beings, such as angels, divine beings, or ghosts. 
In all the religions, it is generally believed that some 
of these spirits are good ones, while others are bad or

1. Suttavibhanga, Vinaya Pitaka

Spirit possession and
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evil-minded. Or some spirits are believed to be powerful, 
while others are weak. 

So why do these spirits possess human beings? It is 
popularly believed that a spirit possesses a human body 
because that spirit wants to make use of the body to do 
something since spirits do not have physical bodies. It is 
also believed that a spirit possesses a human body with the 
goodwill to help another human being, or spirits can also 
possess a human body out of anger to take revenge or to do 
some harm. These are some popular religious beliefs about 
spirits and spirit possession. 

In comparison, exorcism forms a major part of some 
religions. Take Hinduism for example. The Vedas, which 
are spiritual scriptures composed around 1000 B.C., 
mentioned about spirits or evil beings who interfered 
with the work of the Hindu gods, and also possessed and 
harmed human beings. There is one particular Veda, the 
Atharva-Veda, which is the fourth scriptural book of the 
Hindu teachings, and it very clearly explained the process 
of exorcism and secrets related to exorcist practice. What 
about Christianity? As many of you may have read or 
known, Jesus Christ was the prime exorcist in his time. 
One fourth of his healings was related to exorcism. The 
ability to cast out spirits from a possessed person was the 
hallmark of true discipleship among the Apostles. What 
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about Judaism? In Judaism, we have records going back 
to 1st Century A.D., which recognised evil spirits called 
‘Dybbuk’ who entered the human body and controlled its 
behaviours. I’m not going to elaborate about other religious 
traditions, except to say that they believe in the existence of 
spirits and spirit possession, and they teach the necessary 
rites and rituals to cast out evil beings from the human 
body. 

What are the views of scientists, especially the 
psychologists? They say that spirit possessions are created 
by negative mental conditions and emotions, such as 
prolonged fatigue, hatred, ill will, jealousy, anger, stress, 
tension, and depression. Psychologists specifi cally point 
out that multiple personality disorder and schizophrenia 
may resemble spirit possession, but are actually mental 
diseases or psychological issues. 

Since the Buddha did not teach exorcism and prohibited 
monks from practising exorcism, how do Buddhist monks 
deal with such cases? We do have a way to help people, 
which is more scientifi c and logical, even though we do not 
practise exorcism. When monks are approached by people 
saying that someone has been possessed by spirits, we 
analyse it and ask questions, and we use skilful means to 
see clearly whether it is really spirit possession or whether 
it is a mental disease or psychological case. 
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If we recognise that the problem has nothing to do with 
spirit possession but is a serious mental disease which we 
cannot help, and this person needs to see a psychologist or 
a doctor, we will straightforwardly state that this person 
must be taken to IMH (The Institute of Mental Health). 
But sometimes there are cases which are not spirit 
possession but psychological issues that we can help. We 
can help spiritually; if we can cure this person through the 
Dhamma, then we will proceed. For genuine cases related 
to spirit possession, if a monk or nun thinks that he or 
she is capable of helping the person spiritually, then they 
will do that. And there are diff erent spiritual practices that 
we adopt on a case-by-case basis. Whatever actions that 
Buddhists monks or nuns are going to take, they are going 
to do them according to the Dhamma and Vinaya (doctrine 
and discipline). 

First of all, we do Paritta Chanting (reciting protective 
verses/Dhamma), because we recognise that mental 
diseases, as well as spirit possession, are all conditioned by 
the human mind. Not a single spirit can possess your mind 
as long as your mind is strong and powerful, as long as 
you have a positive, constructive and spiritually energised 
mind. Because of the negativities of the mind, mental 
diseases come into existence, as psychologists have pointed 
out. Hence Buddhist monks will try to change the mindset 
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of this affl  icted person to become positive and wholesome, 
and the only way to do this is the Dhamma way. 

Hence, we do Chanting; it can be one session, or it can be 
a few times, once a week, or even once a month, depending 
on the needs of the individual. Basically, through Chanting, 
we produce sound energy. When a person listens to the 
Chanting, his or her mind becomes calm, serene, and 
peaceful. Such a mind is conducive for wholesome states 
to arise. Together with the respect towards the Buddha, 
Dhamma and Sangha, the mind thus becomes brightened 
with positive energy. 

Secondly, at the end of the Chanting, the monks will make 
the wish “With the power of the spiritual practices that I 
do, may you be well and happy”. Based on their spiritual 
cultivation and the righteous principles that they uphold, 
having done the Paritta Chanting, they exercise the 
spiritual power of their virtues and invoke the power of the 
Dhamma (saccikiriya). In this way, through the Chanting, 
we can change the mindset of the person. 

We also do Dhamma counselling. We talk to the person 
directly, face-to-face, in order to understand what has 
caused the person to have this negative mindset, which 
created the conditions for spirit possession or the mental 
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disease. We try to understand the nature of this person’s 
mind, so that we can get to the root of the problem. Through 
Dhamma counselling, we upli�  the person’s mind. We might 
also teach the person, depending on his or her ability, some 
form of simple chanting, or to refl ect on the virtues of the 
Buddha or some other protective verses from the suttas. We 
might also teach diff erent types of meditation to diff erent 
individuals. Through meditation, chanting, and Dhamma 
refl ection, the affl  icted person might maintain a positive 
and wholesome mind which becomes immuned to spirit 
possession or mental diseases. 

We also encourage the person to do meritorious actions, 
and we share the merits with the departed beings and 
spirits; we do not chase them away, nor do we practise 
exorcism. But rather, we create a favourable, harmonious 
and peaceful environment, such that negativities disappear 
from the mind of the patient, and he becomes luminous, 
powerful and energetic. All the spirits and mental diseases 
disappear. Furthermore, we will encourage these people to 
walk the path of the Buddha, which is the Noble Eightfold 
Path. 

I also encourage them to come to our Sunday Dhamma class 
or go to any other temple to learn the Dhamma. Ultimately, 
it is Dhamma that cures all the mental diseases. Dhamma 
is the medicine.
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Being ordinary human beings, as long as we have 
defi lements, we are sick. Dhamma is the medicine that 
leads us to the perfect cure, which is Enlightenment. 
Buddhist monks use the Dhamma to cure people of their 
mental diseases or spirit possession. If the patient were to 
follow Dhamma instructions, he would defi nitely be cured. 

Having said that, there might be some cases which really 
need the help of the medical professionals, because certain 
illnesses are caused by chemical imbalances in the brain 
or some other physical conditions. This would, of course, 
be beyond our help.





There is a popular religious belief that the Earth will 
be destroyed one day. Some religions even give prophecies 
on the ending of the world. What does Buddhism teach 
on this matter? Before we come to a direct answer, let us 
understand the concept of Buddhist cosmology. 

According to Buddhist teachings, Earth is not the only 
place where life exists. Earth is only one planet out of 
many others. In the suttas, we come across the concept 
“ten thousand world systems”. Towards the end of the 
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta,1 we can read the phrases 
that the moment the Buddha delivered this sutta, his 
message spread to the ten thousand world systems. While 
today’s scientists may talk about billions of galaxies, 
Buddhist texts already mentioned the various world 
systems. These world systems are not created by anyone but 
come into existence because of causes and conditions. The 
underlying force in these world systems is impermanence. 
The Buddha said that all conditioned things have these 

1. Samyutta Nikāya 56:11

Will the Earth be
destroyed one day?
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three marks: fi rst, there is arising, and then secondly, 
whatever arises will eventually vanish and disappear. In 
between arising and vanishing, there is another state, that 
which undergoes the change.2 Buddhism recognises this 
whole universe is not static but is in constant vibration. 

This whole universe is in energy combustion, or in the 
process of arising and passing away, specifi cally: (i) 
uppāda; arising, (ii) ṭhiti; sustenance, and (iii) bhaṅga; 
disappearance.3 We can see this happening in every 
phenomenon in the world. Great human civilisations have 
appeared and survived for a period of time, and a� er some 
time, they have disappeared. Human beings are born to the 
world, they live for a while, and then they die. A fl ower 
blooms in the morning, it remains throughout the day, and 
in the evening, it withers away. A plant arises from a seed, 
and it becomes a huge tree, and this very tree will fall upon 
the Earth; arising, sustenance and disappearance. We must 
not misunderstand that this period of sustenance is static. 
It is not, because it is changing, and it is the dynamic force 
of anicca, impermanence. 

2. Sa khatalakkhaṇa Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 3:47
3. Theravāda Abhidhamma
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Based on Buddhist teachings, the planets come into 
existence, they evolve, and then eventually they will 
undergo destruction. The time length from the arising of a 
planet, its evolution, until its total destruction is mentioned 
in Buddhist teachings as kappa. This word is translated as 
‘eon’ in English. Now this time length is mind-boggling; it 
cannot be grasped because it is such a long period of time. 

One day, a monk approached the Buddha and asked, 
“Venerable Sir, how long is a kappa?” The Buddha said, 
“Monk, it is impossible to tell you the length of the kappa, 
to say that it is how many years or how many hundreds or 
thousands of years. Kappa is such a long, long period of 
time.” Then the Buddha gave this simile, “Monk, suppose 
there is a solid mass of rock which is yojana high, yojana 
wide, yojana all around.” Yojana is a kind of measurement 
in ancient times, approximately four kilometres. The 
Buddha said, “In every one hundred years, a man would 
come with a fi ne cloth, made of very refi ned material. He 
would brush it against this solid mountain of rock, and 
then he would disappear. In another one hundred years’ 
time, he would appear and brush the rock with the cloth 
with just one stroke, and he would disappear.” In this way, 
he would appear every one hundred years, and the Buddha 
said, “Eventually this solid mountain of rock will be wiped 
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out by him, but kappa has yet to come to an end. Such is 
the length of kappa.”4 

So kappa is an immeasurable and incalculable time period. 
The Earth embryo evolved from undiff erentiated matters 
of dust and particles, eventually became a planet and gave 
birth to various kinds of life forms, fl ora and fauna, and 
other living beings. Eventually, the Earth will undergo 
destruction. It will be destroyed, not by a person, but by 
natural causes. Buddhism recognises that nothing in this 
universe is permanent, and everything undergoes changes 
and eventually disappears. In fact, the Buddhist cosmology, 
as mentioned in the suttas, is very close to modern 
scientifi c discoveries. The suttas talk about four stages of 
the universe: (i) the state of contraction, (ii) the process of 
contraction, (iii) the state of expansion, and (iv) the process 
of expansion.5 Modern scientists say that the universe is 
expanding, and the speed of expansion is accelerating. 
They speculate that these billions of galaxies that we can 
see through the telescopes will eventually disappear from 
our visual range.6 The planets will undergo changes and 
eventually come to destruction. 

4. Pabbata Sutta; Samyutta Nikāya 15:5
5. Asa kheyya Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 4:156
6. Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow. (2010). The Grand Design, 

Bantam Press. P.124 
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How the Earth will be destroyed is a good question to ask. 
There is an interesting discourse called the Sattasūriya 
Sutta.7 According to this Sutta, the Buddha explained 
the arising of seven suns which results in increasing 
heat on Earth. When the suns appear one a� er another, 
the heat will go up, the water will dry up, and the planet 
will become unsuitable for living beings, and eventually 
all living beings will die. For instance, when the fi � h sun 
appears, all the water in the oceans will totally evaporate. 
When the sixth sun appears, the heat will be so intense 
that the mountains will start to smoke and burn. When the 
seventh sun appears, this whole planet will burn with fi re, 
and Earth will be destroyed. 

The appearance of seven suns, as mentioned in the sutta, 
can be a symbolic expression of what today’s scientists 
are speculating with regard to Earth’s destruction. One 
possibility: towards the end of its life, the sun’s heat will 
increase, and the sun will expand and eventually swallow 
the Earth. Another scenario is at the end of its lifespan, the 
sun will split into pieces, and one of the pieces might hit 
and destroy the Earth.8 Both the Buddhist and the scientifi c 

7. A guttara Nikāya 7:66
8. Schroder, K. P & Smith, Robert. (2008). Distant future of the Sun and 

Earth revisited. Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society. 
386. 155 - 163. 10.1111/j.1365-2966.2008.13022.x.
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views agree that the Earth will be destroyed by the sun. 
Hence, the appearance of seven suns may not be a physical 
reality, but the Buddha wanted to convey the message of 
how the sun’s heat will intensify and eventually result in 
the destruction of the Earth. 

When will this happen? According to the Buddhist 
commentaries, this kappa that we are living in is given 
a label, ‘Auspicious eon’ (bhadda-kappa). During this 
period, fi ve Buddhas will appear on Earth, and already 
four Buddhas have appeared. Before the Earth is destroyed 
by the sun, one more Buddha will appear, and that is 
the future Buddha.9  But for the future Buddha to appear, 
this present Dispensation or the teachings of Sakyamuni 
Buddha have to totally disappear from the world. When this 
happens, there will be a dark, gloomy period in the world, a 
spiritually dark period. Then a� er a very long period of time, 
an extraordinary human being will discover the lost path 
to Enlightenment. This person is the Maitreya Buddha.10 
He will proclaim the message of liberation, and people will 
start to practise again. And it is only a� er his teachings 
have disappeared that the Earth will be destroyed. 

9. Buddhava sa (Chronicle of Buddhas); Khuddaka Nikāya
10. Cakkavatti-Sīhanāda Sutta; No 26; Dīgha Nikāya
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Now there might be one more important question for us 
to ask regarding this topic: what will happen to the living 
beings when the Earth is destroyed? Defi nitely they will 
die, but will it be the end? According to the suttas, this 
is not so. In Gaddula Sutta,11 the Buddha emphasised this 
fact when he said, “Monks, there will be a time when the 
great oceans will evaporate and no longer exist. There 
will be a time, monks, when the great mountains will 
burn up and exist no more. There will be a time, monks, 
when this great Earth itself will burn up and turn to ashes. 
But there will not be a time when living beings, who are 
hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving, will be free 
from suff ering unless they are Enlightened.” So when the 
Earth is destroyed, those unenlightened beings will appear 
somewhere else, in another planet. The ending of the Earth 
is not the ending of samsara (cycle of existence).

11. Gaddula Sutta; Samyutta Nikāya 22:1





Many people believe that there is a permanent and 
unchanging substance, the immortal soul, residing within 
us. Despite this common belief in the existence of a soul, 
however, diff erent religions have expounded an array of 
views and theories as to its nature, its relationship to the 
body, and its origin and mortality. 

According to some faiths, each person has a separate soul 
which is created by the God, and a� er death, the soul will 
live eternally either in the heaven or hell, depending on the 
will of the creator. Others postulate that a� er death, the 
soul will be reborn in other life forms in an endless cycle of 
reincarnation, while another faction rejects the idea of an 
immortal soul and holds the belief that both body and soul 
end at death. Added to this, there are people who argue 
that the body is the soul or that the mind is the soul or that 
the soul is both the body and mind. 

Contrary to the general belief in the existence of an 
individual eternal soul, there are two groups of people 
who reject this assumption. They are the Buddhists and 

 Do you have a soul?
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the scientists. On what basis do these two groups deny the 
existence of a soul? 

Both the scientists and the Buddha declare that there is no 
soul, based on experiments that they have conducted and 
not on their beliefs. Scientists from various fi elds, including 
physics, neuroscience, and parapsychology, have carried 
out many scientifi c and empirical investigations into the 
body and mind. Based on their research and analysis, they 
have come to the conclusion that there is no evidence of a 
substance called soul, living in the human being. 

The Buddha too did experiments to fi nd out if there is 
a soul. He did the experiments using his own body and 
mind. A� er six years of ethical, spiritual and intellectual 
experiments, he discovered the path to Enlightenment. 
Upon achieving the Supreme Enlightenment, the Buddha 
taught the radical doctrine of non-self or no soul ( anattā). 
According to this  doctrine, there is no permanent, 
everlasting or unchanging “soul” or “self” either inside or 
outside us. This unique teaching sets Buddhism apart from 
all other religions.

Based on his own investigations, the Buddha taught us the 
method to discover for ourselves the concept of no soul. 
Insight meditation (vipassanā bhāvanā) is the method 
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adopted and proclaimed by the Buddha as a way to see 
things as they really are. Through the practice of this 
meditation, you will discover that there is no soul. And the 
moment you fi nd out through your practise that there is 
no soul, your mind will be released from all its bonds and 
fetters that keep you bound to suff ering, and you will be 
Enlightened. Enlightened beings realised the real nature of 
this body and mind.

If there is no soul, what is going to be reborn a� er the 
death? Who is going to experience the Kamma? The 
Buddha explained that this so-called human being is made 
up of fi ve aggregates of clinging. The body and mind are 
a combination of various forms of energies. They are in 
constant fl ux. Now can you recognise the body as the soul? 
If you recognise the body as the immortal soul, the body 
must be permanent, durable and should not undergo any 
changes. As the body is subject to changes; therefore, we 
cannot recognise it to be a soul. 

What about the mind? The Buddha said that the mind is 
not an entity but is a cooperated, collected, compounded 
forces of feelings, perceptions, mental formations and 
consciousness. Let us analyse these mental states 
individually to fi nd if there are any characteristics of an 
eternal soul in any of them. Feelings are not permanent; 



Do you have a soul?   |    56 

they are always changing, so by defi nition, we cannot 
consider feelings as our soul. Similarly, when we examine 
and analyse the attributes of perceptions, mental formations 
and consciousness, the fi ndings will show that they are not 
permanent and everlasting but are continually undergoing 
changes. Therefore, none of these can be the soul.   

Through the results of the analysis of the fi ve aggregates of 
clinging, the Buddha explained that there is no permanent 
entity called soul inside or outside the human being. Since 
there is no soul, does it mean that the individual does 
not exist? The individual is not a soul but is a collected, 
compounded forces of energies which are changing every 
single moment. There is no feeler behind the feeling. It is 
the feeling itself that feels. There is no thinker behind the 
thought; it is the thought itself that thinks. Who is this 
person talking, feeling, and perceiving? These are the work 
of the fi ve aggregates of clinging and nothing else.

When it is said that there is no soul, we must understand 
that the Buddha did not deny the existence of an individual 
as a form of physical and mental energies. Now the general 
question that people frequently ask is if there is no soul, 
who is going to be reborn a� er the death? 
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To help understand this teaching, I will provide a few 
examples. At 2 pm, we lighted up a candle. Now the time is 
3.45 pm, one hour and forty-fi ve minutes have passed. Is 
this the same candle or a diff erent candle?  If you say that 
it is the same candle, it is correct, because, in conventional 
terms, we recognise it is the same candle. A� er all, it is 
the candle that one of our volunteers placed here and lit 
it up. But in the ultimate sense, it is not the same candle 
because it is changing every single moment. This candle 
itself is changing as the fl ame consumes diff erent parts of 
the wick, diff erent parts of the wax and the air molecules. 

To avoid confusion, the Buddha taught two types of realities 
or truths: one reality is known as conventional truth. The 
other one is known as the ultimate truth. You came here and 
sat down at 2 pm. A� er one hour and forty-fi ve minutes, are 
you the same or diff erent person? In conventional reality, 
you can say that you are the same person. But the ultimate 
reality is that you have grown older by one hour and 
forty-fi ve minutes. During this period, some of your body 
cells have died and disappeared; many types of feelings, 
perceptions, mental formations and consciousness have 
appeared and disappeared. Like the ever-fl owing river, 
your body and mind are changing, so ultimately, you are 
changing. 
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Let us imagine that there is a river that starts from Mt 
Faber and fl ows all the way into the sea. Is this the same 
river or a diff erent river? In one way, we can say it is the 
same river because we recognise the identity of it; on the 
other hand, it is a diff erent river as it is changing every 
single moment. As the philosopher Heraclitus said, “No 
man ever steps in the same river twice for it is not the same 
river and he is not the same man.” This observation clearly 
illustrates the Buddha’s teachings on change. Everything is 
changing at every moment.

When the Buddha used the terms “I”, “me” or “mine”, 
he recognised them in the conventional sense. But the 
ultimate truth is that there is no soul or self because ‘soul’ 
by defi nition must be something that does not undergo 
any kind of change. The Buddha said that there is nothing 
which does not change. What exists is the individual fl ux of 
arising and passing away of the fi ve aggregates of clinging. 
This is what we misunderstand to be an ‘eternal soul’.



There are many occasions when family members request 
us to the hospital to do some chanting for their loved ones 
before the withdrawal of the life support machines. I have 
observed how the family members are distressed, confused 
and in a lot of mental agonies when they have been told by 
the doctor that there was no point in keeping the patient 
on the life support machine and it was time to withdraw 
the support. 

Well, does withdrawal of the life support machine contradict 
the fi rst precept of killing? A direct answer to this question 
could not be found simply because, during the time of the 
Buddha, there were no life support machines. 

Now in modern society, we are faced with such a situation 
every now and again, and so we need a solution for it. 
We need to understand it from the Buddhist perspective. 
Guidance can be found in one of the discourses in the 
Aṅguttara Nikāya, which is relevant to this particular 
matter. The Buddha said “Monks, there are three types of 
patients in this world. There is the patient who will not 

 Withdrawing life support
machine & First Precept
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recover whether he is given proper medicine and care. 
This patient will pass away regardless of proper treatment. 
There is another patient who will recover only upon given 
proper medicine, food and treatment. Then there is the 
third type of patient who will recover regardless of whether 
he receives proper medicine, food and treatment.”1 The 
Buddha advised that regardless of their condition, all three 
types of patients must be given proper medicine, treatment 
and care. 

So, through this discourse, we can understand the general 
philosophy that the Buddha encourages us to observe, and 
that is to value all lives to the maximum level regardless 
whether the person is terminally ill or otherwise. All lives 
must be treated with love and compassion.

However, there are times when the situation seems like we 
are le�  with no choice but to withdraw the life support. The 
reasons could be economic, limitation of medical resources 
and other complications such as the patient’s quality of life 
a� er recovery. Also, there are moral, ethical, religious and 
legal implications to consider. 

1. Gilāna Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 3:22
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What should we do in the case of a brain dead person? Do 
we still keep the patient on life support machine? Such is 
the dilemma that we face in modern society. We need a 
certain amount of understanding in order to tackle such 
issues in our everyday lives. To address this issue directly, 
let’s examine whether withdrawing the life support is in 
confl ict with the fi rst precept, which is killing.

First, we need to understand what is killing in Buddhist 
teachings and what is considered as violating the fi rst 
precept. There are fi ve essential conditions to fulfi l before 
the act can be labelled as killing2.

1. There must be a living being.

2. Your awareness that it is alive.

3. There is an intention to kill.

4. An appropriate action or method of how you are 
executing the killing.

5. The actual death as a result of the action.

2. Buddhist Commentaries 
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When all these fi ve conditions are met, it is considered as 
breaking the fi rst precept. In the case of withdrawing the 
life support, if the patient is brain dead, doctors medically 
recognise it as death. 

Now, taking the scenario that the patient is supported by 
life support machine and the doctors have declared that 
there is no way the patient will recover, do we still want to 
continue to keep the patient on the life support machine? 
The answer now lies in the level of distress experienced by 
the family as well as the economic consideration and other 
implications that I mentioned earlier.

So, what course of action should we take?  There are 
two kinds of euthanasia; one is active while the other is 
passive. Active euthanasia involves intentionally killing a 
human being. 

In the case of passive euthanasia which is similar to 
withdrawing the life support, it is a little more complicated. 
Let’s review it in the light of the fi ve conditions that 
constitutes killing – fi rst, the patient is a living being; 
second, we are aware that the patient is alive but what 
about the third condition? Is there an intention to kill? This 
is where the diff erence lies. The important key condition 
for violating the fi rst precept is the intention to kill. Do 
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you have the intention to kill when you withdraw the life 
support from the patient? If it is so, then, of course, it is 
killing.

Or are you withdrawing the life support machine because 
there is no other solution? The doctors have advised that 
there is no way the patient can recover, and it is fruitless to 
continue with the life support machine. In such a case, we 
cannot recognise it as killing. 

Remember, the intention is the key – if your decision is 
motivated by your hidden agenda to possess the wealth and 
property of the deceased, then it is considered violating 
the fi rst precept. And in the doctor’s case, should he be 
motivated by the opportunity to reap the organs of the 
deceased patient for transplant purposes, then he is also 
violating the fi rst precept and can be defi ned as bad kamma. 

For the Buddhist monks, killing a human being is a 
very serious violation of the monastic discipline, which 
will result in expulsion from the Sa gha (monastic 
community)3. It will cause a major setback for a monk 
who receives higher ordination. The off ence is extended to 
include a monk who is invited to the hospital or who is by 
the side of a dying patient, and if that monk were to think 

3. Vinaya Pitaka; Suttavibhanga; Pārājikā
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“Aiyoh, this human being is suff ering so much, it is better 
that he dies.” If the monk were to have such thoughts while 
performing chanting, giving a talk or whatever, then that 
unwholesome thought itself is violating the precept. 

Sometimes people come to us and say, “Bhante, my father 
is so sick at the hospital, can you please come and do 
some chanting so he can go peacefully.” What this means 
is to do chanting for him to pass away peacefully. So, of 
course, we will not explain to them the implications. For 
your information, we never do chanting wishing the person 
to die. Regardless of the condition of the patient, whether 
he is terminally ill or not, we always wish the patient to 
recover. We do it out of goodwill and with lots of mettā. 

Now, moving forward, to make things easy for our loved 
ones and for the doctors, what can we do? It will be good if 
you can opt-out to being subject to life support machines, 
especially in the case of brain dead. You can make it clear 
whether you prefer withdrawing life support or being 
taken care of in the hospice. It will save your loved ones a 
lot of agony, heartache and headache to make the decision. 
The hospice is an option to consider for the terminally ill. I 
believe although there is no cure for them, in the hospice, 
they are well treated to relieve them of pain while waiting 
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for death naturally. In this case, it is not euthanasia because 
they are being treated. 

Let’s ask the question again – is withdrawing the life support 
tantamount to killing? At the moment of withdrawing the 
life support, if your decision is motivated by greed or other 
unwholesome thoughts, then, of course, it is violating 
the fi rst precept. But if your decision is motivated by 
the thinking that the doctors have tried their best, we 
family members have tried our best and there is no other 
viable solution, then, withdrawal of the life support is not 
recognised as violating the fi rst precept. 

There are two terms to be recognised, one is killing, and the 
other one is letting go of life a� er given a best try to save 
it. In the case mentioned here, I recognised it as letting go 
of life, and not as killing.





This is an easy question to ask, but it is diffi  cult to answer. 
All the Buddhist schools accept the reality of Rebirth: a� er 
someone dies here, eventually that person will be reborn 
somewhere else. But when does Rebirth take place a� er 
the moment of death, is a controversial question. 

According to Mahāyāna Buddhist school (Great Vehicle), 
a� er someone passes away, there will be an intermediate 
state (antarābhava) during which the dead person will 
remain as a form of spirit for a period of time. The most 
popular belief is that this form of spirit will remain for 
around 49 days, a� er which the spirit will be reborn 
somewhere else. This is known as a state of in-between 
death and birth. The Theravāda Buddhist school (Doctrine 
of Elders) on the other hand, rejects the idea of an 
intermediate state. According to the Theravāda school, 
immediately a� er death, Rebirth will take place.

So, these two Buddhist schools have diff erent views on this 
matter. To understand this as it really is, we need to go 
back to the original Suttas (discourses) and explore a little 
bit more. 

Does rebirth happen
immediately after death?
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Did the Buddha talk about an intermediate state? The 
answer would be that there are no direct references to 
this concept in the Suttas preserved in the Pāli Canon 
(scriptures), where the Buddha talked specifi cally about 
an intermediate state. But there are some references in 
the Suttas, which can be interpreted as an acceptance that 
there is an intermediate state. 

About 200 years a� er the Buddha passed away, the monks 
were divided into 18 groups, and each group created 
their own schools. These were the early Buddhist schools. 
Today, among the 18 schools, only the Theravāda school 
remains. Some of these early Buddhist schools, especially 
the Sarvāstivāda Buddhist school (Doctrine of all exist), 
developed the theory of the intermediate state1. The 
Theravāda school, on the other hand, did not accept the 
idea of an intermediate state from the beginning. They 
proclaimed that Rebirth occurs immediately a� er the 
death. 

Around the 1st century AD, Mahāyāna Buddhist school 
came into existence. It seems that they adopted the idea 
of an intermediate state which was developed by the 
Sarvāstivāda and other early Buddhist schools. Later, 

1. Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma; Mahāvibhāṣa Śāstra
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this theory became very popular in Mahāyāna Buddhist 
tradition, including the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. 

As said earlier, even though there are no direct references 
in Pāli Suttas where the Buddha talked specifi cally about 
an intermediate state, there are some references which 
we can interpret as or assume that there is such an 
intermediate state. To have a better understanding of the 
Theravāda and Mahāyāna Buddhist schools’ respective 
beliefs in the intermediate state, we should study and 
analyse them objectively. It appears that both schools are 
talking about the same thing but from diff erent angles. 
This is my personal view. 

In  Mahātaïhāsaïkhaya Sutta2, the Buddha said that there 
are three necessary conditions for a conception to take 
place. The fi rst condition is the union of a mother and 
father, a sexual act. The second condition is that it has to 
be the mother’s fertile period. And, the third factor is the 
arising of the ‘gandhabba’. When these three conditions are 
fulfi lled, conception takes place and an embryo is formed 
in the mother’s womb. So, who is this ‘gandhabba’? 

2. No 38; Majjhima Nikāya 
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Theravāda Buddhist school defi nes the word ‘gandhabba’ 
as the relinking consciousness of a departed being. 
Accordingly, when a mother and father come together, 
it is the right season, and when there is the relinking 
consciousness of a departed being, then there will be 
conception, and an embryo is formed. 

In the Bīja Sutta3, the Buddha explained that ‘apart from 
form, feeling, perception, and mental formation, it is 
impossible to describe a coming and going of consciousness, 
its passing away and rebirth, its growth, increase and 
expansion’. What it means is that whenever there is 
consciousness, there will be form, feeling, perception and 
mental formation. The fi ve aggregates exist together; they 
are inter-dependent and interrelated. Therefore, when the 
Theravāda Buddhist school defi nes the term ‘gandhabba’ 
as relinking consciousness, they are referring to the fi ve 
aggregates of clinging. 

Therefore, what goes on from this life to the next life 
is ‘the fi ve aggregates of clinging’. But we should not 
misunderstand and misinterpret it to be a ‘soul’ because 
the fi ve aggregates of clinging are inter-dependent and 
interrelated; they are constantly changing, and they are 
not permanent. 

3. Samyutta Nikāya 22:54
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In another interesting discourse, the   Po hapāda Sutta 4, 
the Buddha said to     Po hapāda that there are three types of 
bodies. One is the physical body that we can see and touch. 
This body is made of elements and sustained with food 
and drinks (olārika attapa ilābho). Within this gross level 
physical body, there is a mind-made body. As the Buddha 
explained in this Sutta, it is a subtler form of body, made 
of mental forces, which comprises all fi ve-sense organs 
(manomayo attapa ilābho). The third one is a formless body 
and made of perception (a rūpo attapa ilābho). 

As stated in the Suttas, we learn that when one develops 
one’s meditation skills and achieve the psychic powers, 
such a person is able to separate the mind-made body from 
the physical body5.  In fact, there have been many occasions 
where the Buddha used his psychic abilities to appear as 
the mind-made body6.  In my opinion, the mind-made body, 
mentioned in Buddhist scriptures, is synonymous with 
the ‘gandhabba’. So, what happens when someone passes 
away? 

4. No 9; Dīgha Nikāya
5. Visuddhimagga
6. Pacalāyana Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 7:58A
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At the moment of the death, there are two possibilities. 
One possibility is that immediately a� er death, that person 
can take conception in the womb of a mother either in the 
human realm or animal realm. Or that person can be born 
in another realm spontaneously with a mind-made body, 
for instance as divine being or ghost etc. This is called 
immediate Rebirth. 

The second possibility happens under certain conditions. 
It is possible that some human beings, because of their 
attachment to this world, they cannot let go. When the 
gross level physical body collapses, this person will then 
cling to the mind-made body and wander around and 
remain for a period of time. In my view, this is termed 
‘gandhabba’ or what we call, the intermediate state. In this 
second case, when someone appears with his mind-made 
body, the Theravāda Buddhist School recognises it as a 
rebirth. Accordingly, they assert that Rebirth is immediate.

In contrast, the Mahāyāna Buddhist school do not recognise 
this as a rebirth yet, even though he is with his second 
body. He will still have to undergo the process of Rebirth. 
Thus, for Mahāyāna school, this is the intermediate state. 

This is where the diff erence between the two Buddhist 
schools lies. We are talking about the same thing, but we 
are looking at it from diff erent perspectives, and so we use 
a diff erent set of words. 
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I personally believe that the Theravāda school does not 
agree to label it as an intermediate state because it is 
possible that this intermediate state can be interpreted as 
a form of soul, that goes from life to life. 

Actually, that is what happened with the Sarvāstivāda 
Buddhist school.  When they tried to explain the process 
of Rebirth and kamma, they could not avoid bringing in 
the element of a permanent existence. They argued that 
‘all the phenomena (dhammas) exist in the past, present 
and future’. It postulates the idea that there is something 
permanent that endues time and space. Thus, their concept 
is similar to the idea of the soul. 

There was another early Buddhist school, Pudgalavāda 
(Doctrine of personalism), which also had the same issue 
of how to relink consciousness if there is no soul. They too 
had diffi  culty explaining the concept of Rebirth. For this 
reason, they came up with the idea of a ‘pudgala’ (person), 
which means that ‘there is no soul, but there is a personal 
entity which is neither conditioned nor unconditioned.’

Therefore, in history, there are some Buddhist schools 
which tried to explain Rebirth, but then some form of 
soul theory came into existence. Then they were unable 
to kick it off  or explain it as it really is. I believe that the 
Theravāda Buddhist school does not want such a thing to 
happen. They would rather keep it clear and stay true to 
their theory, which is, Rebirth is immediate. 





Dhamma does not support any kind of negative, 
destructive, and unwholesome actions. Noble Eightfold 
Path is specifi cally designed to uproot greed, hatred, and 
ignorance.  So, on one hand, we are training ourselves 
to uproot these unwholesome defi lements. At the same 
time, we dedicate to develop excellent and marvellous 
virtues such as compassion, tolerance, understanding, and 
forgiving.

Now, in this society, where many people with diff erent 
views and beliefs live, it is possible that some might take 
these virtues to be weak points. They might consider you to 
be a fool and take advantage of your practice.

The question here is, does it mean that you have to suff er 
passively because of your practice to mitigate defi lements 
and dedication to virtues? Because you are not supposed 
to react negatively? There might be such occasions where 
people criticise your faith and practice. How are you going 
to react?

How should we react when
the Buddha is attacked?
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One day, a lady came a� er her work. She said, “Bhante, it is 
diffi  cult to be a Buddhist. It is so diffi  cult to be a Buddhist.”  
I asked her; “Why it is so diffi  cult to be a Buddhist?” Then 
she continued. “You see, in the offi  ce, they play politics. 
When I want to react, it occurs to me that I cannot do tit for 
tat, because I am a Buddhist. And furthermore, sometimes 
when I get angry, they say that “you are a Buddhist, but you 
still get angry?” 

First of all, just because you are a Buddhist does not mean 
that you are free from anger or other defi lements. Until 
one achieves Enlightenment, defi lements remain in one's 
mind. On the other hand, you don’t have to passively 
suff er just because you are a Buddhist. You can take all the 
necessary, appropriate actions to defend yourself. However, 
you are encouraged to react in a positive, constructive, and 
wholesome way, if possible. 

The Buddha has beautifully demonstrated how we should 
react when we encounter negative criticisms. As for 
Dhamma practitioners, it is especially important for us to 
know the Buddha’s own way of handling such matters. 

One day, the Buddha was going on a journey from the city 
of Rājagaha to the city of Nālandā with 500 monks. They 
were travelling along the main road. There were also two 
ascetics who were following the Buddha and the monks 
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closely behind. One of them found faults with the Buddha, 
his teaching, and the disciples. He criticised them. But the 
other ascetic was totally diff erent. He tried to defend the 
Buddha, his teaching, and the Sa gha members. 

The monks overheard the arguments of these two ascetics. 
In the evening, when the monks got together, they were 
talking about it. The Buddha happened to come to the 
assembly, and he asked what they were talking about. The 
monks reported the whole incident to the Buddha. Then, 
the Buddha said this, which is very important for us.   

“Monks, if anyone were to criticise me or my teaching 
or the noble disciples; on that account if you were to get 
angry, do you think that you can understand whether what 
they are saying is true or otherwise? 

The monks said, “No, Lord”. Then, the Buddha continued: 
“On such an occasion, you should not get angry or agitated. 
If you were to get angry or agitated, it would only be 
harmful to you. Furthermore, you cannot see the truth. So, 
without getting angry or agitated, you must scrutinise the 
matter. Being impartial, you must analyse it and carefully 
investigate. A� er that, you can respond.”  
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“How should you respond? If the criticisms against the 
Triple Gem are false, if they are wrong, then you must stand 
up to defend them. You must explain it but don’t get angry. 
The moment you get angry, you lose your mindfulness and 
common sense; you will not see the truth.”1

Here, in this Sutta, there are these three important factors. 
Firstly, in such kind of occasions when your faith or practice 
are criticised, don’t be upset, don’t get angry. Secondly, 
being calm and peaceful, analyse  it. Is it true what the 
others say? Analyse it very carefully. Thirdly, having 
examined it, then you must react. But it is particularly 
important how you are going to react. You have to react 
only in a positive, constructive and wholesome way, only 
according to the Dhamma. 

When someone scolds you in anger, and if you were to scold 
back, then, of course, you are not much diff erent from the 
other human being. When someone is angry and agitated, 
that person is aff ected by the virus of defi lements. He is 
suff ering from the disease of anger. It can be infectious. 
The moment that you are agitated and scold back, you are 
also infected with the same disease of anger. Here, we need 
to be mindful and careful when handling such a situation.

1. Brahmajāla Sutta; No 01; Dīgha Nikāya
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Being a Buddhist, if others were to react to you negatively, 
it does not mean you also have to react in a negative way. 
We can choose to react according to the Dhamma. It may 
not be so easy. However, that is possible only when you are 
spiritually stronger. 

Not only destructive defi lements such as anger, hatred, and 
violence have power, but positive virtues also have greater 
power. We do not need to rely on negative forces. Buddhists 
strongly believe that positive forces have much power. 
Compassion, tolerance, understanding and wisdom have a 
greater power that can bring blessings to everyone. 

Throughout the Buddha’s life, we can see how the Buddha 
used positive power to win the battles over negative forces. 
Angulimāla, the serial killer, who tried to kill the Buddha, 
became a monk. The soldiers, that were sent by Devadatta 
to kill the Buddha, became Buddhist followers. Even 
the elephant, Nālāgiri, who came to attack the Buddha, 
eventually knelt before the Buddha’s great compassion.

There were many such incidents in the life of the Buddha 
and his great disciples. They did not react negatively or 
suff ered passively. They were very active and reacted in a 
positive, constructive and wholesome way. As Buddhists, we 
should try our best to follow their footsteps. 





Many people think if you can keep silent, then you 
are observing Noble Silence. In fact, that is wrong; Noble 
Silence is not only keeping silent. 

One day, a group of monks got together in the assembly 
hall and talked about politics. The subject of their 
discussion was who was the most powerful King: was it 
King Bimbisāra of Magadha country, or King Pasenadi of 
the Kosala Kingdom? The Buddha happened to come to the 
assembly hall. He took a seat and asked, “Monks, before I 
came here, what were you discussing? What was your topic 
that was interrupted by me?” The monks told the Buddha 
they were discussing about politics and specifi cally about 
the two Kings. 

The Buddha said these words, “Monks, it is not proper 
for you all who are good sons of good families who went 
forth from home to homelessness to engage in such talks 
like politics. Do not waste your time.” Then the Buddha 
continued, “Monks, when you get together, there are 
two things that you need to do. What are the two things? 

What is Noble Silence?
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Engage in Dhamma discussion. Otherwise, observe Noble 
Silence.”1

So, what is Noble Silence? Noble Silence does not mean 
keeping silent. It is not something that we can observe 
outwardly. In order to understand what Noble Silence is, 
we fi rst need to understand Silence. Silence is something 
that we can observe externally. There are many occasions 
when we observe Silence, and we may do this in a positive 
or negative way. 

How do we observe Silence in a negative way? Sometimes 
you get angry and you do not want to talk to anyone. You 
keep silent. However, this way of observing Silence may 
have a negative aspect. At that moment, your mind is 
boiling with anger. At other times, we may keep silent 
because we want to ignore the other person; we do not 
listen and do not care what he or she is saying. Sometimes 
we may keep silent because we have fear. We are afraid 
that we might say something wrong. At other times, we 
are silent because we are so confused and we do not know 
what to say. Or we may keep silent because we are afraid of 
letting out some secrets unknowingly. There can be many 
reasons why human beings keep silent, but these ways of 
observing Silence have nothing to do with Noble Silence. 

1. Rājā Sutta; Udāna 2: 2
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We may also keep silent in a positive way. There are times 
when we observe Silence in listening. For instance, someone 
is talking to you about his worries, fears, frustrations, and 
miseries. With Silence, you listen to that person out of 
compassion. It is a positive way of keeping one’s Silence. 
There can be times when you simply listen with Silence 
to understand the person without interfering or arguing. 
Sometimes, we may also keep silent in appreciation. For 
example, someone may sit before the Buddha statue, 
appreciating the peaceful and serene look of the Buddha, 
and recollecting the Buddha’s virtues in Silence. It is a 
positive type of Silence. We may also maintain Silence of 
tolerance. We tolerate the other person, and with Silence, 
we endure and bear with whatever is going on. All these 
are known as keeping the Silence. However, these are not 
the ways of Noble Silence. 

What is Noble Silence then? The Pāli word for “noble” is 
ariya. Noble human beings (ariya-puggala) are the ones 
who are Enlightened. So here, Noble Silence means a kind 
of spiritual practice that leads one to a noble state. It is 
a particular type of Silence that can transform oneself to 
become a noble human being, an Awakened One. That is 
why it is called the Noble Silence. Today I am going to talk 
about three aspects of Noble Silence. 
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The fi rst aspect of Noble Silence is the silent, mindful 
observation of our body and mind. Mindful observation 
is the key to Awakening. The Buddha taught four types 
of mindfulness.2  The fi rst is the mindfulness based on 
the body; we pay close attention to our body and try to 
understand its true nature. 

In the mindfulness practice that is based on the body and 
its functions, the Buddha provided several methods of how 
we can develop mindfulness. One of the most popular ways 
to develop mindfulness is breath meditation (āṇāpāṇāsati). 
Here you are focusing on your breaths. While you are 
breathing in, you are mindful; while you are breathing 
out, you are mindful. When you are taking a long breath 
or a short breath, you are mindful. Whatever changes 
occur in your breath, you are aware of them. Developing 
mindfulness like this is a way of Noble Silence.

The Buddha also taught the development of mindfulness 
based on our own feelings. We pay attention to our feelings 
as we observe Silence. Feelings are arising and passing 
away; whether they are pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. 
As feelings arise, you are mindful; as they pass away, you 
are mindful. You are not carried away by your feelings. It is 
like you are sitting by the side of the river, and you are just 
watching the fl owing river. You do not get carried away by 

2. Satipa hāna Sutta; No 10; Majjhima Nikāya 
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the river. In the same way, you are watching your feelings 
as they arise and pass away. Observing feelings mindfully 
in Silence is a way of Noble Silence.

Another way to develop mindfulness is to pay attention 
to our own thoughts. Thoughts are conditioned and 
dependently arising. Observing the thoughts without 
being carried away requires keen mindfulness. Mindful 
observation of the arising and passing away of thought 
processes is a way of Noble Silence.

And lastly, keeping the Silence, you pay close attention and 
mindfulness to the Dhamma in your own mind. The Four 
Noble Truths, Dependent Origination, the Three Marks of 
Existence are to be realised within this body and mind. 
When you observe with deep Silence and mindfulness, you 
will see how suff ering arises within the fi ve aggregates of 
clinging, and how suff ering can be ended by uprooting the 
defi lements. When you develop the mindful observation of 
Dhamma in this way, it is a way of observing Noble Silence.

The second aspect of Noble Silence involves the development 
of concentration. Our ordinary human mind is such that 
even though we keep silent externally, our mind is chatty, 
it always engages in conversations, and we create dramas 
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in our mind. There are diff erent characters who pop up and 
talk; when some character disappears, another one arises. 
Sometimes we argue and quarrel with others in our mind. 
The mind is always talking, arguing, nagging, and there is 
no silence at all. 

But there is one moment when the mind can become silent, 
and the moment you can shut off  this talking mind, that 
state is called Noble Silence. What is that state? Venerable 
Māha Moggallāna once addressed the monks and said, 
“Friends, Noble Silence is said, but what is this Noble 
Silence?” He continued to explain that he recognised Noble 
Silence as the second stage of concentration (jhāna). When 
we develop concentration and attain the fi rst stage, it is 
a mind with thought, examination, rapture and happiness 
born of concentration. So here in the fi rst stage, we still 
have thought and examination, which is related to the 
checking of the mind. But when the mind attains the 
second stage of concentration, thought and examination 
disappear, and there is only the rapture and happiness born 
through concentration. Here, Venerable Mahā Moggallāna 
recognised the second stage of concentration as Noble 
Silence because from this stage onwards, our mind stops 
talking.3

3. Kolita Sutta; Samyutta Nikāya 21:1
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The third aspect of Noble Silence points to the ultimate 
meaning of an Enlightened mind. The Buddha is also known 
as Sakyamuni. ‘Sakya’ refers to his clan in which he was 
born. The word that is important for us is ‘muni’. The word 
‘muni’ means the one who has stopped his or her inner 
chatter, the one who observes Noble Silence. Enlightened 
human beings have stopped this chatting in their mind, 
and they are ever mindful. Such a being is known as muni, 
the Awakened One. So in the ultimate sense, what is meant 
by Noble Silence is a mind of perfect peace where there is 
no inner noise or chatter.4 

To recap, there are two types of Silence. One is the ordinary 
external type of Silence that ordinary human beings 
observe in day-to-day life. The other is Noble Silence, which 
is a kind of spiritual practice that leads one to eventually 
become a noble human being, and which involves developing 
mindfulness, concentration and attaining Enlightenment. 

4. Muni Sutta; Suttanipāta 1:12





The  Buddha said, “Do not fi nd fault with others. Do not 
bother about what others have done and what they have not 
done. Look into yourself and see what have you done, and 
what have you not done?”1 When we refl ect on these words 
of the Buddha, it may seem the Buddha is telling us to mind 
our own business. But these words can be misinterpreted.

Someone might ask: If everyone were to mind his or her 
own business, then what about our social responsibility 
as human beings who live in the community? What about 
social injustice? What about political, economic, social and 
other issues in the society? Do we close our eyes to them? If 
it is so, then Buddhists are not practical people. Hence, we 
must understand the Buddha’s teachings accurately.

The above advice by the Buddha does not mean that we 
keep quiet in the presence of social injustice. Rather it 
tells us something very practical and very important. What 
is that? When it comes to your spiritual cultivation, no 

1. Dhammapada; Verse 50

Mind your own business
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one else can cultivate it for you. You have to cultivate the 
spiritual faculty yourself. To understand this, we need to 
know the context in which the Buddha uttered these words. 

In the capital city of Sāvatthī, there once lived a rich 
woman. This lady had a spiritual teacher called Paveyya, 
who was very close to her. She treated him with due 
respect and supported him with requisites. He came to this 
lady’s house o� en. One day, the lady came to know about 
the Buddha, and she had a strong desire to see him and 
listen to his sermon. But the ascetic Paveyya prevented her 
from going to the monastery to see the Buddha.

So rather than going to the monastery, the lady invited the 
Buddha to her house for lunch. The Buddha came and, at 
the end of the lunch, he gave a Dhamma talk. This lady 
was so happy and joyful to learn the precious teachings of 
the Buddha. At that very moment, the ascetic Paveyya, who 
was in another room, heard the lady exclaim “Excellent! 
Excellent!” in her appreciation towards the Buddha. He 
became so jealous and furious that he came out of his room 
and cursed the lady for venerating the Buddha.

She felt sad, embarrassed, and lost concentration on what 
the Buddha was teaching. Having seen this, at that moment, 
the Buddha advised her, “Do not fi nd fault with others. Do 
not bother about what other people have done and what 



91   |   LIGHT  THE  PATH

they have not done. Look into yourself and see what have 
you done, and what have you not done”.2 It means to pay 
attention to your own mind, to purify your own mind from 
the defi lements. You must mind your spiritual cultivation. 
No one else can do it for you. 

Mind your own business when it comes to kamma (actions). 
You are the only one who is responsible for your own 
thoughts, words and actions. If you were to do good, you 
would reap good. If you were to do bad, you would reap bad. 
You are the one who create your own hell and heaven. Watch 
your thoughts, watch your words, and watch your actions, 
because they produce karmic energy. Every intentional 
action produces merits, demerits or both. So you must be 
watchful and mindful of your kamma, because no one else 
is going to pay for your own actions except yourself. 

One day, the Buddha asked  Venerable Rāhula, “Rāhula, 
what is the purpose of having a mirror?”  Venerable Rāhula 
replied, “It is for the purpose of refl ection.” The Buddha 
said, “Exactly so! Exactly so! Before you do something, 
refl ect carefully. Before you say something, refl ect carefully. 
Having refl ected well, then you carry out the actions.” 3

2. Dhammapada hakatā; Verse 50; Paveyya ajivaka Vatthu
3. Ambala hikārāhulovāda Sutta; No 61; Majjhima Nikāya 
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Mind your own business when it comes to the development of 
your virtues. No one else can develop virtues on your behalf. 
If you were to develop virtuous qualities like compassion, 
goodwill, friendship, tolerance and understanding, they 
would bring bliss and happiness in this life. They would 
also bring happiness beyond death. If you have both the 
ability and the opportunity, then you should cultivate 
the virtues since this brings so much benefi ts. Whether 
other people are cultivating their virtues or not, it does not 
matter to you. It does not matter whether your neighbour 
is practising compassion, goodwill, or friendship. You 
should not depend on others for the development of your 
virtues. If your neighbour were to develop virtues, then 
that neighbour will benefi t from it, not you. So this is what 
it means to mind your own business.

Mind your own business when it comes to the development 
of your mind. We all have a mind which can be developed 
either positively or negatively. It is up to us how we want to 
train our mind. If you cultivate your mind in a wholesome 
way, you are the one who is going to benefi t from it. If you 
cultivate your mind in a destructive or unwholesome way, 
then you are the one who is going to suff er.

You need not bother whether your friend, relative, colleague 
or other people in the world are cultivating their minds or 
not. Do not depend on others for the development of your 
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mind. The Buddha taught diff erent methods of meditation 
to develop various aspects of our mind. If you have the 
tendency to get angry and agitated, then develop loving-
kindness. If you are prone to getting jealous, then develop 
appreciative joy. If you have the nature of being cruel, then 
develop compassion. If you tend to be discriminating or 
judgemental, or if you are racist and belittle others based 
on colour, race or religion, then develop equanimity. In this 
way, the human mind can be developed to have excellent 
virtues and skilful mental qualities such as mindfulness, 
concentration and equanimity. 

Mind your own business when it comes to the development 
of wisdom. No one else can develop wisdom on your behalf. 
The Buddha talked about three ways to develop wisdom. 
The fi rst way is by learning the Dhamma. When you learn 
the Dhamma theoretically, whether by reading books or 
attending classes, you are developing a kind of wisdom, a 
wisdom that is born through learning. 

Sit somewhere quietly and refl ect carefully on the Dhamma 
that you have learned. You must analyse them with a 
calm, serene, and peaceful mind. When you reflect on the 
Dhamma like this, you will develop another kind of wisdom. 
That is the wisdom born through systematic thinking and 
careful refl ection. 
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The third and the highest wisdom is to be developed 
through meditation. Do not neglect meditation. Any kind of 
meditation is benefi cial. There are no higher or lower types 
of meditation. All the meditation techniques are equally 
important. They are greatly benefi cial. Diff erent kinds 
of meditation can help to develop our mind in diff erent 
ways. Mindfulness-based insight meditation (vipassanā) is 
specifi cally designed to develop wisdom. Eventually, when 
the right time comes, you will walk the path of insight. 
By doing so, you will develop a kind of wisdom that gives 
the ability to break through the ignorance and achieve 
Enlightenment. 

No one can do all the above things for you but yourself. 
Hence, the Buddha was referring to your spiritual 
cultivation, the development of your virtues, mind and 
wisdom when he said to mind your own business. It does 
not mean that you do not care about other people. While 
you are practising in such a way to achieve Enlightenment, 
you also encourage fellow brothers and sisters to practise 
as well. But you do not depend on their practice for your 
development. This is the diff erence. 

You also should not misunderstand that it is the Buddha's 
message that you keep quiet and passive when there is 
social injustice, or economic and political inequalities. The 
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Buddha taught and acted in such a way that resulted in 
social well-being and happiness. He also openly criticised 
some of those practices which were not conducive for the 
justice, equality, unity, harmony and peace in human 
society. So, being a practical Buddhist, being someone who 
follows the Noble Eightfold Path, you must choose to act 
only in a positive, constructive and wholesome way. 

Thus, in the context of the Buddha’s teachings, minding 
your own business has several aspects to it. You are fully 
responsible for the cultivation of your spiritual faculty. 
No one else can do it for you. However, it does not mean 
that you remain passive or indiff erent in the wider society. 
According to the Buddha, “The best human being is the one 
who works for the well-being and happiness of oneself, as 
well as for the well-being and happiness of the others.”  4

4. Rāgavinaya Sutta; A guttara Nikāya 4:96





Today, in our talk, we are going to appreciate the 
Buddha as a social reformer. The Buddha said ‘Among the 
mankind, those who are the torchbearers, towards them, I 
always have respect.’1 Who are these torchbearers? 

The one who holds a torch dispels the darkness. He 
illuminates the world with the light. He leads the others 
by showing the path in the dark. He is a leader who 
transforms other human beings in a positive way by 
dispelling the darkness of ignorance from the human mind. 
He encourages human beings to think in a wiser way. So, 
when it comes to this particular point, the Buddha himself 
is known as a torchbearer, bringer of the light, the light 
of the triple world. He appeared on the earth to dispel the 
darkness from the human mind. 

At the time of the Buddha, 2,500 years back, Indian society 
was, in fact, very much diff erent from today. Through his 
teachings, the Buddha tried to establish righteousness 

1. Rāhula Sutta; Suttanipāta 2:11

The Buddha as a
Social Reformer
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and equality among human beings, while dispelling the 
ignorance of darkness and leading the human beings 
towards Enlightenment. The message of the Buddha 
eventually spread far and wide in the world, throughout 
Asia, and other corners of the world. Even today, we still 
see the light in the Buddha’s teachings. That is why we still 
fl ock together to learn his teachings. Though the time has 
passed by, the goal of the teachings remains the same; it is 
to dispel the darkness from the human mind. Ultimately it 
leads to perfect Enlightenment and emancipation. 

In the time of the Buddha, the thinking of the people of 
ancient India was dominated by Brahmanic teachings. 
According to Brahmanic belief, human beings were created 
by the God Brahma. When God Brahma created human 
beings, he categorised them into diff erent castes. So, there 
were upper-class people, like kings, priests (brahmins), 
businessmen, and then there were lower caste people, like 
workers, slaves, and untouchable people.2 By introducing 
this caste system as a divine creation, the brahmin priests 
controlled the whole country, through their religious 
authority. What was sad in this system was that there were 
many human beings who were marginalised. These lower 
caste people did not have any human rights. They were 
born as slaves, worked as slaves, and died as slaves.

2. Purushsukta; Rigv. 10/12
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The Buddha, even though his focus was to lead human 
beings to Enlightenment, he tried to create social justice 
by preaching against the caste system. He said ‘No one is 
higher or lower by birth but by actions.’3 He gave ethical 
valuation to human actions and recognised the action 
superiority over the caste system. It means if you were to 
behave in a wholesome way, were to do wholesome actions, 
by upholding righteous principles, you are a higher type 
of human being. On the other hand, if you were to do evil, 
wicked, immoral actions, by your own actions, you will 
become a lower type of human being. So, for the Buddha, 
high or low does not depend on birth but human actions.

The Buddha openly and freely admitted all the people from 
any caste to his dispensation. In his teachings, all human 
beings are equal, and they should have equal human rights. 
As a social reformer, while he was preaching to establish 
righteousness and equality among human beings, through 
his practice, he also established a monastic system based 
on righteousness and equality. Among them, there is not 
any caste, class, division. The only criterion here is one's 
spiritual cultivation. He recognised virtue; the seniority of 
the monastics based on the higher ordination. 

3. Vasala Sutta; Suttanipāta 1:7
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In the Buddha’s time, the women were not respected. It 
was a male dominant society. The ancient Brahmanic 
teachings mentioned that women should not be given a 
choice of freedom. A young girl should be protected by her 
father. When this girl attained of age, she should be given 
in marriage; then she should live under the care of the 
husband. When she becomes old, she should live under the 
protection and guidance of her own son. A woman should 
never be given freedom. 4 That was the teachings, and the 
people accepted it. 

For the Buddha, men and women are equal even though 
he recognised the diff erences between them. There might 
be diff erent abilities, skills, thinking and behaviour 
between men and women. However, when it comes 
to rights, he recognised the equal rights for men and 
women. He taught his followers to respect women. If you 
were to study the Sigālovāda Sutta 5, you might see that 
when the Buddha spelt out the duties of husband and wife 
towards each other, he specifi cally mentioned that husband 
must respect the wife and should not belittle or disparage 
her. 

4. Manusmriti verse 9.3
5. Sutta No 31; Dīgha Nikāya
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Once the Buddha taught, the seven principles of non-
decline, to the Licchavī Kings of Vajjian confederacy, for 
the welfare of their country and nation. One of the seven 
principles is that ‘they should not forcibly abduct others’ 
wives and daughters and compel the women to live with 
them’6. In other words, the Buddha said that the women 
should be protected by law against sexual violence, they 
should not be forced into marriage, and their decision must 
be respected.

One day, when King Kosala was having a dialogue with 
the Buddha, a messenger came and reported to the King 
that his Queen Mallikā has given birth to a baby girl. 
Having heard the news, the King became terribly upset 
and unhappy. Probably, he was expecting a baby boy. At 
that moment the Buddha said ‘Great King, some women 
are better than men, so bring her up; eventually she will 
become a virtuous woman, she will become a great queen, 
and she will give birth to a child who can rule the country.’7 
So, Buddha’s attitude was quite diff erent, and he tried his 
best to create gender equality as a social reformer. 

6. Mahāparinibbāna Sutta; No 16; Dīgha Nikāya
7. Dhītu Sutta; Sa yutta Nikāya 3:16
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What about the reforming religious thoughts? In the time 
of the Buddha, theocentric religions, specially Brahmanic 
religion, were based on the belief that one can achieve 
liberation through religious rights and rituals. There were 
also religious rituals involved in animal sacrifi ces. They 
believed that by sacrifi cing animals,  they can win the favour 
of gods, and ward off  evil. Some non-Brahmanic traditions 
engaged in self mortifi cation as a path of purifi cation of the 
mind and release from suff ering. 

The Buddha pointed out that we cannot achieve spiritual 
perfection only through belief or rites and rituals. He 
replaced belief with understanding, and rites and rituals 
with the cultivation of virtues, concentration and wisdom. 
The Buddha emphasized diligent practice and self-
cultivation saying ‘Purity and impurity depend entirely on 
oneself; no one can purify another’ 8 

Rather than depending on divine beings or any other 
supernatural power, for our spiritual perfection, the 
Buddha encouraged us to depend on ourselves. He said 
‘Be a light to yourself; depend on yourself; be your own 
refuge; with no one else as your refuge’9 Here, he boosted 
our confi dence to rely on ourselves. We have the potential 
capacity to be awakened by cultivating ourselves diligently. 

8. Dhammapada; Verse 165
9. Mahāparinibbāna Sutta; No 16; Dīgha Nikāya
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We do not merely depend on the Buddha for achieving our 
Enlightenment. The role of the Buddha, to his followers, 
is as a Supremely Enlightened Teacher. We must walk the 
path by ourselves to attain Enlightenment. The Buddha, in 
clear terms, said ‘You yourselves should make an eff ort; 
the Tathāgatas (Buddhas) only can show the way’.10 

His teachings are diff erent in many ways from the other 
religions.

The Buddha also infl uenced political thoughts in his day. 
The kings had great power and authority. Literally, they 
could do anything they wish. When the political power is 
centralised on a single person, it is extremely important 
that the king should uphold righteous principles, if the 
country and the people were to be benefi ted from his rule. 
Having noticed this, the Buddha suggested that a righteous 
king ruled a country based on ten royal principles such as 
morality, liberality, honesty, patience, uprightness etc.11 

The Buddha pointed out that poverty leads to crimes. It is the 
prime duty of a ruler to develop the country economically. 
In the Kūñadanta Sutta 12, the Buddha related an incident 
happened in dim distant past. 

10. Dhammapada; Verse 176
11. Jātaka stories 
12. Sutta No 5; Dīgha Nikāya
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Because of poverty, the people started stealing, killing and 
committing other types of crimes. Eventually, it led to a 
rebel movement against the government. When the King 
was about to send his troops to suppress the rebels, his 
royal adviser (the Bodhisatta) advised the King to provide 
necessary economic support for those engaged in farming, 
trading or other businesses. And to assign the proper 
wages for those in the government service. Then people 
occupied with their own work will not rebel against the 
government. King’s revenues will increase. The country 
being economically prosperous and peaceful, people with 
joyful hearts will dance with their children and live with 
their houses wide open.

In fact, there are much more to appreciate the Buddha 
as a social reformer. But we do not have time to cover all 
those in this talk. The Buddha was not only a religious 
teacher, who founded a religion that led to Enlightenment, 
but he was also a great social reformer. His teachings 
became the cradle for great human civilisations to fl ourish, 
constructively transforming human societies, throughout 
Asia wherever it found its roots. 



If anyone were to ask the question, “Why do you practise 
the Dhamma?” How would you answer? There might be 
many diff erent answers to this question. One response 
to this question is, “We practise the Dhamma to cultivate 
dispassion, compassion and wisdom’. A person who has 
accomplished dispassion, compassion and wisdom, in the 
highest sense, is an Enlightened human being. 

The ordinary mind is not free from greed, hatred and 
ignorance. These three poisons are the root causes of 
human suff ering (dukkha). If we want to be Enlightened, 
we must destroy these defi lements perfectly, permanently 
and irreversibly. The Noble Eightfold Path is specifi cally 
designed to achieve this goal. In the Noble Eightfold Path, 
the fi rst two factors are Right Understanding and Right 
Thought. If you analyze Right Understanding and Right 
Thought, you may see that dispassion, compassion and 
wisdom are present in these factors for the purpose of 
uprooting greed, hatred, and ignorance. 

Dispassion, Compassion
and Wisdom
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The Buddha defi nes Right Understanding as the 
understanding of Four Noble Truths: suff ering, its cause, its 
end, and the Path leading to its end.1 The understanding of 
the Four Noble Truths is the wisdom which is diametrically 
opposed to ignorance. Suff ering is deeply rooted in 
ignorance. 

What is Right Thought? They are the thoughts of 
renunciation, thoughts of goodwill and thoughts of 
non-violence.2 The thoughts of renunciation mean non-
attachment, detachment, and dispassion. Both the thoughts 
of goodwill and thoughts of non-violence together are called 
compassion. 

Now, let us look at these three thoughts in isolation. It may 
seem that dispassion and compassion are leading towards 
two diff erent directions. But if you look at them carefully, 
you will notice that both compassion and dispassion have 
a common root. What is this common root? It is wisdom. It 
means true compassion and pure dispassion arising out of 
wisdom. From here onwards, I am going to make this point 
clear, and only this much, and that is the purpose of this 
talk. 

1. Mahāsatipa hā Sutta; No 22; Dīgha Nikāya
2. Mahāsatipa hā Sutta; No 22; Dīgha Nikāya
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Now, let us understand wisdom or what is meant by Right 
Understanding. As I mentioned earlier, wisdom is seeing 
the Four Noble Truths. Dukkha (suff ering) arises in the 
mind. It is also in the mind that dukkha can be ended. The 
cause of dukkha as well as the path that leads to its end are 
also within the human mind. How do we realize it? We start 
with something simple yet very profound. This is known as 
‘seeing things as they really are without distortion’ (yoniso 
manasikāra). We observe our own experiences mindfully 
within our own body and mind (fi ve aggregates of clinging). 
This method of practice is known as Vipassanā. The word 
Vipassanā literally means ‘special-seeing’. What is this 
special way of seeing? It is the scientifi c way of mindful 
observation.

When we observe the mind carefully, we will come to 
know that suff ering arises because of craving (ta hā). 
The Buddha pointed out that “it is this craving that 
looks for fresh delights here, fresh delights there, 
namely: craving for sensual pleasures (kāmata hā), craving 
for existence (bhavata hā), and craving for non-existence, 
or self-annihilation” (vibhavata hā).3 

3. Mahāsatipa hā Sutta; No 22; Dīgha Nikāya
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Craving has two aspects: greed and hatred. Craving for 
pleasures and craving for existence are a form of greed. 
We have an insatiable craving for sense pleasures. At the 
moment of our death, we still have unsatisfi ed craving. This 
craving is so intense that when the present body collapses, 
it will bring us to a new existence (rebirth) to continue 
gratifying the sense craving. In this way, we will undergo 
repeated cycles of birth and death (sa sāra).

Craving for non-existence is a form of hatred. When we 
cannot achieve satisfaction through sensual gratifi cation, 
we become frustrated. This can lead to the development 
of self-hatred which in some cases, may result in suicide. 

If we carefully observe our mind, we will notice that while 
the satisfaction of craving brings pleasures, it also leads 
to suff ering. It is a fact that when you satisfy your craving 
and your desire, you will feel happy. This is called sensual 
pleasures. When you observe further, you will notice that 
when you satisfy one desire, sooner or later, another new 
desire arises in its place. Then, you have to satisfy that 
desire as well. In this way, you can see that while satisfying 
desire brings some degree of pleasure, it seems like never-
ending. There is no end for desire. When you recognize 
it, you will see that desire or craving is a form of disease. 
When your understanding deepens, your mind will turn 
towards detachment, and dispassion. 
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When you satisfy your sense craving, you want it more and 
more. You will see that satisfying craving, in order to be 
happy, is a problematic situation because we are under the 
addiction of sense pleasures. There is no end to craving. 
It is like a fi re. When you provide fuel to the fi re, fl ames 
will increase. And you need to feed more and more fuel 
to keep the fi re burning. When you see that craving is an 
addiction, your mind turns to its opposite: detachment and 
dispassion. 

A little bit more observation will make you understand that 
this pleasure itself is not permanent. Pleasure is fl eeting. It 
is temporary. Throughout your life, you have enjoyed a lot. 
You have gratifi ed all your sensory faculties. But are you 
fully satisfi ed? Can you enjoy again the very pleasure that 
you enjoyed this morning? That pleasure is gone forever. 
Now, it is only a memory. In the same manner, all the 
pleasures we have enjoyed thus far through gratifying our 
sense cravings are only a memory now. It is like a dream, 
nothing else. 

What about the sensual objects that bring pleasures? 
Whatever object that you attach to, thinking, ‘this is nice; 
this is beautiful; this is mine; this brings me happiness’, 
all these are impermanent, they change and disappear. 
Our attachment to them brings little happiness but much 
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suff ering. When you see this through your wisdom, your 
mind will turn towards detachment, towards dispassion. 

When you observe more and more, you will see deeper and 
deeper. Pleasure does not come out of nothing. To enjoy 
pleasure, you need to sacrifi ce something. It may be your 
time, money, energy, relationship, and many other things. 
In the process of struggling to satisfy your cravings and 
desires, you will also undergo a lot of stress, tension, 
anxiety, agony and many untold miseries. You will notice 
that satisfying your cravings to be happy is not a reliable, 
steady path to happiness. 

Driven by sensual cravings, blinded by ignorance, human 
beings are senselessly and ruthlessly destroying this 
earth of its fl ora and fauna, its water, air and other natural 
resources. Human beings do not have control over their 
own cravings. Craving has no limit. We have to make our 
own boundaries. 

In their relentless struggle to gratify sensual cravings, 
some people even rely on violent and unethical ways. 
Killing, torturing, injuring, stealing, raping and sexual 
abuses are only a fraction of a wide range of crimes. And 
it is not just human beings who suff er. Billions of animals 
are imprisoned, tortured, and slaughtered simply to satisfy 
human sensual cravings.
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You will come to terms that this craving is a disease, an 
addiction; it does not bring perfect satisfaction. While it 
brings little happiness, it causes much miseries. When you 
reach this understanding, your mind will incline towards 
detachment and dispassion. 

However, it does not happen just because you listen to this 
talk or read a Dhamma book, but it happens with Dhamma 
practice. Great scientifi c discoveries have been made by 
human beings through simple observation. In the same 
way, we need to observe our mind with mindfulness. We 
need to practise the Noble Eightfold Path diligently. 

Now, you will notice that other human beings also face 
the same problematic situation (dukkha). We are all in the 
same boat. You will understand through your direct 
experience that your relatives, friends, and others also 
undergo the same problem and issues like yourself. They 
are all trying to achieve happiness and satisfaction through 
sensual gratifi cation, which is impractical, unsatisfactory 
and unreliable. It is a temporary fi x to the problem of 
suff ering but it is not the ultimate solution. Having seen 
this through your direct wisdom, you will empathize with 
other human beings. At this stage, thoughts of goodwill 
and thoughts of non-violence will arise in your mind.
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You see clearly and precisely that human beings suff er 
because of their cravings and defi lements. They are trying 
to satisfy their desires again and again, but they cannot 
be fully satisfi ed. They are suff ering from the disease of 
craving. Having seen this, thoughts of goodwill will arise 
in your mind, “May they be free from these suff erings. May 
they be well and happy”. You will also extend the same 
goodwill towards all the other living beings because they 
are also entangled with diff erent levels of dukkha in the 
cycle of existence. 

You will not want to cause or intensify any more suff ering 
for these living beings. You will not want to hurt anyone 
or create any bloodshed. You will refrain from killing, 
injuring, or harming living beings, or doing evil, immoral 
and unwholesome deeds, all of which cause suff ering. 
You will live compassionately towards all living beings, 
thinking, “Let one not deceive another nor despise any 
person anywhere. In anger or ill-will let him not wish any 
harm to another”. 4 

This is how Right Thoughts of Dispassion (thoughts of 
renunciation) and Compassion (thoughts of goodwill 
and thoughts of non-violence) arise through Right 
Understanding (understanding of the Four Noble Truths).

4. Karanīya Metta Sutta; Suttanipāta 1:8



To understand why Buddhists celebrate Vesak on diff erent 
dates, we need to have some understanding on the three 
diff erent types of calendar used in the world. The fi rst is 
the lunar calendar, which is based on the monthly cycles of 
the Moon’s phases. The second is the solar calendar, which 
is a way of measuring and recording periods of time based 
on the time it takes for the Earth to revolve around the 
Sun. The third is the lunisolar calendar, which follows 
both the Moon phase and the time of the solar year. The 
lunisolar calendar is used by many cultures such as the 
Buddhists, Hindus, Mongolians, Chinese and the Hebrews. 
As the various cultures use diff erent ways of calculating 
the lunisolar calendar, this results in diff erent dates of full 
moons. 

The question of why do Buddhists celebrate Vesak on 
different dates is often asked by some Buddhists. But 
if we really understand the significance of Vesak, we 
will not ask this question. Which is more important: 
the date or the concept behind the date? Actually, the 
concept behind the date is more important. Buddhists 

Why do Buddhists celebrate
Vesak on different dates?
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around the world who are living in different regions 
focus on the meanings behind Vesak Day, so they do 
not mind whether Vesak is celebrated on the 18th, 
21st or any other date, or in the month of May, August 
or any other month.

Vesak stands for three concepts or three thoughts: 
(1) the arising of Bodhisatta in this world, (2) his 
Supreme Enlightenment, and (3) the Great Passing of 
this Supreme Being. Hence, Vesak is designated as a 
day to remember and celebrate these three thoughts. It 
reminds the world that a unique Being arose on such 
a date, and it is also on such a date that he attained 
Enlightenment, and on such a date, he finally passed 
away. These three concepts give us enormous spiritual 
solace and the strength to continue our spiritual 
practice.

It is said that the Bodhisatta was born on Vesak full 
moon day. He arose in the world for the well-being 
and happiness of the multitude. It is such a rare 
occurrence. Bodhisattas are not ready-made. In order 
to be a Bodhisatta, one who is destined to be a fully 
Enlightened Buddha, that human being has to undergo 
millions of life cycles of spiritual training to fulfil ten 
great perfections (ethical, spiritual and intellectual 
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qualities). In lives a� er lives, the Bodhisattas cultivate 
these wonderful and marvellous qualities which are 
necessary to become a fully Enlightened Buddha, a 
World-Renowned Teacher.

Hence, Vesak is a date for us to remember that a 
Bodhisatta was born to the human realm. Rare is the 
opportunity to be born as a human being, and we must 
not waste this precious human life. We must realise 
that we too have this ability to become a Bodhisatta, 
if we so wish. And we can have the same aspirations 
like the Bodhisatta to become a fully Enlightened 
Being one day. Thus, we must not be heedless, and 
we should embark on our spiritual journey with due 
diligence and determination.

The second concept behind Vesak is on this full 
moon day, for the first time in the known history 
of mankind, a human being (Bodhisatta) awakened 
himself from the deep sleep of ignorance. Hence, he 
is known as the Awakened One. He is also the one 
who awakens others from the sleep of ignorance. 
Throughout his life after his Enlightenment, the 
Buddha taught the Dhamma to awaken others. 
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Just before his Enlightenment while he was still a Bodhisatta, 
he sat under the Bodhi tree and thought, “Even if my fl esh 
and blood were to dry up, I will not get up from this place 
until I have achieved Supreme Enlightenment.”1 With such 
vigour and determination, he struggled for Enlightenment.

This reminds us that each and every one of us has the 
same capabilities to achieve Awakening. The Buddha 
is the embodiment and the testimony for us, that 
by working hard diligently, suffering can be ended, 
Enlightenment can be achieved. 

Rare indeed is the arising of the Buddha. Even  though 
the Buddha has attained Parinibbāna (final passing 
away), his teachings on the sublime Dhamma are still 
available. So difficult is the opportunity to listen to 
the Dhamma! So, Vesak full moon day is a day for 
the followers of the Buddha to contemplate on such 
thoughts, and to remember that we all have this 
precious and wonderful potential to be awakened like 
the Buddha. 

The third concept behind Vesak is the fi nal passing away 
of the Enlightened One into Nibbāna. When the Buddha 
was lying down on his bed under the twin sāla trees during 
his last moments, it was said that the sāla trees started to 

1. Padhāna Sutta; Suttanipāta 3:2
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burst with fl owers, even though it was not the blooming 
season. These fl owers dropped from the trees and covered 
his body. Having seen these fl owers, he addressed the 
Venerable Ānanda, “Ānanda, look at these fl owers. Even 
Nature honours the Enlightened One with these fl owers. 
But the one who practises the Dhamma, he respects the 
Tathāgata more than the one who off ers fl owers.”2

Here the Buddha emphasized two things. There are 
two ways to honour the Buddha. One is by external 
off ering (āmisa-p ūjā). The other is by Dhamma practice 
(pa ipatti-pūjā). You can pay your homage to the 
Buddha by bowing down and putting your head at the 
feet of the Buddha, or by offering incense, flowers, 
lights, fruits and so on, or by reciting and recollecting 
the Buddha’s great virtues. This is how you can pay 
your respects and show your gratitude to the Buddha, 
and it is perfectly alright and acceptable. However, 
the Buddha said practising the Dhamma is far more 
superior, and by doing so, one gives the greatest 
honour to the Buddha.

So in his fi nal moments, while lying down on his bed, 
the Buddha uttered those words which remind us that 
it is only through Dhamma practice that we can attain 
Enlightenment. The Buddha transcended all sufferings 
and miseries by eradicating all the defilements and 

2. Mahāparinibbāna Sutta; No 16; Dīgha Nikāya
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achieving Enlightenment. Out of great compassion, he 
taught us how we can achieve the same goal. Hence, 
Vesak full moon day is a date for us to remember 
that we can also liberate ourselves from this cycle of 
existence and attain Nibbāna. 

These are the three concepts behind Vesak full moon 
day. Rather than focusing on the exact date, we focus 
on the important meanings behind it. We do not argue 
over why Buddhists celebrate Vesak on diff erent dates. 

Human birth is diffi  cult to achieve. Arising of a Supreme 
Buddha is an exceedingly rare occurrence. Listening to the 
true Dhamma is an equally rare opportunity.3  Though the 
Buddha has passed into Nibbāna, this is still the era of the 
Buddha. True Dhamma still exists in the world. Those who 
are with ‘little dusts in their eyes’ should strive diligently 
to achieve the perfection (Enlightenment) of this precious 
human life.

3. Chiggala Sutta; Samyutta Nikāya 56:48



An account of the last days of the Buddha’s life is 
recorded in the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta1. There were many 
details, dialogues and incidents that occurred towards 
the end of his life. For today’s talk, I have selected three 
incidents, or rather three sayings of the Buddha which 
happened during the fi nal day of his life. I think these 
are very important to be pondered over and contemplated, 
especially since Vesak is around the corner. Those who 
wish to know more about the Buddha’s last days may read 
the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta which contains the details 
describing the last three months or so of the Buddha’s life. 

 In the Malla Kingdom, between two sāl trees, the Buddha 
lay down on a couch. He was about to pass away. And, 
hearing that the Buddha was going to pass away, around 
500 monks gathered at the sāl grove. Addressing Venerable 
Ānanda, the Buddha said, “Ānanda, it is possible that a� er 
I am gone, some of you might think that the Buddha has 
passed away, now we do not have a teacher. However, it 

1. Sutta No 16; Dīgha Nikāya

 What are the last words
of the Buddha?
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should not be seen in that way. Do not think that once I am 
gone, you are le�  without a teacher. A� er I am dead and 
gone, you must consider the Dhamma and the Discipline 
(Dhamma-Vinaya) that I have proclaimed as your teacher.” 

The Buddha’s statement: “Consider the Dhamma and the 
Discipline as your teacher” is a remarkable declaration. 
Why did the Buddha not appoint anyone as a leader to 
succeed him? There are many reasons. The Buddhas are 
incomparable and unique. There is no one with such 
qualities who can assume such a position. Also, perhaps 
the Buddha perceived with his supernormal power that this 
is the best solution. Rather than appointing a person as his 
successor, he appointed the Dhamma and the Discipline. 
Through this decision, we see the success of his teaching 
and the success of his ministry. 

The Sa gha community is the oldest institution that has 
functioned without one single leader for more than 2500 
years; yet even today, the Sa gha community is very active. 
Buddhism is preserved and propagated by this Sa gha 
community based solely on the Dhamma and the Discipline. 
The Buddha's message to consider “the Dhamma and the 
Discipline as your teacher” is for every Buddhist. Each 
and every one of us must rely on the Dhamma, nothing 
else. To achieve the Enlightenment, Dhamma must be our 
path and we must follow and practise the Dhamma. The 
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Buddha said, “Those people who practise the Dhamma are 
happy, joyful and peaceful in this life itself. They also will 
be peaceful and happy a� er the death.”2 Wise are those 
people who understand the Dhamma. Noble are those who 
practise the Dhamma. So, be wise and noble human beings; 
the Dhamma is the path for it. To the monks assembled at 
the sāl grove, the Buddha exhorted them many times to 
rely on the Dhamma and practise diligently.  

The second incident that I would like to draw your 
attention to happened just before his Great Passing Away. 
He addressed the monks and said, “Monks, do you have 
any doubt about the Buddha, the Dhamma or the Sa gha? 
Or do you have any doubt regarding the Noble Eightfold 
Path or the practice?” At this point, all the monks remained 
silent. For the second and third time, the Buddha repeated 
the same words, “Do you have any doubt? Do you have any 
questions? If you have any doubt, any questions, please ask. 
Do not regret later thinking that we were with the master 
face to face, but we did not ask the question. Thinking thus, 
do not regret later.” Each time, the monks kept quiet. Then 
for the fourth time, he said, “Well if you cannot ask the 
question yourself then someone else can ask the question 
on your behalf. Let one friend ask the question on your 
behalf.” Still, the monks remained silent. 

2. Dhammapda Verse 169
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Then Venerable Ānanda said, “The Lord, it is wonderful, 
it is marvellous. Your teaching is so clear that among 
these monks, there is no one with doubt.” The Buddha 
replied, “Ānanda, you are speaking out of faith, but I see 
among these 500 monks, even the one who is the lowest in 
spiritual attainment is a stream enterer who does not have 
any doubt, bound to be Enlightened.”  

This is another important dialogue for us. What is the 
message given here? The message is: ‘Go beyond the 
doubt’. Be a person who does not have doubt in the Buddha, 
the Dhamma and the Sa gha. How can you eradicate the 
doubt? It is only through the attainment of a stream enterer 
(sotāpanna). The moment you become a stream enterer, all 
your doubts will disappear. You will see the Buddha, the 
Dhamma, and the Sa gha very clearly; you will see the 
Noble Eightfold Path as the only way to Enlightenment. 
You will see the Nibbāna for yourself directly. There is no 
doubt; there is nothing for you to doubt about the Buddha’s 
Enlightenment or his teachings or the noble Sa gha. This is 
the message to us: try your best, work hard to achieve the 
early stage of Enlightenment, go beyond the doubt. 

Moreover, there is another important teaching here. The 
Buddha, for the fourth time, encouraged his disciples to 
ask him questions if they have any doubts. The key here is 
that each and every one of us must analyse the Dhamma, 
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question the Dhamma. We should not accept the Buddha’s 
teachings out of blind faith. We are so fortunate to come 
across the Buddha’s teachings.  There are many religions 
which prohibit questioning, but not in Buddhism. The 
freedom that the Buddha has given to us to analyse and 
scrutinise his teachings has not been given by anyone else 
in other religions.  

Treasure your ability and opportunity of being a Buddhist 
as you are given this wonderful freedom of thinking, and 
take the opportunity to question the Dhamma, examine the 
Dhamma. Furthermore, investigation of the Dhamma  is 
one of the Enlightenment factors and each and every 
Buddhist is encouraged to develop this ability to analyse 
and scrutinise the Dhamma. In this way, the Buddha is 
encouraging his disciples to understand the Dhamma 
clearly.    Understanding is impossible as long as you do 
not study the Dhamma; as long as you do not question the 
Dhamma. I think it is very important for us to mull over 
this second dialogue, especially when the Vesak is around 
the corner.  

Finally, the Buddha, addressing the monks who were 
assembled there, uttered his last words, “Monks now I 
address you: All the conditioned things, are impermanent, 
subject to change and disappear. Work diligently to achieve 



What are the last words of the Buddha?   |    124 

Enlightenment.” These are the last words of the Buddha, 
“Work diligently to achieve Enlightenment”.

Now the question may arise, why did the Buddha not end his 
teaching career with some other words? He could have said, 
“Nibbana is the supreme bliss” or “Nibbana is the highest 
bliss and happiness”. Instead, the Buddha emphasised ‘the 
practice’ in his fi nal exhortation, because Enlightenment 
can be achieved only through diligent practice. No matter 
how much you know about the Dhamma, it is secondary. 
It does not matter. You may be able to read all the Suttas 
(discourses), all the Tipitaka (Buddhist scriptures); you 
may be able to recite them by heart, yet you will not be 
Enlightened.  It is only through working hard diligently 
and practising the teachings earnestly that Dukkha 
(suff ering) can be ended and Enlightenment can be won.   

  So, each and every one of you here, you know a lot of 
Dhamma. What you are lacking is making more eff ort in 
your practice. Vesak is approaching.  It is a day that you 
can make a new resolution, a new determination to practise 
diligently. Start something wholesome and skilful. Those 
who are not practising meditation at the moment, try to 
practise meditation for at least fi ve minutes a day, or ten 
minutes a day. Vesak full moon day is a wonderful day 
that you can get started. Those of you who do not have the 



125   |   LIGHT  THE  PATH

habit of doing any wholesome actions, those of you who do 
not have the habit of reading the Suttas, those of you who 
do not have the habit of chanting; you must make a start. 
Keep practising, keep doing it, and eventually, you will be 
awakened.



 Merits Dedication
The Buddha says “Monks, do not fear meritorious deeds. This is 
an expression denoting happiness, what is desirable, wished for, 
dear and agreeable, that is, meritorious deeds. For I know full 
well, monks, that for a long time I experienced desirable, wished 
for, dear and agreeable results from often performing meritorious 
deeds.” (Itivuttaka 22)

This Dhamma book comes to you with the compliments from the 
following Dhamma friends listed below. May the sublime teachings 
of the Buddha spread far and wide in the world! May the merits of 
this Dhamma work be a conducive factor for all of us to attain Bliss 
of Nibbāna!

Blessings for good health, peace, happiness and success

Clara Koh Hock Kim 

Dr. & Mrs. Henry Yeo Peng Hock

Jean Ten & family
Koh Chye Hock, Hang Lee San Filona and Koh Yung Chien Corey

Ronnie Lee & family 

Lim Siao Ee Pavina & family

Irene Lum & family
Nai Soo Tong
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Kok Chong Seng & Koh Siew Guek

Lim Bee Chu & family

Chuah Ean Chin
Desiree Ho & family

Nai Kia Hwa
Ow Guat Choo & Tan Ngan Hua

Tan Sok Miang
Voon Swee Heng

Adeline Koh Ai Ling
Chan Chui Eng

Chong Joon Lan & E.C. Yio
Kwong Kum Hoong & Thow Mei Kuen

Leong Yee Leng
Loke Chee Yong & family 

Ryme Joyce Chye Neo
Tan Choon Huay & Neo Peng Seng

Tan Khar Gek Biana
Teo Ah Pang

Teo Hock Cheong & family
Zhang Chen



Jean Lau
Loh Sai Yin, Eileen Won & Kelvin Loh Wei Loong

Patrick Sim & Alivia Hong

 Anna Seah Siew Chin  Robert Tan & family
 Chan Mun Hoe Tan Jee Lui
 Cheng Kum Lin Iris Tan Puay Hiang
 Christine Chua Mui Ngan Tan Too Hock
 Chuah Ean Nee Tang Wenjie Shawn
 Jane Yeo Teo Chih Wei & family
 Jumiaty Nurawan Teo Siew Eng
 Koh Beng Guat Tham Family
 Lim Beng Hong & family

 Ang Beng Choo Rathnayaka
 Chng Eam Beng Raymond Cheng
 Koh Chai Hoon & family Sadiris Dharmasena
 Lee Siew King Siak Li Leng
 Lim Yuen Leng Tan Ai Hua
 Mrs. Tay Tang Yao Wen Fabian
 Ng Kum Fong Jinfa Yeo Kwang Beng
 Pang Say Bian

 Darryl Tang Yeo Bee Lian
 Flora Ho Yeo Guat Chiew
 Gui Chui Yong Yeo Lei Kiau
 Seah Poh Gek
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Sharing of merits in loving memory 
of departed loved ones

Lee Gek Eng & family 
In loving memory of beloved mother See Ah Chee

Catherine Ng & family 
In loving memory of beloved husband Jackie Ng Lian Chian and

parents Phng Yen San and Lim Yang Thoe

Doreen, Idani & Vanessa Chow 
In loving memory of beloved father Chow Yoon Woo

Lim Bee Chu 
In loving memory of beloved daughter-in-law Tan See Hong

Law Geik Liew 
In loving memory of beloved parents Law Peng Song 

& Lian Yen Keow



Lily Tan 
In loving memory of beloved parents Tan Ah Bah 

& Tan Loon Chiew

Loke Chee Yong & family
In loving memory of beloved father Lok Chan Tat 

and father-in-law Teo Ho Chun

Teo Yoke Foong 
In loving memory of beloved father Teo Ho Chun, 

grand-aunt Cheung Yong Kim and friend Beautrice Wong

Yen Lai Ngoh 
In loving memory of beloved parents Yen Tang Leong 

& Lee Lin Oi

In loving memory of Tang Bo Wen Ivan
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