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Editor’s Preface

Do you have a spiritual sanctuary - a place where you find
peace, solace, bliss, and spiritual joy? Such a place lies not at a
physical location, but within our mind. The spiritual sanctuary
is always available for us to access, if only we seek it.

The teachings of the Buddha are intended to show us the way
to such a spiritual sanctuary, where we will find perfect peace
and happiness. However, we have to put in effort, follow the
roadmap provided by the Buddha, and get there ourselves.

By walking along the path shown to us by the Buddha, we
will discover the timeless beauty of the Dhamma, and realise
how these teachings are still as relevant today as they were
2,500 years ago during the time of the Buddha. By living the
Dhamma, we will find our own spiritual sanctuary here and
now in the present life, and will also build the foundation for
better future lives.

As Dhamma practitioners, it is very important to understand
the fundamental teachings of the Buddha. These fundamental
teachings will signpost us to the right direction, and will
form the key guiding principles for our spiritual cultivation.



This book is conceptualised and developed with this in mind,
and it is intended to provide guidance and clarity on these
fundamentals for the Dhamma practitioners.

This book contains a thoughtfully curated collection of
Dhamma talks given by Venerable K. Rathanasara during
the years 2018 and 2019. The guidance from Venerable
K. Rathanasara brings us back to the first principles and
key essence of the Buddha’s teachings, and addresses some

of the areas that may have over time been misunderstood or
overlooked by Buddhists.

The Chapters in this book are organised in such a way that
provides a smooth and logical flow of topics to facilitate
reading. Each Chapter is also substantive enough to be read
on its own without following the chronological sequence, as
every Chapter covers a different topic.

This book is dedicated to all seekers of the Truth. May you find
inspiration and joy from reading this book. May you find your
spiritual sanctuary soon.

Lilian Yeo






Part1

Buddhism — Gateway

to Your Spiritual Sanctuary






The Five Orders that

Govern the Universe

Why do things happen as they do? Why does the sun rise
in the morning and set in the evening? Why does the earth
pull everything towards its centre? When the right seasons
arrive, trees bear fruits and flowers. But why does it happen?
And what about earthquakes, tsunamis, and tornadoes?
Why do such natural disasters happen? Why are people so
different?

In trying to answer these questions, some religions believe
in the existence of a creator: someone is managing all these;
someone is manipulating them, doing things behind the
scene. But Buddhism tells us that there is no one who
created these things. Buddhism teaches interdependent
arising, conditioned genesis, and dependent origination.
That is, things do not come into existence out of a single
cause or reason; rather, they are the result of many causes
and conditions coming together. So, we are all interrelated
and interdependent. No one and nothing stand absolute in
this world.
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Buddhism recognises five orders or laws that govern the
universe'. These are the laws of nature. There is no one
behind these laws. No one manipulates them. And no one
has the authority to change how they work.

The first of these is Utuniyama, the physical or inorganic
law of the universe. Scientists have conducted a lot
of experiments to discover these laws and developed
sophisticated ways to understand them. They have explained
the rains and the winds, and why we get natural disasters,
resulting in hundreds or thousands losing their lives. These
things are not created by any particular being, not by a god -
and not because of your Kamma. Instead, these things occur
in accordance to the physical laws of the universe.

The second law is Bijaniyama, the biological law. Why
does your son look like your great grandfather but not like
you? Science can explain that. Humans and other living
beings come into existence and evolve in accordance to the
biological laws of the universe. In this way, we have come
to have the different species of living organisms, plants,
animals and other forms of life in this universe other than
human beings. The earth is also not the only place for life.

1. Abhidhammavatara (Post Canonical texts).
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Do not be deluded to think we are the only ones. Earth is
only a speck in this vast universe. There are many other
places where life exists. This is the Buddhist belief. So, life
is not created by anybody. It is how it has evolved, and it is
how it goes on. If you plant a mango seed, you will expect a
mango tree, not a banana plant. This is the biological law of
the universe at work.

The third order is Kammaniyama, the moral law. This is
the law of action and reaction. You will reap what you sow.
Buddhism recognises that human actions produce energy
and its own reactions.

One day, a young man went to the Buddha and asked why
there were so many differences among human beings. He
observed that some human beings were intelligent and
some were child prodigies but some were very stupid, some
looked so handsome or beautiful while some were ugly, and
some were very rich and powerful while some were very
poor. The Buddha explained to the young man that all these
were due to one’s own actions®. Whatever your actions,
you are bound to reap their reactions. Because of the law
of action and reaction, there are such differences among

2. Calakammavibhanga Sutta; No. 135; Majjhima Nikaya.
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human beings. In Kamma, we have our roots. We have our
Kamma as our origin, as our relation, and as our refuge. In
accordance to the law of Kamma, living beings undergo the
processes of birth-death cycles.

The Buddha, however, did not say that everything happen
because of Kamma. That would be wrong understanding.
The Buddha also did not say that everything happened
because of past Kamma. That too would be wrong
understanding. What the Buddha did say is that Kamma
is our own doing. It embraces both our past and present
actions but we are not slaves to Kamma. We can change our
Kamma. We can change our destinies. So, things are not
fated. Buddhism does not accept fatalism. Fach and every
human being has the potential to change for the better. How
much you can change depends on yourself. So, by taking
conscious actions here and now, you can change your future.
Yes, we are bound to reap what results from our own actions
in the past. So, we are living them out now but, by making
conscious effort, we can change for a better future. Kamma
is not fixed. This is the third order of the universe.

The fourth order of the universe is known as Dhammaniyama,
the law of the Dhamma, the law of nature. Why do things
change? Why are they impermanent? Why are they not
dependable? Why is it that our attachments produce
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suffering? Why do things that make us happy also bring
fear, unhappiness, sorrow, lamentation and agony? This is
because of Dhammaniyama - the Truth discovered by the
Buddha. Whether the Tathagata, the Enlightened One,
arises in the world or not, the Dhamma exists as a Truth,
a law of the nature of things. The Buddha discovered
the Dhamma and proclaimed it to the world. He did not
produce it. Rather, he discovered the Dhamma. The Four
Noble Truths, Dependent Origination, the Three Marks
of Existence, the Five Aggregates of Clinging, Kamma and
rebirth — these are the Truths discovered by the Buddha.
To this day, they remain unchallenged by science. They are
what you need to learn as a Buddhist; for as long as you do
not know them, you are merely a Buddhist by label.

The fifth and final order of the universe is Cittaniyama, the
psychological law, the law of the mind, or the order of the
mind. The human mind is so powerful; it is unimaginable.
Its power is in fact limitless. Buddhism recognises this
immense capacity of the human mind. But human beings do
not know how to use it. It is by training the mind through
systematic meditation techniques that we can access this
power hidden in our minds. Those who develop their minds
well are able to do various kinds of supernormal things.
However, psychic powers are only by-products, not the goal
of Buddhist meditation. The goal of Buddhist meditation is
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to achieve Enlightenment.
In summary, these are the five orders of the universe:

1. Utuniyama - the physical or inorganic order of the
universe;

2. Bijaniyama - the biological law;

Kammaniyama - the law of action and reaction that
operates in the moral domain;

4. Dhammaniyama - the natural law, the ultimate realities
of this universe that exists even if the Buddha had not
arisen; and

5. Cittaniyama - the order of the mind, its powers and how
it operates.

These five orders of the universe combine and work
together; they are interdependent and interrelated. They
operate together as a complex mechanism to order the
universe. Human beings, flora and fauna, in fact everything
in the entire universe, come into existence, not created by
anyone, but through the workings of this complex order.
The Buddha taught His disciples these five orders of the
universe so that we understand, and with understanding,
follow the right path and, wisely and safely, free ourselves
from this mess of suffering and achieve Enlightenment.



The Buddha

as a Great Teacher

Buddhism spread far and wide within a short period of time to
become the most popular and prominent teaching in ancient
India during the time of the Buddha. Thousands embraced
Buddhism, including many who were highly educated
intellectuals, from upper class and well-to-do families,
such as powerful kings and princes, wealthy merchants,
and learned Brahmins. Many gave up their status, wealth,
and power to become monks and nuns. Famous debaters
or expounders of various doctrines intending to defeat the
Buddha eventually became followers. There were also people
who having heard the Buddha’s answers to their questions,
accepted the Buddha as their teacher. Buddhism spread in
its own peaceful way; the Buddha never used political power
to spread His teachings even though He had kings amongst
His disciples. Today, Buddhism remains as one of the most
successful religions in the world, and is still spreading and

gaining popularity.
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So how did the Buddha become so successful in spreading
the Dhamma? There are two major reasons.

First, the message that the Buddha proclaimed to the world
addresses an issue that is very central and fundamental
to human beings - the problem of suffering. All human
beings want to be happy, peaceful and joyful, but they do
not know how to achieve it. The Buddha found the answer
to achieving perfect bliss and happiness - by ending
Dukkha (unsatisfactoriness). His message of perfect bliss
and happiness is equally applicable to all regardless of the
region, class status, or ethnic group.

The second reason lies in the Buddha’s great ability as a
teacher. In His own words, the Buddha does not have a
teacher and there is no equal to Him. In religious history, we
do not come across anyone who can be compared with the
Buddha’s ability to teach. The Buddha has an incomparable
ability to train and tame human beings, and the ability to
teach both human beings and divine beings. The Buddha
is also an enlightened teacher, He discovered the precious
Dhamma and proclaimed this Truth to the world out of great
compassion.

When the Buddha taught the Dhamma, He did not have any
ulterior motives such as achieving wealth, power, popularity,
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or any worldly gains. He taught out of great compassion,
so that others too can achieve Enlightenment. When the
Buddha sent his first group of enlightened disciples in
different directions to spread His teachings, He asked them
to go forward and teach the Dhamma out of compassion,
for the well-being and happiness of the multitude. Being
motivated by compassion is one of the key success factors
in the Buddha’s mission to spread the Dhamma to the world.

We can see that the Buddha has great ability to teach from
His teaching methods. He used various methods to teach
different people, in ways that people can easily understand
the deep doctrine and sublime teachings. He used stories,
poems, parables, similes, metaphors, and He asked
questions, engaged in dialogues, discussions, and even in
debates.

The Buddha often used parables and similes to make it
easier for people to understand His teachings. To explain
the negative results of evil actions, He said unwholesome
karmic energy will follow one just as the wheel follows the
hoof of the ox that draws the cart'. To illustrate the beneficial
results of good actions, He said merits will follow just like

1. Dhammapada verse 1.
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one’s own shadow. He likened the ability of wise people
to understand the Dhamma quickly to how the tongue can
understand taste quickly’. And He compared people who
know the Dhamma but do not practise, to cowherds who
look after the cows for wages but do not own the cows and
are unable to benefit from the cows’ produce’.

Sometimes the Buddha created opportunities for people
to realise the Dhamma by themselves by posing a question
for them to think. Referring to the Buddha’s comment that
Devadatta would be born in hell as a result of creating chasm
in the Sangha, Prince Abhaya asked whether the Buddha’s
harsh words could have hurt people. The Buddha in turn
asked the prince what he would do if his little son were to
put either a stick or stone into his mouth. Prince Abhaya
said he would quickly remove it, out of love and compassion
for the child, even though the process would hurt. Drawing
the similarity, the Buddha said that He too sometimes used
harsh words not with evil intention, but out of compassion
to teach’. When the grieving Kisa Gotami approached the

Dhammapada verse 2.

Dhammapada verse 65.

Dhammapada verse 19.

Abhaya Sutta; No. 58; Majjhima Nikaya.

S
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Buddha to save her only child who had died, the Buddha
asked her to collect some mustard seeds from a family where
death had never occurred, she went around searching for
such a family without any success and came to realise that
death is a natural phenomenon®.

The Buddha was also skilful in using a gradual approach
when teaching people, often tailoring to the ability and
capacity of the listener. Starting first with general topics
like the benefits of practising Dana (charity), the benefits
of upholding Sila (righteous principles), and the bliss and
happiness in the heavenly realms, the Buddha would then
point out the danger of being attached to the desires for
pleasures in the heavenly realms, and the bliss and happiness
of destroying such desires. When He noticed that the
listener was ready and his mind was clear, at that point, He
would teach the unique teaching and exposition - the Four
Noble Truths. Usually under such conditions, the listener
would understand and realise the Dhamma’.

The Buddha’s ability to read others™ past lives (thus
understanding what kind of tendencies, abilities, and

6. Dhammapada verse 114; Kisa Gotami Vatthu.
7. Upali Sutta; No. 56; Majjhima Nikaya.
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faculties that human being had previously cultivated), and
His ability to read the thoughts of others, also made it
possible for Him to teach exactly what was needed for that
human being to be awakened.

The Buddha was often adept in adjusting the way He
taught to suit the listener’s background, thus enabling the
listener to quickly understand the teachings. The Buddha
used farming terminologies when talking to a farmer, and
compared preparing the ground, planting the seed, and
harvesting the crops, to preparing the mind, uprooting evil
thoughts, planting good thoughts, and eventually achieving
Enlightenment. The Kasibharadvaja Sutta documents a
very interesting dialogue where the Buddha explained to
a farmer how He too had worked hard (just as the farmer
did) to attain Enlightenment by cultivating his spiritual
faculties®. On another occasion, when Kesi, a horse trainer,
asked the Buddha how did He train His disciples, the
Buddha explained in horse training terminologies that He
too trained them using soft ways, or harsh ways, or both soft
and harsh ways, and for those who could not be trained, the
Buddha would give up on them completely”. To a goldsmith,

8. Suttanipata 1.4.
9. Kesi Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 4.111.
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the Buddha likened purifying the gold to purifying the mind
to achieve Enlightenment". To a musician, He used the
musical knowledge that the string on a sitar should be given
the right amount of tuning that was neither too tight nor too
loose, to explain how the middle path could be applied to
train the mind"".

Finally, one other noteworthy reason that possibly
contributed to the Buddha’s success, was His dedication.
The Buddha was available at any time to be approached
and asked any question, He was never tired of teaching,
He taught openly and freely without keeping any secret.
The Buddha did not hesitate to teach even at his deathbed,
where He agreed to answer questions from Subhadda who
had rushed to see the Buddha upon knowing His impending
death. Before passing into Parinibbana, the Buddha urged
His disciples to ask questions if they still had any doubts so
that they would not regret it later'?. In this way, the Buddha
always encouraged His disciples to learn and practise the
Dhamma, such dedication is perhaps one of the wonderful
qualities of the Buddha that contributed to His success.

10. Pamsudhovaka Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 3.101.
11. Sona Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 6.55.
12. Mahaparinibbana Sutta; No. 16; Digha Nikaya.
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[n summary, the Buddha’s great compassion, unique abilities,
excellent teaching methods, skills as a communicator, ability
to understand the listener, and His dedication as a teacher,
altogether made Him such a great teacher.



Why Should You
Learn Buddhism?

Why should you learn Buddhism? Buddhism is a man-
oriented, human-centric, and earthbound religion, making
itunique and different from other beliefs. This is an intricate
subject and we need to have a deeper understanding for a
better appreciation.

The Buddha is neither a god nor divine being. The Buddha
is @ human being, not an ordinary human being, but an
extraordinary human being with extraordinary qualities and
abilities. One day, a Brahmin named Dona, upon secing the
Buddha’s majestic, serene, and peaceful appearance, asked
the Buddha is He a divine being, devil, spirit, or human
being. The Buddha replied that He is neither a divine being,
devil, nor spirit, as these beings have greed, hatred, and
delusion, all of which He has eradicated; He is also not an
ordinary human being, because greed, hatred, and delusion
are found in the minds of ordinary human beings, but the
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Buddha has uprooted all these defilements'.

The Buddha’s teachings came from His own realisations. In
His first discourse, the Buddha shared that after achieving
Enlightenment, it arose in Him vision, knowledge, wisdom,
insight and light to things unheard before®. The Buddha is
thus known as the supremely enlightened one who has no
other teacher that is equal to Him. The Buddha is also the
teacher of gods and humans, as evident in some discourses,
where it is mentioned that even some divine beings
approached the Buddha for questions and clarifications.

The Buddha did not demand blind faith for His teachings.
In fact, He gave us much freedom to think and analyse.
The Buddha encouraged us to come and do thorough
investigation on the teachings that He had realised and
proclaimed to the world as the Truth. The Buddha further
proclaimed that disciples too can achieve the same status
of Enlightenment as the teacher, and He taught us how to
follow this path to get a living experience of Enlightenment.

1. Dona Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 4.36.
2. Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 56.11.
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In the Kalama Sutta’, people consulted the Buddha
which religious teacher should they believe as all teachers
proclaimed that their own religion was the only true religion.
The Buddha taught that we should not believe anything
just because it was written in sacred books, passed down
from generation to generation, believed by many people, or
said by a clever speaker or respected teacher. Instead, we
should analyse and scrutinise, and then adopt those which
are understood to be good, and avoid those which are bad.
So analysing, scrutinising, and questioning, is very much
encouraged in Buddhism.

Buddhism gives due credit to human kind, and teaches that
human beings have the potential to become enlightened and
only human beings have the potential to become a Buddha.
As human beings, we are responsible for our own purity
and impurity. If we do evil, wicked, immoral, unwholesome
deeds through our thoughts, words, and actions, then we
are defiled and we create our own hell and miseries. On
the other hand, by adopting wholesome, positive, and
constructive thoughts, words, and actions, we are purified.

3. Anguttara Nikaya 3.65.
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So, the Buddha gave due credit to human credibility and
intelligence, and recognised that humans are mature enough
to be responsible and accountable to ourselves.

In Buddhist practice, the Buddha did not make human
beings subordinate to any supernatural powers, and we
do not pray to gods nor divine beings for intervention,
salvation, or freedom. Instead, we perform meritorious
deeds and then share the merits with the divine beings.
Having shared the merits, sometimes we might seek the
divine beings’ blessings but such blessings are for helping
with our day-to-day lives, not for the purpose of going to
heaven or gaining Enlightenment.

Buddhists can also be born in heaven. In fact, Buddhists are
encouraged to do good deeds, accumulate sufficient merits,
and be born in heaven if they so wish. However, being born
in heaven is something that can be achieved only after death.
In Buddhism, being born in heaven is not our final spiritual
goal - the final goal of the Buddhist is Enlightenment and
this is achievable while we are living here and now, not after

death.

Buddhism is a “Do It Yourself” kind of religion, where we
must walk the path ourselves, not through mere beliefs. The
Buddha taught the Dhamma for us to cultivate ourselves,
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gave us the Dhamma as a torchlight to find our way and
the path to Enlightenment, but we must walk this path
ourselves. The Dhamma is likened to a roadmap that shows
us how to get from Point A to Point B, but we must walk
there ourselves, no one is going to carry us there.

Three things are essential in  Buddhist practice:
understanding, practice, and realisation. Understanding
and practice must go hand in hand in order to realise
Nibbana. This is achieved by following the Noble Eightfold
Path to develop our ethical, spiritual, and intellectual
qualities. So Buddhism is for people who are energetic
and striving, who are investigative, who ask questions and
analyse, and who are ready to take the challenge to test the
teachings. Hundreds and thousands of human beings have
understood the teachings of the Buddha, practised, and
achieved Enlightenment — this path is also open to us.

There are many other reasons why we should learn
Buddhism, but the reasons listed above are enough to
convince us to start learning. Rather than believing in what
has been taught, take the first step to learn, practise, and
experience it personally.






Part 2

Fundamentals

for Buddhists






Are You a
Buddhist?

One is a Buddhist not by label, but by practice. Being born
into a Buddhist family, being convinced of or liking the
Buddha’s teachings, calling oneself a Buddhist - these do
not make one a true Buddhist. Only when one practises the
Dhamma can one truly call oneself a Buddhist. By definition,
a Buddhist is one who takes refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma,
and Sangha - this has profound meaning and practical
aspects (o it.

When we say, “T go to the Buddha for refuge”, it means
[ sincerely accept the Buddha as my supreme teacher and
spiritual guide, I am trying and working hard to follow the
Buddha’s footsteps, and I am dedicating myself to develop
both wisdom and compassion with the goal of achieving
Enlightenment. The Buddha has awakened from ignorance
by uprooting all defilements permanently and irreversibly, He
then dedicated His mission to teaching other human beings
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the path towards Enlightenment. Just as a lotus flower can
arise and bloom in muddy water, we human beings too have
the potential and capacity to become enlightened amidst all
the defilements.

When we say, “I go to the Dhamma for refuge”, it means
[ am convinced that I want to uphold the noble teachings
of the Buddha throughout my life, and shape my life in
accordance with these teachings. The Buddha encouraged
us not to accept the Dhamma out of blind faith, but with
right understanding. Just as a goldsmith will test whether
a piece of gold is genuine, the Dhamma which is well
expounded and well proclaimed by the Buddha, is available
for everyone to check, verify, and understand. If we find the
Dhamma suitable, we accept it and practise it.

When we say, “T go to the Sangha for refuge”, the Sangha
in this context refers to the noble community of enlightened
ones who have achieved Enlightenment by entering the
Noble Fightfold Path - this is the good Path that leads one
straight to Enlightenment if one practises it, the right Path
that leads to awakening, and the proper Path that eradicates
all the defilements. This noble community of enlightened
ones is worthy of our respect and reverence, and we want
to follow their footsteps.
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So what does “taking refuge” actually mean? This has a
significant meaning to it. In general, we take refuge when
we need shelter to protect ourselves from harm or free
ourselves from danger. In the same way, we take refuge in
the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha because we recognise
that this repeated cycle of birth and death brings so much
miseries and sufferings due to our own defilements, and
we want to get rid of this cycle of existence by achieving
Enlightenment. We therefore take refuge in the Buddha as
our teacher; His teachings will lead us to awakening and
so we take refuge in the Dhamma; and we take refuge in
the Sangha as they are the testimonies that Enlightenment
is possible. By taking refuge, we are committing ourselves
to follow the Noble Eightfold Path and dedicating ourselves
to develop ethical (virtue), spiritual (mind), and intellectual
(wisdom) faculties in order to become awaken.

The Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha are also collectively
referred to as Tiratana in Pali, this means Triple Gem. In the
mundane world, jewels and gems are so precious and valuable
that people will pay high prices just to possess them. But to
a Buddhist who is cultivating to achieve Enlightenment, the
Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha, are the most superior type

of precious gem, and hence they are known as the Triple
Gem.
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In many discourses (Suttas), the Buddha is referred to as the
doctor, the Dhamma as medicine, and the Sangha as nurses.
The Buddha understands the disease that all human beings
suffer from: greed, hatred, and delusion. Having discovered
the medicine which cured Himself perfectly, the Buddha
then brings this medicine - the Dhamma - to whoever is
willing to take it. The people who are eventually cured are
the enlightened ones - the Sangha - who then serve as
nurses to help other human beings achieve Enlightenment.

The Dhamma is readily and easily available to all of us, we
must take this precious human life to practise the Dhamma.
Only by practising the Dhamma can we truly call ourselves
a Buddhist. When we put in effort to cultivate ourselves,
eventually when the right time comes, we too will become
enlightened. As a Buddhist, this should be the purpose of
this precious human life.



W}lat Malzes You a
True Buddhist?

By definition, a Buddhist is one who takes refuge in the
Triple Gem - doing so signifies that one wholeheartedly
accepts the Buddha as the supreme enlightened teacher out
of great confidence in the Buddha, accepts the Dhamma
as guiding principles with understanding after scrutiny
and analysis and not out of blind faith, and follows the
footsteps of the Sangha who have shown that Enlightenment
is possible by following the Buddha’s path. However, one
becomes a true Buddhist by practice, not just by label. One
who understands and practises the Noble Eightfold Path is a
Buddhist by practice. Thus, these two factors together make
you a true Buddhist - taking refuge in the Triple Gem, and
dedicating to the practice of the Noble Eightfold Path.

The Buddha has openly taught the Noble Fightfold Path to all
his followers — monks, nuns and lay persons - as the means
to achieving Enlightenment. Although becoming a monastic
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can create a conducive environment and conditions for
spiritual practice, the Noble Fightfold Path is also applicable
to lay persons living the worldly life. This Path need not be
practised in a secluded location or at a monastery, it is to be
practised everywhere in your daily lives when you are with
family, friends, and colleagues.

S0 how do you practise the Noble Eightfold Path in your daily
lives? Upon analysis, the Noble Eightfold Path comprises
eight factors that can be grouped into the development of
three faculties: ethical, spiritual, and intellectual.

Briefly, this is the Noble Fightfold Path and how we can
practise:

Starting with Right Understanding, this refers to the
understanding of the Four Noble Truths. The First Noble
Truth is the truth of Dukkha (unsatisfactoriness). Dukkha
can be understood through our daily experiences. In worldly
life, we experience happiness as well as sorrow, pain and
grief. The Buddha pointed out the defilements of greed,
hatred, and delusion that cause these mental sufferings; He
then consolidated these three defilements into one single
factor - craving. While satisfying craving might bring some
degree of happiness, it is also bound to bring miseries and
sufferings. When you experience Dukkha, you can find it



5. What Makes You a True Buddhist? | 31

within your body and mind. The cessation of Dukkha is also
within the body and mind, and the Noble Eightfold Path
trains you to rid attachments and uproot defilements for the
mind to become peaceful and calm.

Having Right Understanding will naturally lead you to have
Right Thought - thoughts of generosity, loving-kindness,
and compassion. When you understand that craving is the
root cause of suffering, you produce thoughts of generosity.
When you understand that all living beings wish to be well
and happy, you produce thoughts of loving-kindness. When
you understand that all living beings have a fear for suffering,
you generate thoughts of compassion, wishing all beings to
be free from suffering.

Right Thought in turn produces Right Speech, Right Action,
and Right Livelihood. Someone who is full of generosity,
loving-kindness, and compassion will never inflict suffering
on another living being. He will speak truthful words, words
that unite instead of divide, words that are gentle instead of
harsh, and words which bring peace and meaning to life. He
will behave in a wholesome manner - having refrained from
killing, he will live compassionately; having refrained from
stealing, he will live generously; and having refrained from
sexual misconduct, he will satisfy his sense desires in an
acceptable way. Such a practitioner will also earn his living
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in peaceful and righteous ways without harming the planet
or any living beings.

With wholesome thoughts, speech and action, the
practitioner progresses to develop Right Effort, Right
Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. With right effort, the
practitioner will not be lazy or waver in his practices, while
right mindfulness and right concentration can be developed
through meditation and various ways in daily lives.

When you dedicate to practising the Noble Eightfold Path
diligently, you will eventually breakthrough to the first
stage of awakening. With this first awakening, three types
of delusion will be destroyed.

The first delusion that will be destroyed is that of self-
identity, what we regard as “I”, “me”, “mine” or “soul”
that cause self-centred desires. You will now see your body
and mind and everything in this universe as conditioned and
compounded, and you will see that what we refer to as “self”
is actually nothing but clinging to the five aggregates.

Secondly, any delusion about the Triple Gem will be
destroyed. Before awakening, we accept the Buddha,
Dhamma, and Sangha out of faith - not blind faith, but
faith based on understanding and analysis. However, this
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is still not based on our own personal experience. With
the first stage of awakening, any doubts about the Triple
Gem will disappear, because you will see clearly for the first
time, based on your own experience, that the Buddha is
truly enlightened, the Dhamma is well expounded, and the
Sangha are indeed liberated members on the good path. You
will then become a firm follower of the Buddha.

Thirdly, any delusion regarding rites and rituals will be
destroyed. You will realise that the Noble Eightfold Path is
the only way to Enlightenment, no other rites or rituals can
lead you to Enlightenment.

With this first awakening, it is guaranteed that you will
eventually become enlightened within seven lives. All these
are achieved the moment you are awakened from the deep
sleep of ignorance for the first time.

If someone were to climb up the mountain and say, “It is
very safe, cooling and peaceful up here. Up here, there is no
fear or agitation”. The ones at the bottom of the mountain
hear what the person says and want to give it a try to test the
validity of the claim. If they take action and follow the path
to climb up the mountain, they will also see for themselves,
“Yes, what he said is true”. This is a simile. The person who
first reached the top of the mountain is the Buddha, the path
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is the Dhamma, and those who followed the path to reach
the peak are the noble Sangha. The moment you achieve
the first awakening, you will have progressed from merely
believing based on knowledge and faith, to actually seeing
and experiencing it for yourself, doubts will disappear.

In summary, to be a true Buddhist, you need to not just take
refuge in the Triple Gem, but also follow and practise the
Noble Eightfold Path, only then can you be considered a
true follower of the Buddha.



Are Buddhists
Idol Worshippers?

Buddhist devotional practices can be easily misunderstood
or misinterpreted as idol worshipping. The Buddha in fact
discouraged idol worshipping and explained that it is because
of fear that human beings take refuge in the mountains, trees,
pagodas and idols, and no one can achieve Enlightenment or
end suffering by paying homage to these things. The Buddha
further explained that if a human being were to take refuge
in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha, and follow the Noble
Eightfold Path, and if that human being were to penetrate the
Four Noble Truths and realise it, that human being will end
suffering and attain Enlightenment',

The Buddha’s message is very clear. But when Buddhists
visit a temple, they prostrate, take precepts, pay homage to

1. Dhammapada verses 188 - 192.
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the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha, make offerings of light,
incense and flowers and make aspirations. These practices,
when seen by people who do not understand the meaning
behind them, may cause the misperception that Buddhists are
idol worshippers. For the practitioner who understands, these
are Buddhist devotional practices and are not idol worshipping.

The Buddha has said that the Noble Fightfold Path is the way
to attaining Enlightenment. Although devotional practices are
not compulsory, they are skilful aids for our spiritual practice
and are indirectly linked to the Noble Eightfold Path.

The Noble Eightfold Path is a practice for those who have
trust and respect in the Buddha. Someone who takes refuge in
the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha is akin to someone taking
refuge on higher grounds when there is a flood. A Buddhist
practitioner understands that there is danger in the repeated
cycles of births and deaths and therefore seeks refuge in the
Triple Gem. Such a practitioner accepts the Buddha as his
supreme teacher; accepts the Dhamma as the guide to eradicate
greed, hatred and delusion so as to end suffering; and accepts
the Sangha - disciples of the Buddha who have walked the path
and attained Enlightenment - as his role model.
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The practice of the Noble Eightfold Path covers three key
aspects — morality, mental cultivation, and wisdom. Buddhist

devotional practices support the cultivation of these aspects in
the Noble Eightfold Path.

In Buddhist devotional practices, a practitioner takes the Three
Refuge and recites the Five Precepts to refrain from killing,
stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and taking intoxicants. To
develop the morality aspects of the Noble Eightfold Path, a
Buddhist observes these moral principles to cultivate virtues,
which in turn condition the development of mental cultivation.

Mental cultivationisachieved through the practice of meditation.
There are various meditation techniques. For instance, loving-
kindness meditation reduces hatred and promotes boundless
love. Mindfulness on breath meditation develops a sturdy and
concentrated mind. Compassion meditation reduces cruelty.
In devotional practices, when Buddhists recite or chant to
reflect on the virtues of the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha,
concentration is required for repeated reflection. These
are relevant to the mental cultivation aspects of the Noble

Eightfold Path.



38 | Part2 - Fundamentals for Buddhists

The third aspect of the Noble Eightfold Path is wisdom. How
does the offering of incense, flowers and light represent
wisdom? Incense represents virtue. In Buddhist tradition,
when we offer incense to the Buddha, who is full of great
virtues, we are dedicating ourselves to developing virtues by
following the footsteps of the Buddha.

Enlightenment is found within the body and mind. The body
and mind are impermanent, they are nothing but compounded
and collected energies. The Buddha further divided them into
the five aggregates of form, feelings, perceptions, mental
formations and consciousness. By clinging to these five
aggregates, which are subject to change, we cause suffering
to ourselves. When we contemplate on the impermanent
nature of the flower - its beauty is subject to change and will
eventually wither — we reflect that this is the same with our
body and mind. Wisdom is developed by constantly reflecting
on the impermanent nature of all things, and such reflection is
a form of insight meditation. What is impermanent is not fit to
be clung onto as “I”, “me” or “mine”.

Since delusion is seen as darkness while light dispels darkness,
light is a symbol of wisdom. The Buddha is known as the
bringer of light, the first to be awakened from the deep sleep
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of ignorance, and also the first who helped to awaken others.
When light is offered to the Buddha, one makes an aspiration
to end the darkness of delusion.

As you can see, the three devotional offerings of incense,
flowers and light also represent morality, mental cultivation
and wisdom in the Noble Eightfold Path.

In summary, the Buddha discouraged idol worshipping.
Buddhist devotional practices have significant meaning behind
them and are not idol worshipping. Although devotional
practices are not compulsory for the purpose of attaining
Enlightenment, they are useful support for the practice of the
Noble Eightfold Path - the Path that will eventually lead to
Enlightenment.






Did the Buddha
Reject Rites and Rituals?

When a person breaks through the delusion for the first
time, he reaches the first stage of awakening where he has
discarded the “three fetters”, namely, view of permanent self
(Sakkaya-Ditthi), doubt (Vicikiccha), and wrong grasping
of rites and rituals (Silabbata-Parimasa). A person who
attains this first stage of Enlightenment is a stream-enterer
(Sotapanna). This explanation was given by the Buddha
Himself, and it is mentioned in many discourses. Based on
this, some might come to the conclusion that the Buddha
rejected rites and rituals.

However, this is a misunderstanding. The Buddha did not
reject rites and rituals, in fact, He recognised the values of
rites and rituals. What He rejected is the wrong grasping
of rites and rituals, because attachment to rites and rituals
can become a hindrance to Enlightenment. So, we need to
properly understand what the Buddha rejected and what the
Buddha did not reject, with regard to rites and rituals.
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Letus first try to understand what are rites and rituals. Rites
and rituals are languages through which we express our
human experiences. Through rites and rituals, we express
our inner feelings, connect with other people, and connect
with our external world. Rites and rituals always involve
some form of symbolism, as these symbolically represent
something or express something.

Take for example the Buddhist string that many Buddhists
wear around their wrists. Itis a symbolic ritual for a Buddhist
to have this string tied around his wrist by a monk. But what
does this express if you are wearing one? When you wear
this string which bears the colours of the Buddhist flag, it
represents the Buddhist values and principles that you are
upholding, and it is a tool to remind yourself to uphold the
Noble Eightfold Path. By wearing it, you also show to the
world that you are someone who uphold these righteous
principles taught by the Buddha.

During Buddhist devotional practices, you offer lamps,
flowers and incense. All these are rites and rituals! But
they express something. They express your wishes and
aspirations symbolically. When you kneel down in front of
the Buddha and offer the lamp, you recite these words, “just
as this lamp destroys the darkness, may [ have the wisdom to
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destroy the ignorance” - this represents your aspiration to
achieve Enlightenment. When you offer flowers, you remind
yourself, “these beautiful flowers which fade away very soon,
remind me the impermanent nature of the life” - by doing
50, you are reflecting on the Dhamma. In this way, rites and
rituals, when practised with right understanding, express
our inner feelings, our aspirations, our wishes, and connect
us with the external world. Rites and rituals, when practised
with devotion, dedication, and wholeheartedness, can help
us undergo inner transformation.

In Buddhist devotional practices, you also practise seeking
forgiveness. When you kneel in front of the Buddha statue,
close your eyes, put your palms together, and think, “I
made this mistake, but I wish I can change for the better.
May I follow the right path, may I have the forgiveness for
the mistakes that | made, and may I transform to become a
better person”. By doing so, the transformation process has
already begun and this is important. The Buddha recognised
the values and importance of such rites and rituals, and in
fact encouraged them. So, it is very wrong to say that the
Buddha rejected all rites and rituals.

So what are the rites and rituals that the Buddha rejected
and discouraged?
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Any kind of rites and rituals which is ethically blameworthy,
karmically destructive, spiritually harmful, or socially
unbeneficial are rejected by the Buddha. For example,
during the time of the Buddha, there were some people
who performed animal sacrifice. There were sacrifices
like Ashvamedha, killing of horses for offering, and
Purushamedha, killing of human beings for offering. Such
religious offerings were rejected by the Buddha.

In addition, those rites and rituals which increase delusion
and create more ignorance are also rejected by the Buddha.
During the Buddha’s time, there was a belief that bathing in
a particular river would wash away all unwholesome karmic
energy. The Buddha rejected such beliefs because no one
can be purified by holy water or any external object or by
another person, one is purified only through one’s own
practice.

And what are the rites and rituals that are encouraged by
the Buddha?

Rites and rituals that are ethically praiseworthy, karmically
productive, spiritually wholesome, and socially beneficial
are encouraged by the Buddha. Throughout Buddhist
traditions, monks and nuns have performed rites and rituals
that contain significant meaning psychologically, socially,
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and culturally. From the meritorious and karmic aspects,
these rites and rituals are beneficial because they help to
transform us.

For example, the simple act of bowing in prostration is a
ritual, but it is encouraged in Buddhist teachings. Why is
this so? When you bow in prostration, you reduce your ego.
Such an act encourages you to be respectful, humble, and
grateful towards others. When you bow in prostration to the
Buddha, to your teacher, and to your mother and father, you
are showing respect, humility and gratitude to them because
they have done a lot for you.

What about Buddhist devotional practices? We do these
often because they are greatly beneficial. For example, when
you take the Three Refuge and recite, “Buddham Saranam
Gacchami, Dhammam Saranam Gacchami, Sangham
Saranam Gacchami”, you are essentially performing a ritual
too. In fact, taking the Three Refuge is a ritual introduced

by the Buddha Himself.

What about ordination ceremonies? People who are
becoming monks undergo a religious ceremony and
ritual, known as the Pabbajja, which was introduced by the
Buddha Himself. Of course, such a ritual is significant and
meaningful.
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Hence, in Buddhist teachings, we accept and acknowledge
the importance of certain rites and rituals, and the Buddha
did not totally reject rites and rituals. What the Buddha
rejected is the wrong grasping of rites and rituals.

Whatis wrong grasping? For example, if you were to believe
that you will become enlightened just by saying these three
lines, “Buddham Saranam Gacchami, Dhammam Saranam
Gacchami, Sangham Saranam Gacchami”, this is wrong
grasping. If you were to believe that just by offering lamps
and flowers and by doing chanting you can be enlightened,
this is wrong grasping. If you were to believe that you can be
enlightened just by reciting the Five Precepts alone, this is
wrong grasping. If you were to think that by paying respects
to the Buddha one hundred thousand times and you can be
enlightened, this is wrong grasping. These rites and rituals
are beneficial and important, but they have limitations and
they alone cannot bring you to Enlightenment.

Wise are those human beings who have the right
understanding of the Buddha’s teachings, who having
understood right and wrong without being biased, they
will do away with the wrong teachings and follow the right
teachings. To do so, the Buddha taught us to use our minds
to analyse and scrutinise, and exercise our freedom to think
and discern right from wrong.
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In summary, the Buddha recognised the values and
importance of rites and rituals, and encouraged those that
are ethically praiseworthy, karmically productive, spiritually
wholesome, and socially beneficial. However, the Buddha
rejected wrong grasping of rites and rituals, and also rejected
rites and rituals which are ethically blameworthy, karmically
destructive, spiritually harmful, and socially unbeneficial, as
well as those that lead to greater delusion and ignorance.






Why Do You
Need Blessing’s?

When someone wishes you a good morning or a happy
birthday, he or she is in fact giving you a blessing, an
ordinary, everyday kind of blessing. In religious practice,
the well-wishes are elevated to a spiritual realm, such as
when we ask a monk or a nun, or even someone who is well
practised in the path, to give blessings for a new home or to
help someone who is hospitalised to recover.

The roots of this practice can be traced to the Buddha
Himself. One instance involved the unusual case of Princess
Suppavasa, a daughter of King Koliya. She was pregnant
with a child who could not be delivered and stayed in her
womb for seven years and seven days. She was by then in
excruciating pain but found comfort just reflecting on the
qualities of the Buddha. She sent her husband to inquire
after the Buddha and to tell Him about her condition, which
he did immediately. Upon learning about her plight, the
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Buddha wished her to be well and happy, be free from all
afflictions, and also wished her a smooth delivery to a healthy
son. With those well-wishing words from the Buddha, her
son was born'.

A second remarkable event of a blessing by the Buddha took
place in the city of Vesali. The once prosperous city was
suffering along period of drought. There was famine; people
were dying. With the number of corpses piling, diseases
began spreading and evil spirits came to dwell. Desperate,
the city sought the help of the Buddha, who was then living
clsewhere, in Rajagaha. When the Buddha, together with
a large following of monks, arrived at Vesali, rain came
pouring out of the skies; so heavy that it thoroughly cleansed
the city. There, the Buddha delivered the Ratana Sutta (The
Jewel Discourse) in which he expounded the virtues of the
Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. Fach stanza ended with the
phrase, “By the power of this truth, may you be well and
happy”. In this way, the city of Vesali and its inhabitants
were showered with blessings.

1. Suppavasa Sutta; Udana 2.8.
2. Ratana Sutta; Suttanipata 2.1.
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Other examples in the Suttas that demonstrate the power
of blessings include the times when foremost monks like
Venerables Mahakassapa and Mahamoggallanna were taken
seriously ill. On those occasions, the Buddha helped them
recall the seven factors of Enlightenment, after which they
became well again®. Then, there was the incident when
Venerable Angulimala, who was once a notorious serial
killer, came across a woman who was having such difficulty
delivering her child that she might die. In that instance,
Venerable Angulimla too offered the woman a blessing,
wishing that she and her unborn child would be well and
healthy. Indeed, the woman proceeded to give birth safely”.

The above are examples of external blessings. What gives
them their potency is that they come from people with
specific qualities. The first group of such people are the
enlightened ones. Completely free from greed, hatred and
delusion while full of compassion and goodwill, they have
perfect concentration and always uphold the truth. The
second group are not enlightened but their power comes
from their spiritual cultivation. They are monks, nuns and
lay people who are well-practised in the path and developed

3. Maha Kassapatthera Bojjhanga Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 46.14.
4. Angulimala Sutta; No. 86; Majjhima Nikaya.
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in their morality, mental cultivation and wisdom. They
too are full of compassion, goodwill and virtues and have
attained some level of concentration through meditation.
They uphold the truth as their fundamental quality. The
final group of people who are able to bless you are your
own mother and father. They have this capacity simply by
their sheer compassion and goodwill for you. In Buddhist
thinking, these are the three groups of people who are able
to give you external blessings — by uttering the Buddha’s
words, performing meritorious deeds, practising meditation
or other spiritual activities while sincerely keeping you in
mind.

Even more powerful than external blessings, however, are
the internal - blessings which come from our own efforts
to practise the Dhamma and follow the Noble Eightfold
Path to be a blessed one. Through mental cultivation and
developing our morality and wisdom, we will find ourselves
happy and joyful in this life — and beyond. The Buddha
taught us not to depend on others but rather to be a light
to oneself. The Buddhist practice is one of transformation
so that you become a better human being and a blessing to
society.

Of the two kinds of blessings, the external can have powerful
but temporary effects. It is the internal that can turn you into
a blessed one, a source of light for yourself and the world.



What is the
Purpose of Giving’?

Individuals give for various reasons. Some give for the sake
of fame, and expect that the deed be recognised. Some give
out of fear, such as that of losing their social status or of
incurring the wrath of gods. Some individuals may also give
with the hope of overcoming the negative karmic effects
from their unwholesome actions and livelihoods. Others
may give due to social pressure or do so out of anger. Lastly
a number of people practise conditional giving; that is, the
act of giving comes with the expectation of something in
return. Though the above examples are labelled as giving,
they stem from a defiled mind - one that is filled with greed,
hatred and delusion - and as such they are not true charity.

In Buddhism, the act of giving is known as Dana, a special
and specific form of giving. Done so out of benevolence and
generosity, freely and openly without strings attached, it is
one of the most beautiful actions one can perform. With
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the right understanding and virtue, practising Dana brings
blessings to one’s life and to the society. In fact, from the
Buddhist point of view, wealth is gained for two purposes:
the provision for one’s own needs and the provision for the
needs of family, friends and society.

The practice of Danais rooted in two aspects: Puiifia Kamma
— meritorious actions, and Kusala Kamma - skilful actions.
In the first aspect, Buddhists perform the wholesome act
of giving that is motivated by compassion, goodwill and
friendship for the recipient of the action simply because it is a
meritorious deed that in itself brings happiness. The second
aspect of Dana, aimed at uprooting attachment, results from
the volition to give. This is attained through the requirement
that the deed is completed with generosity instead of greed,
compassion instead of hatred, and understanding instead of
delusion.

The accumulation of merits from Dana depends on three
important factors. The first, Citta - the mind of the giver -
must be kept pure, serene and peaceful before, during and
after the act of giving. Potential givers are thus encouraged
to ponder before the act in order to give purposefully and
joyfully, without regretting the deed after. The second factor
involves the purity of the gift. Regardless of the item that is
offered, be it food, drink, clothes or money, the gift must
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be obtained in a pure and wholesome way. This implies that
any wealth apportioned for a charitable act must be earned
in a righteous manner that did not bring about the suffering
of others. Although used items can also be presented as
gifts, such objects should be useful and not be inferior or
defective. Purity of the recipient is the third and last factor.

[tis said that King Kosala once asked the Buddha, to whom
he should give for best results. The Buddha advised the
King that gifts to the worthy ones - those who are free from
defilements - would accrue the greatest merit'. This is
reflected in one of the verses in the Salutation to the Sangha,
where the noble community of Sangha is described as the
incomparable field of merits for the world.

One may also give to whomever one wishes as long as it
is done happily. The Buddha expounded the five manners
of giving which are beneficial for individuals who wish to
practise the act of Dana in pure, righteous and wholesome

way”:

1. [Issattha Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 3.24.
2. Sappurisadana Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 5.148.
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1. The first requires the donor to give with faith. By doing
s0, the individual will be graceful and pleasant-looking
in the next cycle of existence. This is because faith in
the Triple Gem cultivates a calm and serene mind which
when combined with the act of joyful giving, produces
karmic energy that results in a graceful appearance of
peace, joy and happiness.

2. Secondly, individuals are encouraged to give with
generosity. By doing so, one is able to enjoy finer things
wherever he is reborn. This is because those who give
generously to the best of their abilities, regardless of
wealth, prime their minds with the virtue and will thus
receive the fruits of the action when they ripen.

3. Thirdly, the Buddha encouraged individuals to give with
respect. When one gives with respect, offering the gift
respectfully with both hands, such an act will in turn
earn himself respectful and attentive followers.

4. The fourth involves giving without denigration. This
means not belittling the recipient, neither demeaning
him nor making him feel insulted, and not degrading
the dignity of the recipient. The respectful giving that
is free from denigration should be extended to all living
beings, including both humans and animals. By doing
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s0, the wealth belonging to the giver will be protected
from destruction in the future or next cycle of existence.

5. In the fifth and last factor, one should give at the proper
time to meet the need of the recipient, be it tangibles
such as food and medicine, or intangibles such as words
of counsel. As a result, when one is in need, one will
also receive timely help.

Great blessings can be attained by giving with right
understanding. Followers of the Buddha are thus encouraged
to be mindful of when they can be of service and what they
can do best for the others and the society.






The Significance
of the Full Moon

Since time immemorial, human beings have observed the
influence of the moon on this planet, its atmosphere, flora and
fauna, which greatly influence human lives. It was observed
that the emotions of people with mental disorders seemed
aggravated on full moon days (hence the word “lunatic”),
while some diseases like epilepsy, asthma, bronchitis, and
certain skin diseases, too seemed to worsen. Ancient doctors
noticed that the hormones of the human body changed and
reacted differently on full moon days, sometimes affecting the
efficacy of medicines. Snake bites were noted to be particularly
dangerous and possibly fatal, while those who underwent
surgeries seemed to bleed more, if these happened on full
moon days. The moon also has great influence on agriculture,
with farmers observing that their crops would be affected if
their plants were to bloom on full moon days.

Due to these observations, ancient sages recognised full
moon days as something to be careful of, and they advised the
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ordinary people to exercise caution by relaxing, refraining from
worldly commitments, calming down, developing the mind,
and engaging in religious practices on this day. In ancient
times before electricity was invented, the brighter full moon
nights also made it possible for people to engage in religious
dialogues and practices even at night, hence many religions
took the opportunity to introduce their teachings and hold
public talks, discussions, dialogues and debates on full moon
days. Full moon days were therefore accepted as designated
days for religious practices in ancient society, with people
flocking to religious congregations on these days.

So when the Buddha appeared in ancient India, full moon
days were already recognised as days for religious practices,
and this concept was not introduced by the Buddha. In fact,
it was King Bimbisara who suggested to the Buddha that His
ordained disciples taught on full moon days so that lay people
could learn from them. The Buddha agreed to King Bimbisara’s
request and henceforth introduced these two practices on full
moon days: (i) monks to recite the Patimokkha (monastic code
of ethics and discipline); and (ii) monks to teach the Dhamma
to lay people. That was the start of Buddhist full moon day
practices'.

1. Mahavagga 2.1; Vinaya Pitaka.
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Patimokkha recitation plays an important role in the sustenance
of the dispensation of the Buddha. When the monastics
gathered in their respective assemblies for Patimokkha
recitation, they would first declare in front of the assembly if
they had broken any monastic rules and resolve to refrain from
doing so in the future. Such a practice played an important
spiritual and psychological role in the purification process and
cthical development of the monastics. Today, monks and nuns
throughout the world still recite the Patimokkha on full moon
days.

The second advice from the Buddha for the monks to teach
the Dhamma to lay people on full moon days is also of great
importance. Monasteries started to have Dhamma programmes,
meditation retreats, Dhamma talks and sermons, and various
educational programmes on full moon days. Lay devotees also
made it a point to go to the monasteries on these days because
the monks were teaching.

Lay devotees were then encouraged to observe the Eight
Precepts on full moon days, and it became a common practice
for laities to participate in overnight retreats at the monasteries,
during which they would refrain from the sensual pleasures of
ordinary life and dedicate themselves for spiritual cultivation,
spending their time diligently to learn, practise, and deepen
their understanding of the Dhamma. In some monasteries
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for example, there could be a few meditation sessions, a few
Dhamma sharing sessions, question and answer sessions,
and so on. Sometimes these devotees did not sleep but spent
the night discussing the Dhamma, chanting, meditating, or
reading. Such practices are still prevalent today in Buddhist
countries.

In fact, full moon days have become extremely important for
the Buddhist community, with major social, spiritual, and
religious significance, because these are the days that the
fourfold disciples of the Buddha - monks, nuns, lay men, lay
women - will assemble together in a united congregation, with
mutual understanding and respect, in a win-win situation to
practise the path of the Buddha together and go towards the
same direction of Enlightenment.

In days gone by, full moon days were actually declared as
public holidays in Buddhist countries, so that people could
spend time on their spiritual practices. In fact, the four days in
the phases of the moon - new moon, waxing moon, full moon,
waning moon — were designated by the rulers of Buddhist
countries as spiritual observance (Uposatha) days. It was only
during the colonial period that Sundays became non-working
days. Sundays have no religious significance from the Buddhist
point of view, but Buddhists have now adjusted and adopted
Sundays as our days for religious activities.
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Notwithstanding, we must remember that it is the full
moon day that is of religious significance to Buddhists and
understand the history behind it - it was the Buddha Himself
who instituted the Buddhist full moon day practices. With
careful examination, we will also notice that the major events
of the Buddha’s life all happened on full moon days - birth,
great renunciation, Enlightenment, giving of first sermon,
and great passing away. In fact, each full moon day for all the
twelve months marks something remarkable that had happened
in the history of Buddhism. On these days, people still flock to
the monasteries to remember these great events with so much
enthusiasm, energy and effort. Particularly, Vesak full moon
day is the most important day for Buddhists and we should
observe this day and appreciate its value.

As Buddhists, we should not misunderstand nor belittle the full
moon day practices as traditional or baseless. Instead, we should
understand the significance of it, recognise its value, and strive
in our practices on these days based on this understanding.
On full moon days, we should make it a point to observe it
and contemplate upon it, dedicate ourselves to developing
our spiritual practices, or go to a suitable monastery, temple,
society, or wherever there is a religious congregation, to learn
and practise the teachings of the Buddha.






Clouds that
Block Out the Sunshine

Sunshine  represents  wisdom, understanding and
Enlightenment. Clouds represent the five hindrances (or
mental defilements). Justlike clouds that can cover the bright
sunshine making it gloomy, the five types of hindrances can
block our vision from seeing the truth as it really is and
prevent us from achieving Enlightenment.

Craving for sensual pleasure, hatred, sloth and torpor,
restlessness and worry, and doubt - these are the five clouds
that block out the sunshine'.

The first type of cloud concerns the addiction to sensual
pleasures in life which prevents right vision. In one of the
discourses, the Buddha gave a striking simile to explain this

1. Nivarana Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 9.64.
2. Sangarava Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 46.55.
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- even with good eyesight, one will not be able to see his
own facial reflection clearly on water that has been mixed
with various colours. In the same way, when the mind is
covered with lust, greed, cravings, attachments, clinging,
and obsessions with these defilements, our vision can be
blocked. Such obsessions to sensual desires can lead us to
make unwise decisions, as we are blinded from seeing the
reality and truth.

The second type of cloud comes from hatred, ill will,
jealousy, anger, cruelty, and such destructive types of
defilements. When the mind is obsessed and disturbed by
such defilements, the mind is not at peace and we cannot see
things as they really are. We may see the world in a distorted
way based on these defilements, as the truth is distorted by
the lens through which we see the situation - one will see
the world as red if one wears red-coloured glasses, and green
when one wears green-coloured glasses. Hence, we cannot
see the reality if our vision is covered by these defilements.
As the Buddha said, one will not be able to see his facial
reflection if he looks into a bowl of water that is heated up
and bubbling; in the same way, when the mind is bubbling
and boiling with anger and such defilements, we do not have
the right vision and cannot see the truth.
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The third type of cloud has to do with sloth and torpor, which
refers to both mental and physical sluggishness. When the
mind is dull, our thinking will be affected. Physical laziness
and having a dull nature will also prevent us from seeing
things properly. As the Buddha said, one will not be able to
see one’s facial reflection clearly on water if there are algae
and plants grown on the surface of the water; likewise, when
our mind is affected by sloth and torpor, we will not see the
truth.

The fourth type of cloud occurs when the mind is covered
with restlessness and worry. When the mind is affected by
so much worries, stress, tension and agony, the mind is not
at peace, and an unsettled mind will prevent us from seeing
the world clearly. Again the Buddha said, just as one will not
see one’s facial reflection in a bowl of water which is rippling
and moving because of the wind; similarly, when the mind is
busy and moving, and restless and worried, we cannot see
the truth as a result.

The fifth type of cloud arises when there is doubt in the mind
and lack of clear understanding. If we have doubt about
the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha, although this is not
regarded as a sin in Buddhism, it can be a hindrance because
we may not take actions to follow the Noble Eightfold Path,
and this can in turn become a hindrance to our realisation.



68 | Part2 - Fundamentals for Buddhists

The doubt will cover our vision, affecting our ability to
differentiate between right and wrong, and we do not know
the path to liberation. As the Buddha said, just as a bowl of
muddy water that is kept in a dark gloomy place will not be
able to give a clear facial reflection when one looks into it;
50 100, we will not see the truth when the mind is covered
with doubt.

These five clouds are known as the five hindrances
because they block our vision and hinder our spiritual
progress, and we are not enlightened so long as these five
types of defilements are found in the mind. The minds of
ordinary human beings are covered with these five types of
defilements. On the other hand, the minds of enlightened
human beings are totally free from these five defilements as
they have completely destroyed and uprooted them, thus
enjoying perfect bliss and understanding.

These five types of defilements have three successive
stages. In each and every one of us, as long as we are not
yet enlightened, these defilements exist at the deepest level
of our mind in the sleeping stage; in other words, we have
all these defilements within us and we are like sleeping
volcanos. These defilements can arouse and become active
in our mind; this is the active stage of these defilements, and
we are like active volcanos not yet erupted. Finally, these
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defilements can get further aroused and if that happens,
we can burst out with these defilements manifesting in our
verbal or bodily actions, this is like a volcano eruption and
the result will be destructive.

As Buddhists, we should aspire to learn the Dhamma,
practise the Dhamma, and cultivate ourselves so that these
defilements are maintained at the sleeping stage, eventually
eradicating them totally when we attain Enlightenment.






Part 3

Living with

Grace and Poise






What is the Purpose
of Human Life?

Does life have any purpose? We can look at this question
from a few angles. First of all, we can look at it from a
materialistic point of view. According to this view, the
purpose of life is to enjoy our sense pleasures. In order to
achieve sense gratifications, the material aspects of human
life are given priority. Since materialists do not believe in life
after death, they confine themselves to the material aspects
and do not accept the need for spiritual cultivation. As they
neither believe in karmic theories nor rebirth, they view the
present life as the only reality. Death marks the end of it
all. Given this, they encourage the development of political,
economic and social aspects of human life. They believe we
should use our time and life to achieve material success, and
that is all that life means to them.

Diametrically opposed to this are various religious beliefs.
We would not be able to discuss all of them in detail, except
to mention that for the theological or god-centric religions,
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they believe that life is given by a god and he has a plan
for it. According to their belief, the purpose of earthly life
of human beings is to prepare them for heavenly life after
death.

Now we come to the Buddhist view. For a Buddhist, there
is no specific purpose of human life. The human life can be
useful for any kind of purpose. We are driven by craving
and fettered by ignorance. Moving from life to life like this,
life itself does not have a specific purpose. The Buddha
came forward to offer a purpose of life. He said that human
life is so precious and important, that you must use it
for something meaningful. For Him, the purpose of our
precious human life is nothing else but the attainment of
perfection. But He also recognised that human minds have
defects, blemishes and defilements. So long as the three
poisons of greed, hatred and delusion are rooted in our
minds, we cannot be perfect human beings. So, He taught
us how to uproot these negative and destructive defilements
to become perfect human beings and be full of compassion
and wisdom. Those perfect human beings are given the
label “enlightened human beings”. So, to the Buddha, the
purpose of human life must be to attain Enlightenment.

Now, as the Buddha said, human life is so precious. It is so
rare. Each and every one of us is blessed by birth. We are
fortunate that we have done a lot of merits in the past to be
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born as human beings. Human beings are a unique type of
living beings. To understand this, we have to know a litte
Buddhist cosmology. Basically, the human realm is not the
only realm of existence. Buddhism recognises thirty-one
realms of existence. Of these, the human realm is unique
in one aspect which is of relevance to Enlightenment. We
have optimal opportunities to be awakened, more than the
other living beings in other realms. What makes the human
realm remarkable is its condition as a well-balanced mixture
of pleasure and pain.

When we look at the lower realms, their pain is so extreme.
When a living being is having so much pain, his mind is
not inclined to Enlightenment. He is constantly thinking
of getting rid of the pain and suffering when in the lower
realms. The realms lower than the human realm are therefore
not favourable for Enlightenment.

What about the divine beings? Buddhism recognises many
divine worlds. The divine beings living in these different
realms enjoy much bliss and happiness. Their lifespan is
longer and their beauty and power is far greater than ours.
We are by comparison very limited in our development of
bliss, happiness and enjoyment. But even the divine realms
are not favourable conditions for awakening. Why? When
the mind is engrossed with sense pleasures, when you
have so much bliss, happiness and enjoyment, where is the
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motivation for seeking Enlightenment? You will keep on
enjoying your life. For most people, when they are doing
alright and everything seems perfect, chances are they will
notgo to a temple. They do so only when they have problems,
not when the mind is having so much sense pleasures.

In the human realm, we experience both pleasure and pain
in everyday life. We can experience it very quickly and this
will make us question life - what is its purpose? Why am
suffering? Is there anything beyond pain and pleasure? This
questioning is the beginning of awakening. So, Buddhism is
for those who question the purpose of life; not for those who
justaccept, believe and follow. Because of this conditioning,
the human realm is unique and conducive for awakening.
That is why we are so fortunate.

The human realm is also important because human beings
are exceptionally brilliant and intelligent. The Buddha
never said that other living beings, other than a human
being, can be a Buddha. Every Bodhisatta would have to be
a human being in his last birth in order to achieve perfect
Enlightenment. Only a human being can achieve Supreme
Buddhahood. Why? Because of our unique ability to awaken
ourselves due to our conditioning. You are in a unique
position — the composition of body and mind that possess
the ability to awaken yourself. So do not take your life for
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granted. It is so precious and important for awakening; not
in other aspects.

But the human life also has its defects. It is very, very, very
short. A lifespan of eighty or even a hundred years is nothing
compared to thatof other beings, especially the divine beings.
Compared to the cosmic order of time, eighty or a hundred
years is nothing. Even though human beings are so brilliant,
and we have favourable conditions, our lifespan is so short
and beset with old age, sickness and not knowing when we
will die. Such is life, unpredictable. Given this scenario, the
Buddha encouraged his disciples to understand how unique
they are in this universe, their ability and nature, and their
standing in the universe. For those who understand and are
ready, the Buddha offered a purpose in life. That purpose is
to attain Enlightenment,

Now, there are lay disciples and ordained disciples. For both
groups, the Buddha offered the same ultimate purpose as
Enlightenment. But there are two systems: one for the lay
disciples, and another for the ordained disciples.

What did the Buddha offer lay people? For lay followers, the
Buddha emphasised that they are to work hard to achieve
both material and spiritual development. As lay followers,
they cannot neglect either aspect. They should not try to
behave like monks or nuns.
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Secondly, the Buddha encouraged his lay disciples to focus
on having fortunate rebirths when the time comes, after
death. Each and every practising Buddhist will be born either
in the heavenly or human realms. If you are a practising
Buddhist, you will not be born into the lower realms as
long as you practise the Dhamma. The Buddha offered lay
people a path of gradual development: they must cultivate
the spiritual and material aspects of human life; then be born
in a favourable realm; and cultivate further; and eventually,
when ready, to be awakened. In order to achieve this,
the Buddha offered three types of practices — Dana, Sila,
Bhavana.

Dana means charity. Giving away and sharing what you
have. It may be a material object but it could also be skills
or knowledge. You can share your skills or knowledge, out
of compassion and goodwill. Sila is upholding righteous
principles. Bhavana is meditation, such as loving kindness
or other kinds of meditation. So, these three practices are
recommended to lay people — practising charity, observing
precepts and meditation.

Then there might be a minority who are ready to give up
having wife or husband and children, and who are ready to
give up their social, political, economic aspirations, careers
or dreams. They are ready to sustain themselves only with
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robe, food, shelter and medicine. These are the ordained
disciples who are full-time in developing their minds. For
this small community of ordained disciples, the Buddha
recommended another method - dedicating rigorous and
intensive hours to three things: development of higher
virtue, development of higher mind, and development of
higher wisdom. They are the group of people undergoing
vigorous training to attain Enlightenment in this life itself.

So the Buddha offered two systems of training for his
followers — one for monastics and one for lay people. The
monastic’s way of life and the lay person’s way of life are
intended to be different, but both systems follow the same
fundamental essence of the Buddha’s teachings that are
practised with the objective of achieving Enlightenment.

Since the purpose of our life is achieving perfection, or
Enlightenment, no matter what, we all have to work hard.
The good news is that you all have started the journey.
We will reach the end sooner or later, so keep practising
diligently.

The Buddha said there are four types of people existing in
the world'. The first is one who is born into this world as a

1. Ragavinaya Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 4.96.
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human being, but neither works for his happiness nor that
of others. He simply wastes his precious human life. In the
Buddha’s words, this man is useless.

The second man is one born into the human realm and works
only for his benefit. He does not care for others. This man,
from a Buddhist’s point of view, is selfish.

The third man is one who does not care about his
development, well-being or happiness. Instead, he cares for
the development of other people. This person looks noble
but he is foolish for not taking care of himself.

The fourth type of person is the ideal one. He works tirelessly
for the well-being of himself as well as that of others. The
Buddha encouraged us to be a light unto oneself and show
the path to others. We must follow this fourth person. We
should not neglect our development, but we must also help
others. In this way, when we follow the Buddha’s teachings,
we will eventually have the right conditioning to achieve
Enlightenment. So, the purpose of this human life, from
the Buddhist point of view, is nothing other than to achieve
Enlightenment.



What are Your
Spiritual Goals?

Day by day, month by month, year by year, time is passing
by. Time flies quickly. Time is always passing by, but it is
your life that is passing by. Every single moment, you are
spending your precious human life. Every single moment,
life is getting shorter and you are getting older. Human life
is so precious. Should we allow this precious human life to
be wasted?

From the Buddhist point of view, nothing can be compared
to being a human. It is believed that in the divine worlds,
there is much more pleasure, divine beauty, divine glory
and lifespan. But when it comes to achieving Enlightenment
and the development of spiritual faculties, being in the
human form is the best. This is also why Bodhisattas prefer
to be reborn in the human realm due to the wonderful
opportunities to cultivate their spiritual faculties here.
Remember that only a human being can become a Buddha,
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because we have the hidden capabilities and abilities to
develop our spiritual faculties to the maximum. Now that
you can see how precious your human life is, do not waste it.

The Buddha said there are three types of human beings
in the world'. The first one is totally blind. This human
being who is blind by birth is compared by the Buddha to a
human being without any kind of success, either material or
spiritual. He does not see the value of human life and he fails
to recognise the importance of the human life. He wastes
his precious time and he may behave in a way where he will
eventually go to a lower realm. He will not make further
progress. To the Buddha, such a human being is blind.

The second human being has only one eye - one eye is
blind while the other eye has proper eyesight. This human
being is being compared to one who achieves only material
success, he is brilliant and has great wealth and ability. But
he does not have his spiritual faculties developed. He does
not care about spiritual development and does not recognise
the importance of this aspect. Such a human being is a
materialist.

1. Andha Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 3.29.
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The third human being, the Buddha said, is the ideal one. He
has two perfect eyes and he works hard to develop material
as well as spiritual success. He does not neglect either one.
He is one who finds great balance and who succeeds in this
realm of existence. Going forward, he will either be born as
a human being or divine being, and due to his continuous
cultivation, he will eventually head towards Enlightenment.

Most businesses will review their business strategies either
at the end or the beginning of the year. Likewise, in the
beginning of each year, it is a good and opportune time for
us to set up our spiritual goals for the year.

In fact, the Buddha asked the monks and nuns to practise
Paccavekkana (self-reflection) daily, at the end of every day,
where they would sit quietly in seclusion and reflect on
how the day was spent. This is a good practice as it gives
enormous spiritual powers in your life.

Most of the time, we are deluded and not mindful. We do
things habitually. We are not aware of what is happening
in our mind. Feelings, perceptions, mental formations arise
and pass away. Sometimes we are happy, sometimes we are
unhappy, and we do not know why. There are times we
are emotionally caught up and react in a foolish way, not
knowing why, due to the lack of mindfulness.
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So why not add on the practice of Paccavekkana (self-
reflection) in your daily life? You will see your life changing
for the better. Before you go to sleep, wherever you can find
privacy, reflect upon your day from the moment you got up
and how you have spent your day. Recognise where you
made mistake, forgive yourself since you are not perfect and
be determined not to make the same mistake again.

We also spend a lot more time caring for our bodies. You
go to the gym, exercise, and take nutritious food to keep
your body healthy and strong. But what effort do you put
in to keep your mind healthy and strong? Naturally and
unconsciously, we feed our minds with egoism, jealousy,
anger, stress and tension — these are automatically done
in our systems without any effort required. But if you want
to feed your mind with healthy thoughts, you have to make
effort. When you are practising Metta (loving kindness),
you are giving healthy thoughts. When you are practising
mindfulness, you are giving healthy thoughts. When you
are reflecting on the qualities of the Buddha, you are giving
healthy thoughts. When you are reflecting on the Dhamma,
you are giving healthy thoughts.

We also spend time beautifying our bodies. We want to look
nice and slim, handsome and young. There is nothing wrong
with that, go ahead to do it. But remember not only your
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body but your mind must also be beautiful. We shower and
wash our bodies two or three times a day to keep it clean
from dirt. But no matter how hard you try, this body has a
limitation. Eventually, the body will decay even if we do not
want that. [t will fall sick and eventually it will break up.

What about our mind when it is dirty? How much time do
you spend on beautifying your mind? Not many people do
that. This is the time for you to make such an aspiration,
only then will you become beautiful and handsome, not just
in the body but also in the mind. You will become beautiful
human beings with both inner qualities and outer qualities.

Buddhism teaches that when the body collapses, the mind
goes on and it will reappear in what we call rebirth. Since
the mind goes on beyond death and it is wiser to take care
of our mind, should we not pay more attention to our mind
than our body? Think about it.

Whoever wants to change according to the Buddha’s

teachings and transform their lives to become better human
beings, there are four necessary conditions™:

2. Sariputta Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 55.5.
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1. The first condition is to have Kalyanamittas - good,
noble friends who encourage you to practise the
Dhamma.

2. The second condition is to learn the teachings of the
Buddha - the Dhamma. The Dhamma is all about
development of the human mind and achieving
Enlightenment. You are not a Buddhist just because
you are born to a Buddhist family, you must learn
the Dhamma. The Dhamma is rational, scientific and
directly verifiable.

3. The third condition is mindful reflection. Not only
must you learn the Dhamma, you must reflect on the
Dhamma carefully and analyse it.

4. The fourth condition is to try to live according to the
Dhamma. Try to adjust and develop your life according
to the righteous principles, in order for your character
to transform.

So, we must have noble friends to encourage us in our
Dhamma practice. When we surround ourselves with noble
friends, we will naturally be encouraged to study the Dhamma
and to reflect on the Dhamma. One day, in response to
Venerable Ananda’s comment that noble friendship is half of
the holy life, the Buddha disagreed with him and said that in
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fact, spiritual friendship is the whole of the holy life’. What
the Buddha meant, is that our transformation depends on
having noble friends. Hence, all of us are encouraged to
have noble friends who will encourage each other to practise
the Dhamma, so that we can transform ourselves to become
better human beings. May we all be wise, intelligent and
compassionate human beings.

3. Upaddha Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 45.2.






Can You Decide
Your Next Life?

The human mind is the storehouse of enormous power. But
many of us do not know how to harness this latent power
within us. No one can control our destiny, but ourselves. Be
alight to yourself, you have the hidden potential and power
within you to decide what you want. No one is controlling
your life, but yourself. Life is not fated.

From the Buddhist point of view, every single moment, we
are becoming someone that depends on our own thoughts,
words and actions. This is why the Buddha emphasised so
much on the importance of human actions, as we are able
and capable to decide what we want. No one in the universe
have the ultimate power to throw you to hell or pull you
to heaven, other than yourself. So decide for yourself, the
direction that you want to go. The Buddha showed the path
and we have to walk along the way. No one can carry us, but
ourselves.
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So can you decide your next life? The answer is — absolutely
yes, you can decide your next life, if you so wish. If we want
to decide our next life, there are three important things that
we need to do as taught by the Buddha in a discourse in the
Anguttara Nikaya. First, we need to have merits. Second, we
need to have aspirations. Third, we have to uphold ethical
principles. Any human being who can do these three things
can decide his future life'.

Firstly, we need to have merits. What are merits? Merits
are positive energies generated from constructive and
wholesome actions. These are the actions which are ethically
praiseworthy, spiritually rewarding, socially beneficial, and
karmically productive. These are the beautiful human actions
that every one of us are capable of doing. The Buddha
referred to them as Ku$ala Kamma (skilful actions). The
Buddha recognised that human beings are brilliant and have
the wisdom to choose to do skilful actions. These actions are
also known as Pufifia Kamma (meritorious actions) because
they bring happiness to us. When we perform these actions,
we become happy, joyful and peaceful.

1. Danapapatti Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 8.35.



14. Can You Decide Your Next Life? | 91

Secondly, we need to have aspirations. Having an aspiration
is fixing your mind to the direction you want to move. If
you want to be born as a divine being in any divine realm,
you can do that. You need to accumulate merits and fix
your mind to it. If you want to be born in the heaven, each
and every time you complete a meritorious deed, you make
your wish to be born in the heaven. If you want to be born
as a human being, it is possible. Fach and every time you
complete a meritorious deed, fix your mind that you want
to be born as a human being. It is important that you do not
change or waver when making aspirations. Fix your mind to
one aspiration and decide on the same aspiration every time
you perform a meritorious deed.

Thirdly, the Buddha said we need to uphold ethical
principles. This is to prevent you from falling downward
to the lower realms. When you uphold ethical principles as
a human being, you uphold yourself as a dignified human
being and prevent a downfall.

Hence, if you can do these three things - having merits,
having aspirations, and upholding ethical principles - it is
certain that you can decide your next life.

Buddhism teaches that the last thought of this life will be
the beginning of the next life. So you might ask - who
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knows what will happen at the moment of death? Who
knows what kind of thoughts will appear at that moment? If
this is the case, how can we decide our future life? This is
where mental training is very important. We are endowed
with great power to train our mind, harness this power, it is
within you. We need to train our mind in such a way that no
matter what happens, we can still achieve our goal.

There are simple techniques to train our mind. In the olden
days in traditional Buddhist countries, people used to keep
a merit book or diary where they recorded the details each
time they performed a meritorious deed. They will read the
merit diary again and again whenever they are free, and
their minds will become refreshed and wholesome when
recollecting their meritorious deeds. In this way, their minds
become joyful, happy, pleasant, and they dwell in happiness.

Likewise, with modern technology today, the devices we
have (such as the smartphones) allow us to compile our
merit diaries easily. You can record all your wholesome
actions and if you go through them often, you can reflect
and refresh your mind by dwelling in wholesome thoughts.
In this way, you are training your mind to remember your
past good actions. With regular practice, at the moment of
death, you will remember these good actions very easily, you
do not need to think as it will automatically come to you. So,
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make good use of the modern technology and devices that
you have for this purpose.

There are other ways that Buddhists train their mind.
Buddhist families usually dedicate an area in the house for a
shrine with a Buddha statue. Depending on the availability
of space in the house, some dedicate a small corner, while
some may even dedicate one whole room. The idea is to
dedicate a place at home which is calm, serene and quiet
where we can go to for meditation and devotional practice.
The purpose of having a Buddha statue at home is to
remind us to train our mind and spiritual faculties, not for
protection or warding off evil spirits. With daily meditation
and devotional practice, we are training our mind to dwell
in wholesome thoughts. In this way, at the moment of death,
our mind will easily focus on such wholesome activities
because we do it daily.

There are three types of simple but greatly effective
meditations that you can practise at home. First is the
reflection on the Buddha’s qualities. When you reflect on
His great virtues, you develop so much confidence and faith
in the Buddha, your mind becomes luminous, powerful and
peaceful. You will remember all your wholesome deeds and
will face death peacefully, and be born according to your
aspiration.



94 | Part3 - Living with Grace and Poise

The second type of meditation which is greatly helpful
and beneficial for future birth, is Metta (loving kindness)
meditation. The Buddha said that among all meritorious
actions which are productive for a favourable rebirth, Metta
is the foremost®. For those who wish to decide your future
life, Metta meditation provides a great source and force, but
you must practise it daily.

The third meditation practice is the reflection on death itself.
It helps us to become mindful of death. Fear towards death
will eventually disappear when we come to terms with it.
So when the time comes, we can embrace death peacefully.
There will also be lots of other benefits happening to our
current life if we practise death meditation.

So, to train your mind, you can practise these three types of
meditations, engage in devotional practices, and maintain
a merit diary. In this way, at the moment of death, you
will be able to face death peacefully by remembering your
aspiration, and you will be born wherever you wish to be
reborn.

2. ITtivuttaka 27.
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Now, a question may arise. Some might wonder, can we
really be born in our desired destination, just by having
that thought and aspiration alone? This question is well
answered by an interesting dialogue between the Buddha
and two ascetics”. One ascetic named Seniya, was practising
dog asceticism, where he behaved like a dog in everything
he did - he ate like a dog, walked like a dog, and slept
like a dog. Similarly, the other ascetic named Punna, was
practising ox asceticism. Both believed that by imitating the
dog and ox respectively, they would be born in the heaven,
and they consulted the Buddha whether their beliefs were
correct.

The Buddha gave a very pragmatic, straightforward and
logical answer to them - as a human being in your current
life, if you behave like a dog (or ox) and develop the mentality
of a dog (or ox), then surely after death, you will be born
as a dog (or ox), so to believe that you will be reborn as a
divine being through such a practice is a wrong view. So
remember, having an aspiration alone is not enough, you
must also have supportive karmic energy. You may have a
wish to be born in a particular realm, but if you do not have
supportive karmic energy, you cannot be born there.

3. Kukkuravatika Sutta; No. 57; Majjhima Nikaya.
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It is therefore important to have plans in our life, not
just for this life, but for our next life as well. As human
beings heading towards Enlightenment, we must have such
strategies if we want to achieve Enlightenment. Bodhisattas
are great human beings who have strategy, wisdom and
plans — they have a long term plan and they have the energy
to walk along the path. As long as we are heading towards
Enlightenment, we all are Bodhisattas in the broader sense
of the word. So, remember to practise these teachings, and
itwill be helpful in achieving success in our journey and will
give us the energy to follow this path.



Habits of the
Cycles of Existence

Habits are more powerful than one may assume; our
memories, knowledge, tendencies and inclinations can
be passed on beyond death, life after life. Because of this
reason, the Buddha emphasised the need to develop right
and virtuous habits.

In the teachings on the Noble Eightfold Path where the
Buddha defined Right Effort (Samma Vayamo), He said
that wise disciples who follow the Path will practise
conscientiously to uproot negative, destructive and
unwholesome habits upon recognising them, while at the
same time dedicating their energies in diligently cultivating
wholesome habits in their lives. This means that Right Effort
involves trying one’s best to get rid of negative habits while
introducing good ones, with the aim of becoming virtuous
and wholesome. This is necessary for spiritual development,
as fruition of becoming a Buddha is the result of spiritual
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cultivation over many lives. Thus it is important to choose
habits wisely; ones which are correct and right. Indeed,
Bodhisattas devote their lives with unwavering faith to the

development of the ten great virtues (Paramitas) in order to
attain Buddhahood.

There has been evidence on many occasions that the
knowledge one has gained through careful study and
committed practice can be carried forward in the process
of rebirth. In fact, children with remarkable abilities in
various fields like Mathematics and Music have been well-
documented through the ages. Among these is Lugwig
van Beethoven whose musical talent was apparent at a
young age when he gave a public performance at the age
of seven. Similarly, Wolfgang Mozart, renowned musician
and composer, performed publicly at the age of six. Blaise
Pascal began his work in geometry at age thirteen, wrote
and published a treatise (Essay on Conic Sections) in the
field by age sixteen, and also invented a calculating machine
- one which would ultimately inspire the design of later
calculators - to aid his father with his work. The existence
of child prodigies has puzzled many scientists who conduct
research in the attempt to fully understand how they come
to be. From the Buddhist point of view, these precocious
children are products of their own knowledge from past
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lives, having mastered these subjects as they moved through
the cycles of existence.

Besides knowledge, other tendencies such as love, emotional
attachment and past relations can transcend death. Our
thoughts, actions and feelings towards some of those whom
we meet may be strongly influenced by our past relationships
with them. Once when the Buddha was in the city with his
disciples, an aged man approached and upon worshipping at
the feet of the Buddha, started weeping and referring to the
Buddha as “his son” who had not gone home for a long time,
and immediately invited the Buddha to his house so that his
wife could also see Him. After visiting the elderly man and
his wife, the Buddha explained to the assembly of disciples
who queried the incident, that the man had been His father
in several cycles of existence. The chanced meeting had
triggered a sudden memory of the cherished relationship
between them and his lamentation'.

In recent years, such instances of past-life recollection have
been studied in psychology. In fact, past life regression
therapy, a hypnotic method, has been popularised recently
as an alternative treatment for those who have tried to seek

1. Dhammapada verse 225; Buddhapitubhahmana Vatthu.
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medical attention to their physical or mental ailments without
success. In the book “Life between Life”, authors Dr Joel
Whitton and Joe Fisher reported one incident of a married
man who fell in love with another woman the moment they
met at a party. Upon uncovering this extramarital affair, his
grief-stricken wife attempted suicide. This prompted him to
terminate his relationship with the other woman, resulting
in her attempt to take her own life as well. Because of the
stress brought on by the incident, the man sought help from
a psychiatrist. Under hypnosis, it was discovered that he had
shared a romance with his current mistress in his former
life as an American air force pilot stationed in Italy during
World War II. Unfortunately he died shortly as a result
of the war and his girlfriend followed suit by committing
suicide. The subconscious memory of this past relationship
had rekindled their emotions towards each other when they
met in this life. This case study is evidential of how memories
of our love and relationships can also go beyond our deaths.
In fact, various family members and close disciples of the
Buddha had remained close-knitted over several cycles of
rebirth. Such is the nature of relationships in our cycles of
existence and must be treasured.

Furthermore, as demonstrated above, unwholesome acts
such as suicide can be repeated over the cycles of existence.
Hatred and grudges can also be carried beyond death to
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manifest in the next rebirth. One such case involved the
unending feud between the two wives of a man. Despite
having suggested that her husband married a second woman
for the sake of progeny, the first wife who was barren
became immensely jealous and fearful when the latter soon
became pregnant. She thus repeatedly poisoned the second
wife to induce her miscarriages, eventually resulting in the
deaths of both the mother and her unborn child at the third
miscarriage. Having known the cause of the deaths of her
children, the second wife swore to repay in kind on her
deathbed. Their subsequent lives were eventually embroiled
in endless cycles of retaliation: one would be reborn as a
cat which killed the chicks of the other who was reborn as a
hen, then as a tigress and a doe, and so on. This continued
till both were reborn in the human realm during the time of
the Buddha, and the grudge finally ended with His timely
intervention. At the conclusion of this cycle of hatred, the
Buddha implored them to let go of their grudges, advising
them that hatred will never cease hatred, through love alone
will hatred cease”.

2. Dhammapada verse 5; Kalayakkhint Vatthu.
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Followers of the Buddha are thus exhorted to get rid of bad
habits by training their minds against reacting habitually to
what is received through the five sense faculties. This is to
remove unwholesome thoughts of greed and hatred, both
rooted in delusion. The way to remove such habits in order
to attain Enlightenment is taught in Buddhism, and the Path
to Enlightenment is known as the Noble Eightfold Path.



Have You Got Both
the Head an(l the Heart?

Head represents wisdom, understanding, and intellectual
capacity. Heart, on the other hand, represents the human
values and wonderful virtuous qualities such as compassion,
goodwill, friendship, generosity, and loving kindness. In
short, heart represents virtues, while brain represents
wisdom. Just like a bird needs a pair of wings to fly, we need
both virtues and wisdom, in order to lead a pure righteous
life and be a noble human being in the society.

What will be the outcome if one were to develop only the
heart qualities or virtues but ignore the development of the
brain qualities or wisdom?

In such a case, good virtues will be cultivated, but without
wisdom, itis possible that one might eventually be victimised
by others. The danger of developing heart qualities without
brain qualities, is that one might be taken advantage of by
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evil, wicked and immoral people who find virtues such as
compassion, goodwill and gratitude as weaknesses. If one
were to face such situations in life, sufferings occur - one
would feel unhappy that his good qualities were being taken
advantage of, and as a result, it is possible that anger, hatred,
jealousy, cruelty, and many other defilements might arise
in one’s mind, possibly leading to destructive actions that
result in suffering for oneself and others. Hence, cultivation
of virtues must go hand in hand with wisdom.

Another danger of developing only the heart qualities, is that
it is possible one might become a nuisance to the society
due to the lack of common sense. While compassionate acts
of care and love for animals are indeed virtuous, such acts
could lead to public nuisance if not properly managed or
done with wisdom. For example, some might scatter food in
public places or even in their houses to feed birds or stray
cats and dogs, without concern for hygiene, leading to the
breeding of ants, cockroaches and rats which could cause
the spread of diseases. Likewise, some do not remove or
clean the dirty water out of misguided compassion, resulting
in the breeding of mosquitos that could spread diseases such
as dengue fever.

While generosity through giving is good, this needs to be
practised with wisdom and understanding of the nature
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and character of the beneficiary. Suppose a person who is
addicted to drugs needs money, giving money to this person
who will use the money for such addictions will only cause
more harm than good. Similarly, if donations were made
to support negative causes, such acts of giving are done
without wisdom, as they would bring more harm than good
to oneself and society.

Likewise, although being friendly is a good and virtuous
quality, one needs wisdom in discerning the type of friends
one associates with. Developing friendships with bad
companies such as criminals or drug addicts will lead one
to eventually become a part of the bad influence, and that
is not being wise.

So heart qualities must be developed with brain qualities,
otherwise, one will suffer in this life, create suffering for the
others, and become a nuisance to the society.

On the other hand, what will the outcome be in the other
extreme where one develops brain qualities with little or no
regard to heart qualities or virtues?

One could become very clever, smart, intelligent, cunning
and wicked, ruthlessly willing to do anything just to achieve
one’s objectives, without caring for anyone in the society,
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and without regard for whether it is right or wrong. Such a
person who focuses mainly on achievements could develop
into being a materialist, who would act at all costs, going to
the extent of denying the importance of virtues. Such is the
danger of developing only the brain qualities.

For example, a person who is very skilled in handling
computers but who lacks heart qualities could misuse
his intelligence and knowledge in technology to cause
harm, such as by engaging in cyber-crimes, spreading
viruses to computers, or hacking into others” accounts to
steal important data, possibly resulting in losses to both
institutions and individuals. Similarly, an accountant who
has good mathematical skills, if appointed to a leadership
position in a financial institution, could misuse his skills to
commit fraud and steal the funds if he does not have virtues.

The Buddha taught that for people who only have brain
qualities but who do not have heart qualities, whatever
skills that they have, these skills are only going to destroy
themselves and the world. Hence, the Buddha encouraged
us to develop both the heart and brain qualities, i.e. both
compassion and wisdom'.

1. Dhammapada verse 72.
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Developing head qualities is emphasised in many materia-
listic societies. The younger generations who grow up in
such societies are often pressured by their parents to develop
mainly the brain qualities but ignoring the heart qualities.
Many parents expect their children to perform and excel in
school, and achieve the materialistic aspects of life, often at
the expense of developing the heart qualities. Sadly, some
children could not cope with such pressures and ended up
committing suicide. For those who made it, even though
they might become very intelligent and successful, they
operate like computers without heart qualities. With little
understanding of human virtues, their desire to continue
to measure up to their success by gaining more materials
might lead them to obsessions, such as plotting to amass
the fortunes of their parents, thereafter abandoning them
in their old age. In such instances, the parents have only
themselves to blame for not developing the heart qualities
of their child in the growing years. Therefore, parents are
encouraged to train their child not only to develop the
brain qualities but also the heart qualities, both are equally
important.

So how does religion come into play at this juncture?
Generally speaking, religions encourage the heart qualities,
that of faith and virtues. Buddhism, however, has the perfect
balance between heart and brain, and encourages the
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development of both heart and brain qualities. Evidently,
in the first two factors of the Noble Eightfold Path, we
start with having Right Understanding (instead of mere
faith) which requires brain qualities such as analysing,
scrutinising, questioning, and learning, and Right Thought
which comes from developing heart qualities through
thoughts of generosity, loving kindness (or goodwill), and
compassion. This provides the process of transformation for
all practising Buddhists to train and develop both head and
heart qualities right from the beginning, eventually leading
to the attainment of Enlightenment when these qualities are
developed to the maximum level.



Vicissitudes that
NO One Can ESCaPe

Life is not static, but is always changing, and has to be
understood as forms of energies. Life is not unconditioned,
butitis conditioned. Life is not absolutely independent, but
itis interdependent. Life is a process with many causes and
conditions coming into existence, and the combination of
these, is what we call life. In general, the five aggregates of
clinging and the process of arising and passing away, are
what make up a living being.

Birth is not the absolute beginning of our life, neither is
death the absolute end of our life. This is just one of the
many lives that we are living. We have been born billions of
times in the past, and we will be born again and again in time
to come in the cycles of existence. So, Buddhists understand
life as a process of becoming, like a river that is ever flowing.

In this process of becoming, we come across eight worldly
conditions that no one can escape, they are known as the
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vicissitudes of life and they come in pairs: (i) gain and loss;
(i) praise and blame; (iii) fame and disrepute; (iv) happiness
and suffering. These are the eight worldly conditions that
revolve around our life. We face them again and again, and
we come across them constantly in life'.

We like the gains in life. When we have success and make
progress, when our business is doing well, and when we
have health and wealth, such gains are welcomed. But
sometimes we also face losses in life. Whatever we have
gained, sometimes we lose them.

We like to hear praise, and we feel happy when people praise
us. But sometimes people also blame or scold us.

We like fame and glory, and we like it when our good
reputation spread far and wide. Some seek fame in righteous
ways, but some seek it through unwholesome ways. Despite
our liking for fame, we may also have to face disrepute.
Against our will and wish, it is possible that sometimes bad
reputation appears.

1. Lokavipatti Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 8.6.
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We like pleasurable and favourable conditions in life as they
bring happiness and joy, we welcome them and we wish
that they will be there forever. But we also have to face the
miseries and calamities in life, such as falling sick, getting
old, and separation from loved ones. When we cannot get
what we want, we face miseries and pain and we suffer.

These eight worldly conditions described above can be
divided into two major sections:

1. The pleasurable and favourable aspects of life: gain,
praise, fame (and glory), happiness (and pleasure). This
is the pleasant side of life which we want.

2. The negative and miserable aspects of life: loss, blame,
disrepute, suffering (and pain). This is the unpleasant
side of life which we do not want.

Life is comprised of these two sections, what we call the
eight worldly conditions. Both ordinary human beings, as
well as enlightened human beings, experience these eight
worldly conditions in their lives. However, the way an
ordinary human being reacts, and the way an enlightened
human being reacts, are different. This understanding is
very important for us as practitioners of Buddhism since we
are striving towards Enlightenment.
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So how does an ordinary human being react to these eight
worldly conditions?

As ordinary human beings, we are constantly facing two
struggles in our life. First, we are constantly struggling to
pursue the pleasurable and favourable aspects of life. In
order to achieve these, we work hard and struggle a lot, we
run after them and we want to grab them. Sometimes we may
even resort to the use of unwholesome ways, at the expense
of others, to achieve them. Second, we are constantly
struggling to run away from the unpleasant, suffering and
painful side of life. We do not want all these unpleasant
things in life. These constant struggles of running after the
pleasurable side of life and running away from the unpleasant
side of life result in stress, tension, agony, fear, and all the
related defilements. Thus ordinary human beings do not feel
peaceful.

When an ordinary human being comes across the pleasurable
and favourable aspects of life, he likes them and he wants
them. On the other hand, when he comes across the
unpleasant and painful aspects of life, he does not like them
and he pushes them away. Such attraction and repulsion
happen in our mind again and again. Just like the pendulum,
the mind is always swinging between the two sides and is
entrapped between likes and dislikes. An ordinary human
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being is thus unable to have peace in the mind and so he
suffers.

When an ordinary human being comes across the
pleasurable and favourable aspects of life, he wants them
to be his forever. When he has such desires, it gives rise
to the underlying tendency to develop greed, and so greed
becomes prominent.

When an ordinary human being does not want the unpleasant
and unfavourable aspects of life, he rejects them and he
hates them, resulting in the underlying tendency to develop
aversion, and so hatred becomes prominent.

When these pleasant and unpleasant things appear in life, an
ordinary human being does not see these things as they really
are — that they are impermanent and subject to change and
disappear. When he does not see them the way they really
are, this results in the underlying tendency to be ignorant,
and so ignorance (or delusion) becomes prominent.

In this way, when an ordinary human being comes across
these eight worldly conditions in life, he reacts with greed,
hatred and delusion. A human being who reacts with greed,
hatred and delusion is attached, and one who is attached is
not free from suffering. As the Buddha taught, those who are
not free from attachment are bound to undergo suffering.
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When we come across pleasurable and favourable aspects in
life, such as glory, power and beauty, we want them forever
and so we are attached to them. But against our will and
wish, they change since these things are not permanent.
Thus, we are attached to them but they will change, and the
moment they change, we suffer. For the unpleasant aspects
in life, when unfavourable conditions arise, we hate them,
and hatred is also a form of attachment. Hence, we feel
attached when we experience pleasant things, and we too
feel attached when we experience unpleasant things. One
who is attached is not free from suffering.

Hence, the essence of the Buddha’s teachings is to get rid of
attachment, by “letting go”. While we may easily understand
the meaning of “letting go”, in practice, “letting go™ is not
casily achieved but requires a process of training - we need
to develop our ethical, spiritual, and intellectual faculties.
Eventually when we get rid of attachments and totally
destroy cravings, we attain Enlightenment.

How then does an enlightened human being react to these
eight worldly conditions?

An enlightened human being, also known as an awakened
one, has the ability to see reality as it is without a distorted
vision. The nature of existence is always changing. Whatever



17. Vicissitudes that No One Can Escape | 115

is impermanent is subject to suffering. The moment there
is clinging, suffering arises. Whatever is subject to change

should not be considered as a permanent entity as “I”, “me”
or “soul”.

When an enlightened human being comes across the
pleasurable aspects of life, such as glory, power and beauty,
he sees it the moment it arises, as impermanent and subject
to change and disappear. With this realisation, there is no
attachment and thus no suffering. The Buddha Himself was
praised, honoured and respected, and He was given huge
monasteries, His glory and name spread far and wide. Hence,
enlightened beings also come across such pleasurable and
favourable aspects of life, but they react differently from
ordinary human beings.

Likewise, when an enlightened human being comes across
the unfavourable and unpleasant aspects of life, he does not
cling nor become attached, he sees it the moment it arises,
as impermanent and subject to change and disappear, that
itis in the process of arising and passing away. In this way,
there is no attachment and thus no suffering.

Having seen things clearly as they really are, enlightened
human beings live without attachment. Just like lotus
flowers that arise and bloom from muddy water, so too are
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these enlightened human beings who are totally free from
defilements even though they live among ordinary human
beings who have defilements. According to the Buddha,
such awakened human beings who are wise, pure and
enlightened, who see and realise the ultimate truth, is like
a great pillar that is sunk deep into the earth and cannot be
shaken by the wind - such enlightened human beings will
not be shaken by the eight worldly conditions that are the
vicissitudes of life”.

2. Ratana Sutta; Suttanipata 2.1.



Part 4

Pitfalls to Avoid






Negative Energy
that Bring’s Suffering’

Negative energy refers to a kind of destructive and
unwholesome mental energy that we produce in our system.
[tis unwholesome karmic energy that manifests through our
thoughts, words and actions.

One day, as the Buddha was walking from Jetavana
monastery to the city of Savatthi, He came upon a group of
children beating a snake. Approaching the boys, the Buddha
asked if they liked suffering. Having replied that they feared
suffering, the Buddha advised the children to stop harming
the snake. In the same manner, just as one does not wish to
suffer, one should refrain from harming others'.

Negative karmic energy are produced through our own
thoughts, words and actions that are morally blameworthy,

1. Dhammapadaverses 131 — 132; Sambahula Kumaraka Vatthu.
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spiritually harmful and karmically destructive. They produce
misery and lead to suffering.

The Buddha taught that people who engage in such negative
behaviours and produce such negative karmic energy will
suffer in this life and in lives to come. For the two reasons
discussed below, the Buddha encouraged all His followers to
stay away from producing negative karmic energy.

Firstly, negative karmic energy brings suffering here and
now. One does not have to wait till the next life to see how
negative karmic energy causes suffering. When defilements
such as thoughts of jealousy, hatred, anger, cruelty, ill will
and excessive greed arise in the mind, they affect one’s
mind and body, causing one to live in suffering here and
now. Thus, when one cultivates and harbours such defiled
thoughts, it only brings about unhappiness to oneself.

When these thoughts transform into speech, the suffering
can spread in society. For example, when one speaks to
another with anger and unwholesome thoughts, the other
person too becomes involved in that suffering. If this
other person were to react in the same way with negative
energy, there will be more conflicts, producing even greater
suffering.
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When such negative thoughts then transform into action,
a socially destructive, unpleasant reaction will result. Thus
the Buddha taught that those who produce negative karmic
energy will suffer here and now, and they will suffer both
mentally and physically.

We also have to be responsible for our actions in a society
governed by law. If one were to commit any evil actions, one
can be punished by the law, imprisoned or even executed in
certain countries. Such is the suffering that will be created
here and now due to the negative energy which arises in the
mind and manifesting through speech and action. For this
reason, we have to be careful and take precaution not to
produce negative karmic energy.

Secondly, Buddhism recognises that karmic energy is very
powerful and can go beyond death. What goes from this life
to the next is our mental energy, thus negative destructive
karmic energy brings suffering not only in this life but also
in lives to come. One may be reborn in lower realms and
experience much suffering. There are many such stories and
incidences revealed by the Buddha.

In one case, there was a monk who practised very diligently.
Eventually, the monk became enlightened yet at the same
time turned blind. One day, while he was pacing in an open
space, he stepped on some insects, unknowingly killing
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them. A group of visiting monks who witnessed this brought
up the incident to the Buddha. The Buddha explained that
the monk could not have killed the insects intentionally,
as he had become blind upon gaining Enlightenment. The
group of monks were puzzled as to why he had become
blind.

The Buddha shared that the monk in one of his previous
lives was a very good eye specialist who in a fit of anger
caused a woman, whom he had successfully cured from an
eye disease, to become blind in an act of revenge for having
lied to him about her condition. The woman had promised
to work for him in order to pay his fees for treating her. But
after being cured, she lied that her condition became worse
in order to avoid paying him. Due to the doctor’s destructive
action and negative karmic energy that followed him to this
life, he became blind in this life despite having practised
diligently and attaining Enlightenment.

Thus, negative karmic energy brings suffering in this life
and goes beyond death. Wise persons should take every
opportunity to refrain from producing negative karmic
energy.

2. Dhammapada verse 1; Cakkhupalathera Vatthu.



Suicide and its
After Deatll

People commit suicide due to many different reasons and
causes. It can stem from social issues (e.g. relationship
problems, family conflicts), economic issues (e.g.
unemployment, financial difficulties), ego or the inability to
cope with failure or stress (e.g. failing the exams), medical
conditions or mental disorders (e.g. incurable diseases,
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder), political disputes (e.g. as
a way of protesting, as a strategy in war), or cultural issues
(e.g. as a means to restoring honour).

Scientists and psychologists have studied and found that
those with lower levels of serotonin (a neurological substance
in the brain responsible for guarding the “happy” moods
of humans or which act as a defence against depression)
have greater tendencies to commit suicide, and any form of
suicide is always associated with some form of depression.
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Spiritual leaders from many religions in the world have
shared their views, generally against suicide, and they
do not encourage the act of committing suicide. So what
does Buddhism say about suicide? In general, Buddhism
recognises all human actions as either skilful actions
which are ethically praiseworthy, spiritually beneficial,
and karmically productive, or unskilful actions which are
cthically blameworthy, spiritually harmful, and karmically
destructive. Trying to end a problem by committing suicide
is regarded in Buddhism as an unskilful action; doing so not
only does not solve the problem, it is an unwholesome way
out of a problem.

Human lives are so precious in the eyes of Buddhists, as
this life is the culmination of many positive qualities and
merits from past rebirths. Human beings have wonderful
mental abilities and the potential to achieve perfect
Enlightenment, and the Buddha taught us to use this
precious human life to achieve Enlightenment by following
the Noble Fightfold Path to develop our ethical, spiritual,
and intellectual faculties. So, if someone destroy the
human life by committing suicide, such a person is in fact
destroying this precious opportunity.

The Buddha taught in the Second Noble Truth that craving
is the cause of suffering; this includes craving for sensual
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pleasure, craving for existence, and craving for self-
destruction. Hence, Buddhism recognises that suicide (self-
destruction) is in fact deeply rooted in the mind itself. The
root cause of suicide is associated with hatred, in particular,
the hatred for oneself. When things do not go as we wish,
when we cannot perform as we expect, or when our body
cannot give what we want, we might hate ourselves or have
some form of self-destructive behaviour. Thus anyone could
be potentially suicidal if such hatred with oneself is left
unchecked. Hence, when we practise Metta meditation, the
first step is always to radiate boundless love and compassion
towards oneself, because only a peaceful person can give
peace to the world, only a happy person can give happiness
to the world, and only a person who is free from hatred can
give love to the world.

So what happens after death in suicide cases? Buddhism
recognises thought processes as rapid successions of
thought after thought, and the last thought of this life
determines the beginning of the next life. Since a person
who is committing suicide is always associated with some
degree of depression, misery, sadness, sorrow, hatred,
anger, or pain, death by suicide will almost certainly lead to
rebirth in lower realms of misery with possibly even greater
sufferings, which counter the path towards Enlightenment.
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Those who end their own lives thinking that doing so would
solve their problems will in fact be born again, and they will
continue to suffer perhaps in more severe conditions. Suicide
is thus not the solution to the problem of suffering, but it
is the beginning of another round of miserable existence in
a lower realm.



Do Hung’ry
Ghosts Exist?

According to Tao religious belief, the gates of hell are open
during the seventh lunar month, and hungry ghosts will
be wondering on the earth. Various practices during this
‘hungry ghost festival’ stem from this belief. In Taiwan and
Hong Kong, people send decorated paper boats with lotus-
shaped lanterns to the sea with the intention of helping
the wondering ghosts see in the dark. In Singapore and
Malaysia, ‘wayang” shows (a form of traditional theatrical
performance) are held at night in the neighbourhoods to
entertain these hungry ghosts. Joss papers, paper houses,
and luxurious items made from paper such as televisions,
cars, radios, or cell phones, are burnt with the view that
these ghosts can benefit from them in their realm. Some
believe that it is dangerous to swim during this month, for
fear of drowning caused by ghosts whom one might have
offended. Children are advised to come home early to avoid
being possessed. People avoid scheduling auspicious events
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such as moving house or wedding in this period. These are
some of the common beliefs that are inherited in the Chinese
culture and originated mainly from the Tao religion.

Buddhism spread into China during an era when
Taoism was the dominant religion there, together with
Confucianism. Buddhism, being a peaceful teaching, co-
existed harmoniously with these existing teachings in
China. Eventually when the people embraced Buddhism,
they combined Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism, and
created Chinese Buddhism, which is a blend of these three.
Hence, Taoist friends and Buddhist friends have co-existed
peacefully together for many years without any issue.

So what is the Buddhist concept of hungry ghosts? Buddhists
recognise the hungry ghost realm (or Peta realm) as one of
the four unhappy realms of existence, but Buddhists do not
believe that the gates of hell are open during any particular
period of time. Peta is a Pali word that means spirit-like or
shadow-like beings who do not have gross level physical
bodies but subtle level astral bodies.

In Buddhist arts in monasteries, these beings are depicted as
having tiny mouths but very big bellies, this clearly explains
who exactly the hungry ghost is - its belly is so big with
the desire to eat a lot, but the tiny mouth will never be
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able to eat sufficient food to satisfy the big tummy. What
does this mean? These are beings who are suffering from
excessive greed for food, drinks, sense pleasures, power,
wealth, popularity - for everything. Their greed can never
be satisfied as there is no saturation point. These beings are
tormented with so much greed, desire and attachment that
they are in a suffering state.

However, beings who are in this suffering realm will not be
there forever. Once their negative karmic energy is over,
they can be born somewhere else, even as divine beings,
or as human beings, or in any other realm. Just like human
beings who will have to move on depending on our own
karmic energy when we die, these hungry ghosts are fellow
sentient beings who are in this long journey of birth-death
cycles together with us.

A question may arise - what could lead someone to be born
as a hungry ghost? According to Buddhist teaching, if one
develops the mind-set of a hungry ghost now as a human
being, here and now one will be a hungry ghost. There are
people who are never satisfied in life, these people have
wealth, power, popularity, in fact they have everything
except one thing — happiness. They are always hungry and
wanting more and more. These people have so much wealth
but they do not spend on themselves nor others. Governed
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by their own greed and self-centred blind desire, they are so
greedy that they live such a miserable life here on the earth.
Developing such a mindset which is suitable to be born in
such a realm will definitely lead one to be born as a hungry
ghost after death.

So, the dominant defilement here is greed. When coupled
with self-centred blind desire, the intense greed can result
in the loss of common sense, causing one to behave in such
a way that other defilements will also arise. Out of greed,
one might go to the extent of doing evil, wicked, immoral
actions to achieve more, in the process producing hatred, ill
will, jealousy, anger, cruelty. Itis because of delusion that all
these come into existence. So, the causes that lead someone
to be born in the hungry ghost realm are none other than
greed, hatred, and delusion, with the dominant defilement
being excessive greed.

We are so blessed and fortunate to be born as human beings,
as the human life is so difficult to achieve. Having achieved
this human life, strive to behave and cultivate in such a way
that after death, we will be born again either as a human
being or as a divine being, so that we can have favourable
conditions to develop and cultivate further.
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So why is it that we cannot see these hungry ghost beings?
Buddhism recognises that realms related to the earth include
human beings, animals, earth bound deities and various
other spirits, and hungry ghosts. From the Buddhist point
of view, the hungry ghost realm is not recognised as another
planet, but is associated with the earth atmosphere. So if we
can see animals and humans, why do we not see earth bound
deities, hungry ghosts, or such other “invisible” beings?

Buddhism teaches that in fact we can see them if we develop
aspecial ability. The human mind have so much latent power
that if this power and knowledge is greatly enhanced, it is
possible to produce two types of supernormal powers':

1. Dibba-Cakkhu (divine eye) - the ability to see beyond
the ordinary capacity of the physical eyes to include
seeing subtle beings; and

2. Dibba-Sota (divine ear) - the ability to go beyond the
ordinary hearing capacity to hear these sounds.

These two types of supernormal powers are accessible by
human beings, if they dedicate themselves to train for it
through meditation and attainment of at least the fourth
stage of Jhanas.

1. Samannaphala Sutta; No. 2; Digha Nikaya.
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The Buddha Himself and some of His ordained disciples who
have developed these supernormal powers have encountered
these beings, and there were even some dialogues between
them. These stories were compiled into one book known
as the Petavatthu - the collection of the stories of these
unhappy beings and their encounter with these enlightened
ones who have supernormal powers.

So, itis possible for us to see these beings if we develop such
special knowledge and powers. Perhaps in time to come, it
is possible that scientists might invent some instruments
that would enable us to see these beings. Just as a long
time ago we did not know much about marine life, micro-
organisms, electromagnetic radiation, viruses and germs,
ete, but science and technology have advanced and we now
have more knowledge about these subjects.

Do you think that what you see and what you hear is the
only world that exists? What we see, what we hear, what we
sense, and what we recognise through the ordinary mind is
only a fraction of the world. Like a child who peeps through
a window and sees the garden only from that perspective,
50 too do we perceive the universe based on our limited
capacity. That is why the Buddha said that ordinary human
beings are sleeping, while He is awakened. It is easy to
understand through our common sense that what we
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recognise through our five sense faculties is not the only
world, because scientists have discovered and invented
many things that have expanded our five sense faculties.
Telescopes for example, have expanded our vision by
allowing us to see clearly at a far greater distance. There
have been a fair amount of good works in the field of science
but the work is still not complete and hence there are still
limitations.

From the Buddhist point of view, the world that we see is
a distorted one based on our own distorted view as we do
not see things as they really are. So what we are lacking
that the enlightened beings have is Dhamma-Cakkhu -
the eye of the Truth. Ordinary human beings perceive the
world with delusion, while the enlightened ones who have
the knowledge and vision to see things as they really are
perceive the world with realisation.

According to scientists, the visual capacity of our eyes
ranges from 400 to 700 nanometers (this visible spectrum
is essentially the seven colours of the rainbow), any
wavelengths below or above this range will not be visible to
us. But the world is much bigger than what we can visibly
observe. Scientists postulate that the universe might have
either ten or eleven dimensions, but human beings are living
only in the third dimension calculated by length, width, and
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depth, so if there are beings in the other dimensions, we
may not see them.

Similarly, the hearing capacity of our ears is only limited to
frequencies between twenty and 20,000 hertz. We cannot
hear sounds below twenty hertz (known as infrasound),
and it is said that elephants can hear them. Likewise, we
are unable to hear sounds above 20,000 hertz (known as
ultrasound), and it is said that bats and dolphins can detect
them. Hence, we should not believe that what we see and
what we hear is the only world that exists. There is much
more to this world than what we experience through our
limited five sense faculties.

Lastly, we should recognise that even though the concept of
hungry ghost in Buddhism and Taoism are different, both
Buddhists and Taoists believe that hungry ghosts exist. In
Buddhism, we do meritorious actions in the name of the
departed ones and share the merits with them, because we
believe that it is only the merits that will come forward for
the well-being and happiness of the deceased”.

2. Ayyaka Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 3.22.
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What are the

Ten Questions
that the Buddha
Did Not Answer?

Throughout the forty-five years after his Enlightenment, the
Buddha had answered many questions asked to him both by
human beings and divine beings. Depending on the nature
of the questions, the Buddha had largely responded using
one of the four ways":

1. He gave unequivocal answers to questions which have
direct answers;

2. He elaborated on answers to questions which require
careful analysis;

3. Hereplied with counter-questions to guide the inquirer
towards forming an answer; and

4. He kept some questions aside. In particular, the Buddha
kept silent on ten questions.

1. Panhavyakarana Sutta; Anguttara Nikaya 4.42.
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These ten undeclared questions that were kept aside are:

1.

S A

s the universe eternal?

s the universe not eternal?

[s the universe finite?

[s the universe infinite?

Are the soul and the body the same?

Are the soul and the body not the same?

Will the enlightened one be reborn after death?
Will the enlightened one not be reborn after death?

Will the enlightened one both be reborn and not be
reborn after death?

10. Wil the enlightened one neither be reborn nor not be

reborn after death?

It was recounted that while Venerable Malunkyaputta was
in seclusion practising his meditation, these ten questions
arose in his mind. He thus went to the Buddha with these
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questions, going so far as to insist that he would disrobe and
give up his training with the Buddha should the answers not
be provided.

The Buddha declined to reply and instead calmly asked
Venerable Malunkyaputta if a promise was made to answer
these ten questions, or if a request was ever put forth for these
questions to be answered in return for his spiritual practice
under the Buddha, of which Venerable Malunkyaputta
replied in the negative.

The Buddha then told Venerable Malunkyaputta to clearly
remember what He has declared as declared, and what He
has not declared as not declared.

What the Buddha has declared are suffering, the cause of
suffering, the cessation of suffering, and the path leading to
the cessation of suffering - these are the Four Noble Truths.
The Buddha explained to Venerable Malunkyaputta that He
has made these Four Noble Truths known and declared
because they are beneficial, they lead to the cessation of
suffering, and they lead to perfect peace, happiness and
Enlightenment.

What the Buddha has not declared are the answers to these
ten questions. Why did the Buddha not declare answers



140 | Part 5 - Focus on the Handful of Leaves

to these ten questions? It is because they do not lead to
Enlightenment®.

It had been speculated that the Buddha kept silent on these
ten questions simply because He did not know the answers.
This belief, however, could not be supported when the
discourses were analysed — the Buddha had proclaimed on
several occasions His ability to comprehend the unseen and
unheard. One such discourse was in the Simsapa Forest
where the Buddha took a handful of leaves and asked His
disciples which are greater in number, those in His hand or
those in the forest. Affirming His disciples’ answer that the
number of leaves in the forest was undisputedly greater, He
likened this to the difference between what He had taught
and what He had known’.

A second possible reason was that although the Buddha
had the answers, their profundity meant that it was difficult
to provide an explanation in a manner for the inquirers to
comprehend. Indeed, immediately after His Enlightenment,
the Buddha hesitated to teach the Dhamma that He had

realised due to its subtle, sublime and profound nature which

2. Cala-Malunkyovada Sutta; No. 63; Majjhima Nikaya.
3. Simsapa Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 56.31.
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is difficult for humans who are embroiled with delusions.
The Buddha changed His mind after Brahma Sahampati, a
divine being, entreated Him to teach the Dhamma as there
may be some who might see the Truth",

The third possible reason for the Buddha’s silence was that
the questions were speculative or wrongly composed, or that
the questioners were not in the position to understand the
answer. Answering these questions could only lead to more
confusion. Instead, the Buddha encouraged individuals to
practise diligently so as to attain Enlightenment in order to
realise the answers independently by themselves.

Finally, the Buddha’s refusal to answer could also stem from
His refusal to fall into either of the two major belief systems
of other religions — eternalism and nihilism. Answering
these questions would have led the Buddha into a pitfall
that He wisely avoided. In fact, the answers to some of
these questions about the universe have remained a mystery
despite numerous scientific researches attempted over the
years. However, in light of such researches, some theories
formulated by various religions had been disproved. On
the other hand, the Buddha’s teachings, which focus on

4. Ayavana Sutta; Samyutta Nikaya 6.1.
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the Four Noble Truths, Dependent Origination, Three
Marks of Existence, and Five Aggregates of Clinging, are
coexistent with science.

Followers are thus encouraged not to be disappointed with
the Buddha’s non-answers as Buddhism, a spiritual path that
leads to awakening, is fundamentally focused on suffering
and the cessation of this suffering.
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BJ The gift of Dhamma LE

—< surpasses all other gifts <~

(Sabbadanam Dhammadanam Jinati)
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