
  
Page 1 

 
  

 



  
Page 2 

 
  

 
Back cover 

Over 600 lists included in this online edition 

New website:  www.TheDhamma.com 

http://www.thedhamma.com/


  
Page 3 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Complete Book of Buddhaôs 

Lists -- Explained 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover design:   

 

The Eightfold Middle Path written in a circle as you start with Right Understanding and end with 

Right Understanding.  The Eightfold Wheel is the symbol of the Middle Path.  Also shown are 

some of the numerous lists and mathematical equations which are discussed in this book. 

 

The yellow color is one of the colors of the Buddhist unity flag (other colors on the flag are 

white, orange, blue, and red) and represents Middle Way and Middle Path and is also the color of 

Buddhaôs monk robes. 

 

(Note:  Although there are nearly 500 pages to this book, donôt get too overwhelmed, the last 

half is the over 600 Lists chapter and is easy reading.) 



  
Page 4 

 
  

 

 

Praise from readers around the globe: 

 

It is one of the best books on Buddhism I have read.  It has insights Iôve never seen before in 

Buddhist literature.  S.C. Cleveland, Ohio 

 

You were so kind enough to send me this book at no charge as I am an indigent inmate.  Thank 

you, thank you, thank you!  Iôm on my third reading of it right now, then Iôm sharing it with my 

Buddhist Study Group we have here in prison.  J.L. Oregon State Prison 

 

I found the book very complete in its explanation of Buddhismôs middle path.  R.S.  Tel Aviv, 

Israel 

 

I found that the book was well written and contained information found in many other books on 

Buddhism and other information not found in other books.  J.S.  Australia 

 

This is one book I will read and use over and over again.  Thank you for writing this book and 

for distributing it at such a low price.  S.W. Fargo, North Dakota 

 

Thank you for an excellent book.  Very powerful stuff!  Iôd like to get ten more copies to share 

with family and friends.  P.K.  New York City 

 

I received your book and have really enjoyed it!  It is so good I donated it to our prison library.   

L.H.  New Jersey Federal Prison 

 

Thank you for the best book Iôve ever read!   

B.C.  Toronto, Canada 

 

A wonderful book I will recommend to all my students and other monks.  A very useful guide and 

reference for lay people and monks alike.  Bhante K. Wipulasara, Abbot, Florida Buddhist 

Vihara, Tampa, Florida 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
Page 5 

 
  

 

 

Praise from readers (continued): 

 

Average rating at public libraries where this book is available: 5 out of 5 stars 

 

Average rating at Amazon.com: 

 

5 out of 5 stars   

 

Over 80 weeks in the Top 10 for Buddhism > Theravada at Amazon.com year 2006 ï 2009 while 

the book was in print 

 

5 weeks at the Number One spot March ï April 2006 

 

A book you can use over and over again, about 100 some lists, with the most important lists 

explained in detail. Very good reference. Marie (Seattle, Washington) 

 

Wonderful explanations of the Buddha's lists. The author explained it extremely well. I love the 

use of plain english and putting the explanations in language anyone can understand. The author 

is a scholar and highly educated, but unlike other scholars who write books, this author wrote in 

plain language, easily understandable and digestable. I highly recommend this book to anyone 

seeking the Buddha's wisdom or anyone who just wants a better understanding of the Buddha's 

teachings. Nancy Benton  

(Olympia, Washington) 

 

This book is a valuable reference. I refer back to it all the time. I even keep a copy next to me 

when I meditate. Samantha (Jacksonville, Florida) 

 

I have this author's other dharma book, Right Understanding in Plain English and this Buddha's 

Lists book is even better. It has more information, is much longer, and more insights. Jon 

(Albuquerque, New Mexico) 

 

The author has read through and cites numerous Buddhist books, including the scriptures of 

Buddhism. He has sifted through all of that material and presented an overview and analysis not 

found in other Buddhist books. In effect, the author has done all the research and you get to see 

the results without having to go through all of those other books and the Buddha's discourses. 

The scriptures of Buddhism are too long to go through. In this book the author does all the work 

for us and presents Buddhism in easy to understand terms and backs it all with science and 

scientific method. Excellent, now I don't need to read much else on Buddhism unless I have the 

time! James B. (N. California) 

 

 

 

 

 



  
Page 6 

 
  

 

 

The Complete Book of Buddhaôs 

Lists -- Explained 

 

 

 

 

David N. Snyder, Ph.D. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Published and distributed for no-profit 

 

Not for re-sale 

 

To be sold only by Vipassana Foundation for  

printing and shipping costs only (print book copies sold-out) 

 

This online version available completely at no cost 

 

 

 

 

Vipassana Foundation  
(A non-profit organization) 

Las Vegas, Nevada 

 

 

 



  
Page 7 

 
  

 

The Complete Book of Buddhaôs 

Lists -- Explained 
 

by 

David N. Snyder, Ph.D. 

© 2006, 2009 for this online edition, updated 

All Rights Reserved. 

 

Published and printed for no-profit 

 

 

 

Vipassana Foundation 

3111 Bel Air Dr. #28-B 

Las Vegas, Nevada 89109 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISBN 0-9679285-1-6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
Page 8 

 
  

About the author 
 
Dr. David N. Snyder was born in Germany to American parents stationed there from the U.S. 

Army.  He has lived in or visited several countries.  His exposure to other cultures piqued his 

interest in philosophy and religion from an early age.  He read the scriptures of every major 

religion by the age of 13.  His interest continued through college and he earned a Doctorate from 

The University of Texas at Arlington and Dallas in sociology and philosophy.  He has visited 

and received instruction from holy sites of all the worldôs religions. 

 

He has worked as a college professor and for the U.S. Department of Justice.  After marrying, he 

and his wife, Woini, invested in real estate and became very successful businesspersons.  They 

owned a high-rise apartment building in Denver, which they re-named Vipassana Towers after 

constructing a large meditation hall inside the building. At Vipassana Towers there was a regular 

Buddhist meditation program.  Currently they own apartment buildings in Las Vegas, Nevada 

and Santa Monica, California.  They have two children, Zeleke and Deva. 

 

Enter the Tiger 
 

Certain life events appear to have determined the life of philosophical investigation, which the 

author embarked on at an early age.  In Buddhist and many Asian countries, the Full Moon and 

New Moon days are considered holy days where deeper practice is engaged.   David was born on 

the  New Moon day of December 1962 at home in Kaiserslautern, Germany.  He was born in the 

Chinese year of  the  Tiger.    

 

David  would  later discover that the Buddha frequently referred to his followers affectionately 

as ñtigers.ò  The tiger has become a common symbol of Buddhism and is found on some 

Buddhist flags.  This is because the tiger is known for his independence and courageousness 

which is what is needed to proceed on the Path. 

   

He was born while his mother slept and his father was on military maneuvers with the Army.  

Davidôs mother literally slept through the labor process as he was born with no pain to her.  

Davidôs parents would re-count this story to their friends and relatives and all that heard had 

stated that they never heard of such a birth.  David began following the Buddhaôs Path in 1984 at 

the age of 21.  It would be until another eleven years after that date before he read a chapter in 

the Buddhist scriptures, written over 2,300 years ago that stated that the Buddha was born in the 

same manner and that all ñteaching Buddhasò (enlightened ones who teach the masses) are born 

in this way.  Tibetan lamas, who are high religious teachers, look for people with such signs at 

birth for locating the reincarnation of famous teachers and leaders.  The author makes no claim 

to being fully enlightened or even to recalling any past human life, but the birth-event does seem 

to shed some light on his future role and possible karmic fate as a Dhamma (Dharma) teacher in 

this life.   

 

While living in Israel during his high school years the author valued that time  by  devoting  time  

to  the  study  of   the  great religions which developed in that area and visited ancient holy sites 
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daily.   He  studied  modern  Hebrew and  biblical  Hebrew both in Israel and again in America 

with his doctoral program.  Those skills have been utilized as well in this book with a new 

translation of some key verses in the Bible. 

 

At the Vipassana Towers meditation center (which he opened) he was one of the regular 

speakers for the  Dhamma talks.  During and after the completion of his doctorate degree he has 

presented several professional-academic papers to sociologistsô conventions.  At one convention 

where he presented the Buddhist perspective on psychological factors for spiritual development 

and sound mental health, his paper was praised vigorously by the moderator while the other 

papers presented were negatively critiqued. 

 

As a child he excelled in chess, winning school championships.  As a young adult he won first 

place in a world chess championship (varied baseline postal chess) during a time when chess 

computer programs were becoming very good at defeating over 99% of all chess players.  Postal 

chess became ruined with rampant use of computers to make the moves of the players who send 

their moves around the world to their opponents on postcards.  As a result the champions were 

the players who were stronger than the computers while the lower rankings were determined by 

who had the best computer program.  The top computer programs could analyze thousands of 

moves per second while a human only analyzes about one move per second.  As a result few 

players could beat the best computers.  But the fact that there were and still are chess players 

who can beat the best computer programs convinced Dr. Snyder that there is something still quite 

unique to the human situation with our abilities to imagine, be creative, and have insights that no 

computer could match.  He knew based on his studies and chess experiences that being human 

was more than just gaining knowledge like a simple computer chip.  There is the possibility to 

harness the human potential to higher wisdom, to insight. 
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Preface 

 

 

 

This book has been prepared and printed for no profit.  This is because the teachings from the 

Buddha are actually so valuable that no price could ever be attached to it.  In the vipassana 

tradition teachings are offered free of charge, but voluntary donations called dana are accepted.  

Voluntary contributions are not required or expected, but available to those who wish to 

contribute to sangha (community), to preserve the teachings, and to make the teachings available 

to others. 

 

This book is written primarily from the Theravada Buddhist tradition, but not limited to that 

tradition.  Theravada means ñWay of the Eldersò and is considered the oldest, most orthodox 

form of Buddhism.  You can find the principal teachings of the Theravada/vipassana tradition in 

the Buddhaôs teachings on the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Middle Path and the numerous 

lists shown in the Table of Contents from his teachings and written in the Pali Canon.  There are 

many different forms of Buddhism, but the common denominator, common theme in all the 

Buddhist schools are the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Middle Path and the other major lists 

discussed in this book.  Thus, all schools of Buddhism accept these foundational teachings and 

revere these lists as the essential elements of the teachings.  But the Buddha was not really that 

interested in forming a sectarian religion.  His teachings can be applied to members of any or no 

religion. 

 

This Dhamma (Dharma) book is written in plain English with little use of the ancient Pali or 

Sanskrit words.  There are some words for which there is no adequate translation and thus, they 

have remained   in   the   Pali  form.  In this edition, the Buddhist terms that are not translated are 

in the Pali form, since this book is primarily written from the Theravada perspective.  Some of 

these words are mostly known in the Sanskrit form.    Examples   of  these  words,  which  are  

not   translated, include dharma, karma, and  nirvana.  The Pali form of these words are used in 

this online edition as now many Buddhists are becoming familiar with both the Sanskrit and Pali 

terms for these basic Buddhist concepts.  In this edition Dhamma is used instead of Dharma.  

Kamma is the Pali for karma and nibbana is the Pali for nirvana.  The  Buddhaôs  teachings have 

become so mainstream into modern society that many of these terms already have become 

incorporated into daily language.  Since these words have become more common, especially 

among Buddhists, for this edition the Pali and Sanskrit terms are not put in italics.  But the 

definitions can still be found in the glossary, for those who need it. 

 

The footnotes style for this book is the last name of the reference with the corresponding year of 

publication in parenthesis after the quote or paraphrase.  The full reference can then be found in 

the bibliography by matching the name and publication year.  The famous sayings of the 

Buddha, found in the Dhammapada, have been abbreviated to Dh.  The Dhammapada is one of 

the shorter books of the Khuddaka Nikaya. 

 

Quotes from the Buddhist scriptures, known as the Pali Canon are referenced by their Pali name.  

Here are the English equivalents to the discourses cited in this book: 
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Digha Nikaya, The Long Discourses 

Majjhima Nikaya, The Middle Length Discourses 

Samyutta Nikaya, The Connected Discourses 

Anguttara Nikaya, The Numerical Discourses 

Khuddaka Nikaya, The Division of short books 

Vinaya, The Code of Conduct for monks and nuns 

Abhidhamma, The higher doctrine 

 

Some Dhamma teachers have written books such as the one I have written here for no charge or 

for a nominal charge to cover most of the printing and postage costs.  This makes the books only 

available from the publisher and not at popular bookstores.  This limits the distribution since it 

can only be purchased directly and not at bookstores around the world.  But this has some 

advantages. 

 

A book that is sold at a bookstore must have a higher price to cover the publisherôs profit and 

also the profit for the bookstores.  This increases the price and can limit distribution to people 

who do not have access to bookstores or the funds necessary to purchase the books. 

 

A publisher looks for material that can easily be sold with the least amount of advertising or 

marketing.  A publisher will often require a writer to make several revisions  to  leave out 

controversial material, for example.  Authors sometimes lose their  individual  creativity  in  the  

name  of  profit.   By publishing books directly, authors are able to keep their creativity and 

publish views, which may not be too marketable, but nevertheless, quality material, which could 

do some good.   

 

The lower cost allows for easier distribution to not only the indigent, but also inmates serving in 

jails and prisons.  There is a true story of an inmate  at  an  American  prison  who  asked  a 

guard for a bible for inspirational reading.  The guard, trying to be cruel, gave the inmate a copy 

of the Buddhaôs Dhammapada, instead.  The inmate decided to read the Dhammapada out of 

curiosity.  The inmate liked the words of the Buddha so much, that he decided to become a 

Buddhist. 

 

This book is the sequel to my original Dhamma book titled:  Right Understanding in Plain 

English:  The Science of The Buddhaôs Middle Path (Vipassana Foundation, year 2000).  That 

book focused on Right Understanding of the Middle Path, as does this book, but this newer 

edition is greatly expanded with more material, explanations, and more lists.  The Right 

Understanding in Plain English:  The Science of The Buddhaôs Middle Path book was 176 pages 

and The Complete Book of Buddhaôs Lists ï Explained (year 2006) hard copy book was 336 

pages and displayed 90 lists and sold-out in 2009.  This online edition has been expanded further 

with more explanations, more references from the Buddhaôs discourses and more lists to a total 

of over 600 lists. 

 

For the print book and this online edition, I am very pleased that the Venerable Madewela 

Punnaji has written the Foreword.  Bhante Punnaji is an excellent speaker of the Dhamma and 
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travels around the world leading retreats and giving talks.  (Bhante is the Pali word for reverend 

or venerable.)  Bhante Punnaji is a Buddhist monk originally from Sri Lanka who is not only a 

scholar of the Pali Canon, but also has extensive studies in science, medicine, and western 

psychology.   

 

Several Right Understanding . . . and Buddhaôs Lists books have been sent to inmates in 

American jails and prisons without the cost to cover postage and  printing.  Many inmates have  

started  study  groups inside the prisons.  I have worked at a Federal prison in  Ft.  Worth,  Texas  

and  I am especially grateful to the inmates who have changed their lives and have helped others 

through the material in this book. 

 

Check the website address below for up-to-date information about Vipassana Foundation.  On 

the website are some fun pages, such as a quiz you can take or show your skeptical friends and 

family members.  The quiz might surprise some people   when    they  find  out  how  compatible  

they  are  to Buddhaôs teachings.  Another page at the website provides the current number of 

Buddhists in the world.  The number of Buddhists around the world is grossly underestimated.  

The statistics found in nearly all encyclopedias and almanacs place the number of Buddhists at 

approximately 400 to 500 million.  This figure completely ignores over one billion Chinese 

people who live in the People's Republic of China.  China is "officially" communist (although 

many free market conditions are already in place) and does not keep records on religion statistics 

of adherents.  Also, many western reference sources refuse to accept that a person can belong to 

more than one religion.  In Asia it is quite common for one person to have two, three, or more 

religions.  In China, it is common for a family to have a shrine in their home with statues and 

icons from Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism.   

 

The current number of Buddhists (as of 2009) is therefore, about 1.6 billion which places it 

nearly equal with each of the two largest religions of Christianity and Islam.  The website shows 

the current up-to-date figure which includes the number ñwithout a sanghaò that is, those  

Buddhists  who  do not belong to a community or temple, but otherwise still enjoy and practice 

the teachings of the Buddha.  It is important to know the true number to provide an accurate 

history and to know that we are not ñaloneò  in  our  thinking and our  practice.    What  we  

really  strive  for  is  not  more Buddhists, but more ñbuddhasò (enlightened ones) so that we can 

have true peace inside and for the world. 

 

Dr. David N. Snyder  

 

Vipassana Foundation 

3111 Bel Air Dr. #28-B 

Las Vegas, Nevada 89109 

 

On the web at:   

http://www.TheDhamma.com/ The site that hosts this online edition 

http://www.DhammaWiki.com/ The Dhamma Encyclopedia, which includes more lists 

http://www.DhammaWheel.com/ A discussion forum on the encyclopedia and Buddhism 

 

 

http://www.thedhamma.com/
http://www.dhammawiki.com/
http://www.dhammawheel.com/
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Foreword 

 

The Four Evolutionary stages of Religion 
 

By Venerable Madewela Punnaji 

 

 

In this book, Dr. David N. Snyder, writes on the scientific nature of the Buddhaôs teachings and 

shows us how to proceed in an evolutionary way from ordinary understanding to extra-ordinary 

understanding into Reality.  This book focuses on the many lists of the Buddha and the author 

describes their compatibility to scientific method and principles.  Dr. Snyder makes it very clear 

that Buddhism is not just a dogmatic or mystical religion.  He includes a whole chapter on 

biological evolution and the other chapters keep with this evolutionary theme of going from an 

ordinary individual to an extra-ordinary Awakened One.  In 1987, I had the honor of being 

invited to deliver a lecture at the University of Sri Lanka, on the evolution of the human being 

through the practice of religion according to Buddhism. I spoke under the title ñMan Superman 

and Beyond.ò The talk included the four stages through which religion evolves.  At the invitation 

of Dr. Snyder, I am including some material from that talk in the Foreword to this book. 

 

Superman is not a mere fiction, as it is understood today.  Real ñSupermanò did walk on earth 

more than twenty five centuries ago.  Superman is the result of a process of evolution that took 

place long time ago.  Superman as a species is virtually extinct today, though not entirely. Man 

evolves in the effort to solve the problem of existence, as in the case of plants and animals.  In 

order to understand this process of evolution, and the problem of existence, it is useful to 

examine the modern biological theory of evolution. 

 

The Biological Perspective 
 

Life, is the characteristic behavior of a substance which was formed out of inanimate matter 

when the right conditions and the right constituents happened to coincide at some moment in the 

history of this planet.  This substance had the special characteristic of being able to reproduce 

itself.  Although this substance, like any other, had to some day break up and be destroyed, it had 

the capacity for apparent continuation through continuous replacement.  In other words, it 

attempted to become permanent in an impermanent world, even though this attempt was a failure 

in reality.  This was the original mistake made by living matter.  There was no actual living or 

being; there was only an attempt to live and to be.  There was no existence; there was only a 

struggle for existence.  There was no survival either for the fit or for the unfit; there was only an 

apparent survival.   What really continued, ultimately, was only a struggle for existence and the 

actual survival of nothing. 

 

Evolution of Civilized Man  
 

The uncivilized man is closer to the apes in that he, like the ape, is for the most part passively 

reacting to the environment, unable to control his impulses.  His life is full of anxiety.  He has to 
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find food or he will die of starvation.  In going out to find food, he is in danger of becoming the 

food of another animal.  He has to risk his life in order to find food for survival.  In the midst of 

this danger, he also begins to seek pleasure, and in doing so, he often risks his life too in 

competition with others. Uncivilized man does not have satisfactory shelter or clothing.  He does 

not have proper medicine when sick.  He does not have much security and comfort in life.  As a 

result, uncivilized man experiences a relatively greater amount of anxiety than civilized man. 

 

Uncivilized man, because he is not in full control of his natural impulses, is self centered and 

cannot properly care for others.  He is also competitive and alienated and has to satisfy and 

defend himself, alone, as an individual, even by hurting others.  He cannot therefore make much 

progress in the control of his environment, until he learns to join others and share and care and 

help one another in society. 

 

When the mind is broadened this way in the process of civilization, man becomes less and less 

individualistic and more and more co-operative.  He becomes more capable of team work.  

Through cooperative team work, in production and exchange and the discovery of better ways of 

governing, and organizing, society, civilized man is thus able to reduce the anxiety of life.  It 

should be noted that this anxiety reduction became the primary goal of man, and it was achieved 

through socialization and self-discipline in civilized man. Self-discipline is both positive and 

negative.  It is to perform what is socially constructive and to avoid what is socially destructive.  

This social attitude is the characteristic of civilized man.  It is individuals that make a society not 

vice versa.  Civilized man is socialized man.  Civilized society is his product. 

 

Evolution of Superman 
 

Although civilized man, through better organization, work and technology, is able to reduce 

anxiety and make life more comfortable, he is not able to eliminate anxiety from his life entirely.  

Civilized man, in the process of becoming socialized and disciplined, learns to suppress his 

natural self-centered urges and impulses.  These suppressed impulses begin to accumulate 

tension, which seeks release in actions.  Because this tension is not allowed to be released in 

actions that are anti social, they tend to find release in perverted form, or this tension remains in 

the form of anxiety. 

 

This is why civilized-society is plagued with neurosis, anxiety, problematic stress and other 

psychological problems and psychosomatic disease. Civilized man, though he is comfortable 

physically, is still uncomfortable within.  Therefore he seeks inner peace and tranquility.  He 

turns to techniques of stress management, the use of tranquillizer drugs, progressive relaxation, 

hypnosis, biofeedback and other methods of finding inner peace.  He also turns to modern 

psychotherapy as well as ancient religious techniques of meditation and mysticism. 

 

The important thing about this new turn that civilized man has taken is the focus on inner peace 

and tranquility.  This new turn of civilized man is in the direction of the next stage in the 

evolution of man.  It is the evolution of civilized man to the level of super man. 

 

The more natural and more systematic method of evolution of civilized man to superman, 
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however, is achieved through the practice of religion.  By religion, I do not mean mere belief and 

ritualistic practice.  That is what organized religion usually is.  I am speaking of natural religion, 

which is the gradual evolution of consciousness; beginning with the appreciation of what is good 

and true.  This appreciation elevates the human mind above the mere concern with the 

satisfaction of basic physical needs. 

 

In order to understand the evolution of ñcivilized manò to the level of ñsupermanò it is useful to 

examine the evolution of religion.  The different religions that we find in the world today are 

different forms of organized religion.  Organized religion does not help individuals to fully 

evolve because the individuals remain bound to dogmas and rituals, and are not free to evolve.  

Natural religion is a process of individual evolution.  There are four main levels of individual 

religious evolution.  They are: 

 

1. The Saddha level (devotion) 

2. The Sila (discipline) 

3. The Samadhi (tranquility) 

4. The Panna (understanding) 

 

At the saddha level we appreciate what is good and true.  This may be expressed in the form of 

worship of a perfect being who is perfect in goodness and wisdom, what ever be the name one 

may call Him. Religion is practiced at this level in the form of devotion. It is the devotional level 

of practice.  At this level, man becomes orientated to seek inner perfection.  He begins the 

journey towards civilization. 

 

Religion at the sila level is where one begins to practice the good life, or good principles of 

behavior, which are socially beneficial.  It is at this level that one begins to practice 

commandments or precepts.  This is the level of self-discipline where one begins to control 

natural emotional impulses and thereby learn to control selfishness.  At this level, therefore, we 

learn to cultivate an interest in others or all beings.  It is at this level that civilized man is born.  

This sila level of religious practice produces civilized man. 

 

The third samadhi level is the level of renunciation and meditation.  At this level one gives up all 

worldly pursuit, sensual pleasures and possessions and takes to meditation.  This may also be 

called the mystic level.  Most mystical states described in various religions, fall under this 

category of practice.  In Buddhism this level is called the samadhi level.  All the jhanas and 

samadhis are practiced at this level.  At this level one begins to experience inner peace and 

happiness which is superior to the excitement of sensual pleasures.  At this level, one also begins 

to experience psychic powers by which oneôs mind has control over matter.  Moreover, the 

senses become more acute, and   the brain more efficient at this stage. This is the stage at which 

man becomes ñsuperman.ò 

 

The last or the fourth stage of the evolution of religion is what is called the panna level.  It is at 

this level that man becomes fully aware of the problem of existence and its solution. At this level 

there is direct awareness of experience, instead of existence.  It is at this level that man becomes 

ñsuperhumanò and even loses his identity.  This is a stage higher than the level of ñsuperman.ò  It 

is at this level that man ñawakensò from the dream of existence, and ends the process of 
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evolution, by stopping the ñstruggle for existence.ò  It is the final evolutionary stage, where man 

becomes immortal, not through eternal life, but through freedom from the delusion of existence.  

It is the stage of the ñAwakened One,ò the Buddha, the God become. 

 

These four evolutionary levels of religion are levels that every individual has to pass through 

during the course of human evolution.  This evolution is not an unconscious biological evolution 

but a consciously executed evolution of consciousness itself.  Religion seen in this way, is 

concerned with individuals, rather than organizations or Churches.  When an individual evolves 

from one stage to another the views and lifestyles change. Organized religions tend to prevent 

such change and therefore obstruct the evolutionary process.  Religion that I refer to, and which I 

call natural religion, is not mere obedience to rules but a conscious process of growth and 

evolution.  It could also be called a growth technique, by means of which an individual 

consciously evolves from a lower to a higher level of consciousness. 

 

What is special about the ñsuperhumanò evolutionary stage is the superhuman understanding.  

This is getting in touch with   the   ground   of   being.    This   ground   of being is experience, 

which can be normal or supernormal. The normal experience is anguish and its cause.  The 

supernormal experience is the absence of anguish and the way to its absence. This superhuman 

understanding has been described by the Buddha in the form of the Four Supernormal Truths. 

 

1. The understanding of anguish 

2. The understanding of the origin of anguish 

3. The understanding of the cessation of anguish 

4. The understanding of the way to the cessation of anguish 

 

This fourfold understanding is seen by the Buddha, to be superior to the psychic powers and the 

states of peace experienced by superman.  This is because this understanding results in the 

solution of the problem of existence, and the ending, of the evolutionary process.  It is therefore 

the ultimate point in the evolution of man.  This understanding, however, is not the grasping of a 

concept but a freedom from all concepts, though it is not an absence of concepts either.  It is the 

direct awareness of experience through introspection.  ñIt is seeing experience with its 

constituent parts and seeing how the parts of experience arise and cease from moment to 

moment,ò in the words of the Buddha. 

 

When we are able to see these components of experience objectively, without identifying with 

them or personalizing them, we become free of the notion of ñself.ò  Then there is nothing to 

identify as ñselfò or call ñmineò or ñmyself.ò  Then there is no ñselfò to be anxious about or try to 

preserve or satisfy.  Then there is no ñselfò to grow old or die.  Then one is free from aging and 

death.  This is immortality.  This is the end of all anguish. 

 

The anxiety persisted due to the notion of ñselfò that resulted from personalization of experience.  

When this personalization was stopped, the notion of ñselfò disappeared and the anxiety ceased. 

 

The purpose of this essay has been to point out that ñsupermanò is not a mere dream or fantasy, 

but a concrete reality.  The evolution of superman from man is not so much a biological process 

as it is a psychological one.  It is the evolution of the human consciousness through 
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introspection. The consciousness becomes gradually conscious of itself, and thereby loses the 

delusion of existence.  It is experiencing experience instead of existence.  This freedom from 

delusion paves the way to vistas of super-knowledge that equips man to become superman.  

Today the growing science called quantum physics is gradually making mankind aware of the 

potentialities of the human mind.  

 

Mankind must solve its problems through evolution.  Just as a child solves his problems by 

growing up, and animals solve their problems by evolving, human beings too have to solve their 

problems through maturity, growth and evolution.  Modern society is plagued with problems like 

crime, drug abuse, poverty, mental sickness, psychosomatic disease, insanity, suicide, war and 

many more.  All these problems seem to be the result of emotional immaturity.  Therefore, 

maturity, growth or evolution seems to be the only solution.  If evolution is the solution to our 

problems, then it is worth our while to learn how to evolve. 

 

Man evolves through the practice of religion. Religion is the process of human evolution.  

Saddha, or belief in superman, gives    hope   to   mankind.    Sila, or  self-discipline  helps 

uncivilized   man   to  become    socialized   and      civilized.  Samadhi or gaining inner calm 

helps civilized man reach the state of superman.  Panna, or direct awareness of experience, helps 

ñsupermanò to awaken from the dream of existence, and evolve to the ñsuperhumanò level. 

 

If you have recognized the importance of evolution, and if you have accepted the fact that it is 

possible for a human being to evolve, and if you have understood the method of conscious 

evolution, then what is left to be done is nothing but to make the effort to keep evolving. 

 

Once I was traveling by train from Washington DC to New York City. On the way I saw a large 

poster put up at one station.  It contained the picture of a large chimpanzee.  Below the picture 

was, a line that read: ñKeep Evolving.ò 

 

This should be everyoneôs motto.  This is my message to you too: ñkeep evolving.ò  If you 

follow this advice, there would be no doubt about the possibility that you will evolve to the level, 

not only of ñsupermanò but also to the ñsuperhumanò level. 

 

Today, man has begun to recognize his latent potentialities.  Modern man has even become a 

kind of ñsupermanò through his technological skills.  Now he looks forward with confidence to 

the day he would be in control of the universe, though to be really in control one has to be in 

control of oneself.  Therefore, ósuperman,ô at least technologically, is not a dream to him any 

more; it is to him a possible reality.  At least modern man is able to appreciate the importance of 

becoming ñsupermanò and is confident enough to try. 

 

Therefore, let me repeat: keep evolving by practicing religion in the non-dogmatic universal 

way.  Keep evolving to solve your problems. Keep evolving to become ñsupermen,ò and even 

reach the ñsuperhumanò level.  

 

Venerable Madewela Punnaji 

 

 



  Page 
20 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñScience without religion is lame; 

Religion without science is blind.ò 
 

Albert Einstein 
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ñDo not believe in something because it is reported.  Do not believe in something 

because it has been practiced by generations or becomes a tradition or part of a 

culture.  Do not believe in something because a scripture says it is so.  Do not 

believe in something believing a god has inspired it.  Do not believe in something a 

teacher tells you to.  Do not believe in something because the authorities say it is 

so.  Do not believe in hearsay, rumor, speculative opinion, public opinion, or mere 

acceptance to logic and inference alone.  Help yourself, accept as completely true 

only that which is praised by the wise and which you test for yourself and know to 

be good for yourself and others.ò   

 

The Buddha, The Kalama Sutta, Anguttara Nikaya 3.65, Sutta Pitaka, Pali Canon 
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Introduction ;  The Nine Ways not to accept something 

as true 
 

 

 

The famous and very revolutionary quote on the previous page is from the Buddha and 

summarizes much of his teachings.  No longer were people to rely on the words of authorities, 

scriptures, or even gurus or teachers.  All power was given to the individual in finding his or her 

way to salvation.  Even the Buddha shunned away all forms of extreme glorification or worship 

of himself.  The Buddha never claimed to be a god or anything other than human and his 

revolutionary teachings are becoming increasingly popular in the modern age.  The statement 

above by the Buddha clearly puts the Buddhaôs teachings in line with that of a type of scientific 

analysis.  Based on personal experience  and  observation  and  nothing else, is seen as the 

foundation for accepting anything as true or worth practicing. 

 

The Buddhist scriptures of the Pali Canon consist of three sections or baskets; the Suttas, which 

are the Discourses; the Vinaya, which is the rules of the monks and nuns;  and the Abhidhamma, 

the higher doctrine of the philosophy and psychology of the teachings written only in ñUltimate 

Truthò language of analysis.  The complete Pali Canon is roughly about 20,000 pages long.  

Setting aside the stories and the biographical / historical information in the scriptures and you are 

virtually left with only a whole pile of lists from the Buddha and long explanations about the  

lists.   The  Buddha was like a scientist observing reality and Ultimate Truth from the deepest 

levels of Insight and enlightenment of this mind-body.  The lists are the break-down of the 

doctrines, concepts, reality, and the mind-body.   

 

Thus, we find all of the Buddhaôs teachings and a summary of the 20,000 pages of scriptures in 

the lists.  The most important lists are discussed in detail in the chapters that follow.  After 

further study of these concepts from books, scriptures, and practice, these lists can then be a 

reference for recalling the major concepts and doctrines of Buddha-Dhamma.  It can be used as a 

reference for teachers and students.  Not all of the Buddhaôs lists could be included here, there 

are simply too many.  The Buddha literally had   hundreds   of    lists.     Included   here   are   

only   the   most important ones, but still providing a good summary of all three baskets of 

scriptures. 

 

Many philosophical and religious traditions require a self-realization   of  truth,   not  a  mere  

blind-faith  acceptance  of  a scripture.  The Buddhaôs Middle Way (or Path) is one such 

philosophy, which requires practice through meditation to reach the ultimate truths.  However, to 

decide on  taking  a path, any path, one must choose based on logic and reason.  The ultimate 

enlightenment may be through an experiential event, but the process requires a conscious 

decision based on logic and reason.   
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That is, a person may obtain enlightenment (seeing into the nature of all things, a right 

understanding of the ultimate truths) through meditational practice, however, the decision to 

search or meditate requires some foundation in reasoning and logic as to which course of action 

to take. 

 

The Buddhaôs teachings are highly scientific and compatible to the findings of modern science.   

This  statement  does  not mean that we all need to put on white laboratory coats and perform 

experiments.  The term ñscienceò is used here to refer to logic, personal observation, and 

scientific method.  In the scientific method a hypothesis is created, which is an educated guess of 

some outcome you might expect.  This becomes the theory which is to be tested.  Some type of 

experiment may be performed or survey and then the research is concluded with a discussion of 

the results and the conclusion.  Scientific method is not just used by members of the hard core 

natural sciences, but also in the social science fields such as sociology and in nearly all other 

fields, including journalism.  The crux of scientific method is actual observation of facts and 

testing of the theories. 

 

This scientific method is used in spiritual traditions such as Buddhism with its use of an 

experiential event of meditation.  The practitioner engages in various techniques to delve into the 

mind and experience reality and obtain wisdom.  Just like the Buddha did with his many lists, a 

scientist breaks down his subject into parts, even to the smallest parts, visible only by a 

microscope.  The Buddhaôs lists go to this extent too, analyzing every thought moment and 

mental formation. 

 

There were many forms of meditation practice in place even during the Buddhaôs time, but the 

Buddha was the founder of ñvipassana.ò  Vipassana means ñinsightò meditation and when done 

correctly leads to the inner calm found in other meditation practices and also to insight or 

wisdom. 

 

This book contains information that will hopefully be helpful to the beginner in showing the 

logic and science of this way of life, thereby encouraging one to proceed with this practice.  This 

book will also be helpful to the more intermediate and advanced practitioners by encouraging the 

continuation of their practice and also I have included some information that has not been 

compiled or presented in  other Dhamma books.  This includes chapters on the many lists of The 

Buddha, focusing on the 28 most important lists.  A total of 28 lists are discussed in detail in the 

20 chapters.  There is also a chapter which presents some of the other lists which are not 

discussed in detail.  The lists in this book summarize the entire Pali (Theravada Buddhist) 

scriptures.  Also included here is a chapter on the ñTen Hindrances to Enlightenment,ò   which  is  

rarely  talked   about,   but   in   my  opinion,  perhaps  the most important  thing  to  talk  about  

in  a   Dhamma   book.    The  ten hindrances to enlightenment is a subject fitting for analysis by 

all levels of practitioners from all, any, or no religions.   

 

There  is  a  chapter  on  tolerance which includes the new and never done before translation of 

key verses from the Bible from the original biblical Hebrew to English.  This corrected 

translation is not a new interpretation of the Bible, but simply a corrected translation of key 

verses.  These verses are translated to the correct words, not to disprove the Bible, but on the 

contrary to show the Bibleôs valuable information to shed more information on the nature of 
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divinity in the Bible and how it relates to the Buddhaôs teachings. 

 

There is a chapter on the Seven Factors of Enlightenment and a step-by-step guide to 

Awakening.  Again, this is unique to this Dhamma book as I have not seen any other Dhamma 

book delve into an attempt to finally lay out the step-by-step procedure to full enlightenment. 

 

The knowledge and use of the lists in personal practice is designed to assist all in reaching full 

Awakening.  It is the hope that this will be a useful reference in your practice.  The lists can be 

referred back to over and over again so that your knowledge will be like second-nature.  A 

complete memorization of the 28 most important lists is not necessary, just the general 

knowledge of the material so that you can apply the information to your daily practice. 

 

Vipassana (Insight) meditation and the eightfold middle path represent the art of living.  It is a 

technique, philosophy,  and teaching that is traced back to the Buddha.  The Buddha did not 

teach a sectarian religion, only Dhamma in Pali, meaning Truth or Law, which is the way to 

liberation, to the end of suffering.  The teachings are universal and applicable to all religions and 

people from all backgrounds and religions.  People who practice vipassana include Buddhists, 

Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, agnostics, and atheists.  It is a universal teaching which is 

beyond petty cultural rituals, blind-faith, and intolerance. 

 

All world religions have in them a mystical side which includes common doctrines and practices, 

including kamma and re-birth, the one-ness of the universe, some form of meditation for self-

realization, and a concept of God that is impersonal, such as a Universal Consciousness in which 

enlightened ñsoulsò unite with upon their passing from this life.  In Judaism the mystical 

tradition is the Kabbalists; in Christianity, the Gnostics; in Islam, the Sufis.  Most mystical 

traditions   practice  some  type  of  meditation,  typically  for ñunion with Godò or for relaxation.  

Vipassana  leads  to  the inner calm of relaxation and also to the insight or wisdom of reality. 

 

Current teachers and leaders of vipassana in America include everyone from brain surgeons to 

college professors to monks and nuns to lawyers to auto mechanics.  It is a teaching that rejects 

all forms of discrimination be it race, sex, religion, economic status, national origin, or handicap.  

The Buddha was the first person in known history to condemn slavery, racism,  and  the  caste  

system  of  ancient India.  He was the first person in known history to try to abolish slavery.  

(Narada, 1992) 

 

The teachings are completely experiential.  One must find their    beneficial    value   by  himself  

/  herself  through  the practice of Insight meditation.  Nothing needs to be accepted by faith 

alone.   

 

The truth will become realized through the practice and not by the sermon or preaching of some 

individual.  The answers to life and the end to suffering are found by yourself as your own 

teacher and discoverer.  As the Buddha stated, everything can be found within your own mind-

body.  This is achieved through the practice of Insight meditation.   
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The Buddha 

 

The Buddha was born a prince of the Shakya province in ancient India on the Full Moon day of 

May 563 B.C. (Mahayana school typically uses April 8 for the birthday celebration).  He lived 

over 500 years before the birth of Jesus Christ.  He gave up his kingdom and claim to the throne 

in search of philosophical Truth.  He tried all of the ascetic, extremist practices and reached high 

levels of tranquility  and  trance,  but  no  ultimate  liberation.   Finally after six years of struggle  

in  the  forests  of  India  including 

practices such as extreme fasting to the point of near death, he discovered that the middle way 

was best.  By avoiding the extremes he attained enlightenment with full wisdom into the answers 

of birth, death, suffering, and the end to suffering.  Enlightenment came to  him at the age of 35 

in the year 528 B.C.  He taught to all for 45 years until his death at the age of 80 in the year 483 

B.C. 

 

Modern historians have uncovered information, which states that he may not have been the son  

of a  king,  but  rather  the son of an elected official.  Whichever the case may be, his father being 

an elected leader or king, he clearly was of a privileged birth due to the evidence of life in 

palaces with many servants.  He was born into a  high  (warrior) caste,  but  rejected these 

hereditary rights and power for the pursuit to the answers that will lead to the end of suffering. 

 

Archaeological evidence has confirmed the life of the Buddha who was born in Lumbini, in 

present day Nepal.  The famous King Ashoka of India erected many stone pillars and edicts 

praising the Buddha and marking his sites.  Buddhist writings on locations, culture, and cities 

have been confirmed in the physical archaeological record. 

The information we have about the Buddha and his teachings, like most religions also come from 

scriptures.  The Theravada-Pali scriptures are about 20,000 pages in length.  Other schools of 

Buddhism, such as the Mahayana and Vajrayana (Tibetan) have additional scriptures, but not as 

long or detailed as the Pali.  In general, the other schools of Buddhism accept all or nearly all of 

the Theravada scriptures and simply have added other writings to be inclusive with them.  The 

Theravada scriptures are written in Pali, which is by historical records either the language of the 

Buddha  or  the  closest  written  language  to  the   Buddhaôs dialect.    The  Mahayana  

scriptures  are  in  Sanskrit  that  is further removed from the Buddhaôs language, but a close 

relative in linguistic  form.   Like  other religions the Buddhaôs teachings remained oral for 150 

to 300 years before being written down into scriptures.  The same is true in regard to the 

scriptures  of  Christianity,  Judaism,  Islam,  Taoism,  etc.   The story we hear in the Buddhist 

scriptures is that the oral tradition (up until the time it was written) was maintained by 

enlightened monks who because of their full-enlightenment had the same insights as the Buddha 

and thus, the words and teachings were the same, with no deviation from truth or the Buddha. 

 

The authenticity of religious scriptures strikes great debates and controversy in every religion.  

The  difference,  however, with the Buddhaôs teachings is that there is no blind-faith.  As we 

have seen in the Buddhaôs quote at the beginning of this chapter, the authenticity is not quite so 

important in Buddhism.  This is because the Buddhaôs teachings are a ñcome and seeò approach.  

The Buddha advises us, perhaps even commands us to see for yourself if the teachings make 
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sense, are scientific, are and agreeable to what is correct and good.  Thus, the literal word of each 

verse has little meaning or purpose in the Buddhaôs teachings.  The Buddha explains his 

philosophy, but in the end it is up to us to discover the truth on our own. 

 

The Mustard Seed 
 

There are many legends about the Buddha.  Some of these include multiplying food, walking on 

water, and a later story that he was conceived by immaculate conception.  Such legends about 

great religious leaders are common.  However, the Buddha never claimed to be anything other 

than a man.  All Buddhist schools and historians agree on that point.   

 

There are many stories and incidents in the Buddhaôs life that portray his wisdom, but just one is 

presented in this section as it particularly wakes us to the realities of life.  This is the story of the 

mustard seed that demonstrates the wisdom and logic of the Buddhaôs teachings.   

 

A woman named Gotami came to the Buddha crying that her son had died and she wanted the 

Buddha to bring her son back to life.  The Buddha told her to  find  some mustard seed from a  

family  that  has  never  experienced  a  death  in their household.  Gotami was excited and went 

all over looking for mustard seed.  She found mustard seed in every household she visited but 

could not find a household that had not experienced a death in the family.  Finally she realized 

what the Buddha was teaching her  and  she  asked  for  more instruction.  The Buddha was 

teaching her that death is unavoidable and he also taught her compassion.  Gotami had 

discovered that death is unavoidable and also that everyone grieves from this loss of loved ones, 

thus she developed compassion (Psalms of the Early Buddhists, Pali Text Society translation).  

No one escapes this suffering from mourning.  If there was a personal-God who freely brings 

people back to life, such as the raising of Lazarus in the New Testament, the logical question is, 

ñwhy did God allow him to die in the first place?ò  It does not make logical sense and is not 

fitting with everyday life where death is common and guaranteed.  This should not be taken as a 

criticism of Jesus; no it is a question raised to the authenticity of the legend created by the Greek 

writers of the New Testament.  The Buddha never claimed to be the only Buddha or enlightened 

one.  He stated that there were several before him who existed in pre-historical times and that 

there will be many, many more.  Jesus could very well be an enlightened one too (see below, the 

chapter on Buddha and Tolerance:  The 84,000 Dhamma Doors). 

 

The Four Noble Truths and the  

Eightfold Middle Path  
 

The Buddhaôs teachings are primarily centralized in the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold 

Middle Path.  This is outlined in the next two chapters.  The first part of the Path is Right 

Understanding.  Right Understanding is the focus of this  book  because  it  is  where  a 

practitioner starts and ends.  Right Understanding begins with faith, then knowledge, then 

experience, and then wisdom.  To begin on the Buddhaôs Middle Path one first needs some faith 

or some level of understanding that this is something worth pursuing.  After that one proceeds  

on  the  Path,  following  and practicing the other components of the Eightfold Middle Path.  As 

one proceeds, one learns the Buddhaôs doctrines and concepts.  After that one continues with the 
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concentration and mindfulness exercises of meditation, which results in first-hand experience, 

and then finally   to   the   wisdom  which  enlightenment  experiences provide.  Thus, the 

following summarizes the role of Right Understanding to the Eightfold Middle Path of the 

Buddha: 

 

Right Understanding: 

 

Faith in the teachings, that it is something worth pursuing. 

Knowledge of the teachings and their compatibility to logic and science. 

Experience of the teaching through meditation techniques. 

Wisdom through enlightenment experiences. 

 

The Eightfold Middle Path is a cyclical process where one starts with Right Understanding and 

finishes with Right Understanding.  During the whole process or Path, the other components   are   

just   as   important    and    practiced   and experienced simultaneously.  On the cover of this 

book is a circular representation of the Eightfold Middle Path. 

 

The four parts of Right Understanding are very much related to the four evolutionary stages of 

religion, discussed by Bhante Punnaji in the Foreword.  You start with a faith in the teachings, 

which is similar to the devotion stage in the evolution of religion.  The second stage of religion is 

discipline, which is similar to the knowledge you get in the second part of Right Understanding.  

The third stage of religion is tranquility, which is achieved through the experience of meditation 

techniques, the third part of Right Understanding.     The   final   stage   in  religion  and   Right 

Understanding is wisdom and understanding from enlightenment experiences. 

 

The organization of this book is to the four parts of Right Understanding.  This is done by 

looking at the most important lists of the Buddha.  The beginning chapters demonstrate the 

amazing wisdom of Buddha, discussing his accomplishments and how his teaching became the 

forerunners of many modern scientific discoveries.  The amazing things that the Buddha knew 

more than 2,500 years ago, before science  discovered  the same facts gives us faith in the 

wisdom of Buddha before we ourselves have experienced any sort of enlightenment. 

 

Subsequent chapters demonstrate the logic and science of the Buddhaôs teachings.   This  

encourages  us  on  the  Path  and  to continue the practice.  Some final chapters deal with the 

techniques of meditation that will allow us to experience the Buddhaôs truth. 
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ñKnow thyself.ò 
 

Aristotle 
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2 

 

The Four Noble Truths 

 

 

 

The Buddha taught that life is suffering.  However, we create this suffering from our own mind-

body actions, feelings, perceptions, and thoughts.  We tend to cling and have too much 

attachment to things that are full of suffering and impermanence.  Thus, we find no lasting 

happiness.  This has been put into a mathematical formula (U Kyaw Min, Buddhist 

Abhidhamma) of desires fulfilled divided by the sum total of desires: 

 

desires fulfilled / sum total of desires 
 

for example:  30/50 = 60%  or     30/30 = 100% 

 

If the sum total of desires is 50 and the desires fulfilled are 30, you have 60% of desires fulfilled 

and suffering from the lack of satisfaction.  If however, you reduce your selfish craving by 

reducing your desires to 30, then you have complete happiness (at least for the impermanent 

moment until kamma formations make new desires).  Thus, the traditional translation of the Four 

Noble Truths are that life is suffering, the cause is selfish desire, suffering ceases when selfish 

desire ceases, and the way is the Eightfold Middle Path. 

 

Some wonder if seeking enlightenment is a form of desire.  It is a desire as it is a goal, but it is a 

different, better form of desire.  The vipassana teacher, Joseph Goldstein, describes how our 

translations do not do justice to the word ñdesire.ò   

 

It is a difference of the desire  of  wanting  something  versus the desire of motivation.  The 

desire of motivation is joined with wholesome factors.  In Pali, there is a word for one type of 

desire called, tanha, and another word for a different desire called, chanda.  Tanha is the desire 

for craving, for attachment.  Chandha is the desire to do, which is for a wholesome goal.  It is a 

desire to accomplish something good, such as enlightenment.  (Goldstein, 1993)  Desire, per se, 

is not the enemy, it is only unwholesome desires that cause suffering. 

 

People sometimes confuse or misinterpret Buddhism as a pessimistic religion speaking of the 

suffering in life.  The first noble truth is that life is suffering, but it does not have to be that way.  

It is only the un-enlightened life that is suffering; the enlightened person does not have suffering.  

In the Buddhaôs description of one way to enlightenment, by metta (loving-kindness meditation), 

it certainly does not sound pessimistic.  ñOr else he enters and dwells in the deliverance of the 

beautiful.  Bhikkhus [monks], the liberation of mind by loving-kindness has the beautiful as it 

culmination.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 46.54  

 

Also, enlightenment itself is described as happiness:  ñI do not say that the breakthrough to the 

Four Noble Truths is accompanied by suffering or displeasure.  Rather, the breakthrough to the 
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Four Noble Truths is accompanied only by happiness and joy.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 56.35 

 

Shinzen Young (Dhamma teacher, author of several Buddhist books and tapes, Young, 1994) 

puts the Truths into another mathematical formula of:  

 

S = P x R 

 

The above formula is Suffering = Pain times Resistance.  The enlightened person does not deny 

the existence of pain.  The goal is to not put any resistance to it.  When we put resistance to the 

pain, that is the suffering. 

 

To use some figures in the above formula, letôs say that on a scale of 0 to 100 for pain you are 

experiencing a ñpainò of 75.  On a scale of 0 to 100 for resistance with 0 representing no 

resistance and 100 representing maximum resistance, letôs say you are resisting at a level of 50.  

The product is 75 (pain amount)  times  50  (the  resistance amount)  which  is  3,750 which is 

the amount of your suffering (from a scale of 0 to 10,000).  This sounds like a lot of suffering.  

But if you have the same pain level of 75 and place no resistance to it, then the result is no 

suffering.  This is because: 

 

75 x 0 = 0 

 

As we know from multiplication anything multiplied by a factor of zero is zero.  So therefore, 

there is no denying the existence of pain, we must just learn to accept it, observe it, and watch it 

vanish, as we apply no resistance to it.  The end result is no suffering.  Another way to put this is: 

 

Pain exists, suffering is optional. 

 

Expectations 
 

Some people ask, if desire is bad, then what about desire for food and other basic necessities?  

This is why when we see the Four Noble Truths translated to English we often see the translation 

corrected to something like ñselfish desire.ò  But even basic necessities could be interpreted by 

some as a selfish desire since it is for yourself only.  After reading over one hundred Dhamma 

books, the 20,000 pages of Buddhist scriptures, and over twenty-five years of meditation 

practice, I have come to the realization that the desire term is another one of those words which 

does not adequately or correctly translate the original Pali or intention of the Buddha.  This is 

why in so many Dhamma books you find the original Pali and Sanskrit words instead of a 

translated English word.  The reason is that no English word can give justice to the meaning of 

the original Pali or Sanskrit. 

 

A new and improved better translation to English I have found is the term ñexpectations.ò  We 

all have expectations in life, for life in general or of other people, etc.  When these expectations 

are not met we get angry or upset or mad, all of which are suffering.  Sometimes we expect too 

much of people, either expecting them to be a certain way, think  a  certain  way,  act  a certain 

way, or to do something for us  or someone else.  When they do not live up to our expectation we 
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are upset and suffer.   

 

Some people near the end of their life look back and regret.  They feel they should have done this 

or that or that they did not do enough of this or that or they wish that they chose a different 

career.  The possibilities are endless.  Such people drift away  in their misery.  The problem is we 

expect too much.  People place too high of expectations on themselves and others. 

 

The solution is not complete indifference, such as saying ñI donôt care anymore what happens.ò  

The answer lies in realistic expectations.  Another term could be reasonable expectations.  Give 

yourself and others reasonable expectations or goals for yourself and others.  For example, a 

reasonable lifetime goal or expectation might be something like any one or more of the 

following:  

 

1.  Raising a family  

 

2.  Being debt-free and  having enough money to be able to give to charity or to help out in other 

ways. 

 

3.  To visit historical sites around the world.   

 

4.  To attend some spiritual retreats and / or to assist with some of the duties at the retreat facility 

 

The Buddha specifically mentioned the importance of not having regrets in life.  To not have 

regrets, you must have only reasonable expectations which you can and do meet.  The Buddha 

said: 

 

ñWhy do what you will regret?  Why bring tears upon yourself?  Do only what you do not regret, 

and fill yourself with joy.ò  (Dh., chapter 5) 

 

ñAnd how householder, does one entertain expectations?  Here, householder, someone thinks:  

may I have such form in the future!  May I have such feeling in the future!  May I have such 

perception in the future!  May I have such volitional formations in the future!  May I have such 

consciousness in the future!  It is in such a way that one entertains expectations.   

 

Having left home to roam without abode, in the village the sage is intimate with none;  rid of 

sensual pleasures, without expectations, he would not engage people in dispute.ò   

Samyutta Nikaya 22.3 

 

The bhikkhuni (nun) Uttara said, ñYours is the task to spend yourselves upon the Buddhaôs will 

which brings no remorse.ò  Khuddaka Nikaya, Psalms of the Early Buddhists 7.175 (Pali Text 

Society translation) 

 

Live your life so that your epitaph (or imaginary epitaph, if you will be cremated) says, ñNo 

Regrets.ò  You will pass from this life with no regrets and secure a good future for the next 

existence.  How often do we hear the words, ñcount your blessings.ò  As we know there are 

always people in the world with a much worse situation, no matter how bad we may feel our 
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current situation is doing.  The Buddha had a whole sutra devoted to counting your blessings, 

called the 38 Blessings.  It includes such things as just being around the Dhamma and being able 

to talk about the Dhamma.  This is truly a blessing.  How lucky we are that we came into contact 

with the Buddhaôs teaching and now have a chance to have everlasting happiness in this life and 

beyond. 

 

Of course, there are always things we may have said or done that we may regret.  We need to let 

go of this regret.  It is in the past and regretting about it does nothing and solves nothing.  Instead 

of ñbeating ourselves upò we need to look back and say that with the information we had at the 

time, we could not have made the correct choice.  It is always easy to look back with ñ20/20 

hindsightò and see our mistakes, but when we consider the information that we had at the time 

we truly had no choice.  Many times something we think that is bad that is happening ends up 

becoming a good thing.  For example, we may get fired from a job or career and then end up 

working for a better company with higher wages.  If we had not been fired, we may never have 

looked for the better opportunity.  There are innumerable examples of how some mistakes we 

make in life end up doing some good.  It is all a matter of our attitude and not letting things get 

under our skin.  Most importantly  do  not  look  back  and  regret,  you probably had no choice 

with the information you had at the time. 

 

I am sometimes amazed at how some people look back to their childhood and  dwell  on  

insignificant  things,  like  not getting enough presents from their parents.  What matters is what 

is going on in the present time.  If you are an adult and relatively successful, then who cares how 

many toys you received or not as a child.  Would you still be playing with them now?  Letting go 

of our attachments does not just refer to our cravings for material things, but also to some 

unreasonable ideas.  Every generation seems to do more for their children than the previous one.  

If we saw how our parents and grandparents were raised, we would probably say they were very 

deprived.  This is normal as each generation tends to have more funds and more material things 

to purchase and use than the previous one.  If your parents had the resources, but you still feel 

you did not get much, then again, does it really matter in the present time?  What matters is the 

present moment and how we deal with what life throws at us in the here and now.  Do not dwell 

on the past and blame others for any misfortune you may have experienced.  You will be happier 

and free of hate, contempt, and jealousy. 

 

While you are in this life you can be happy by using this formula similar to the desires-fulfilled 

formula mentioned above by having a  limited  number  of  reasonable  expectations which you 

can meet.  Therefore, this revised better translation / interpretation of the four noble truths is: 

 

The Four Noble Truths 
 

1.  Life is suffering 

 

2.  Suffering is caused by unreasonable expectations 

 

3.  Suffering ceases with the ceasing of unreasonable expectations  
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4.  The way to reasonable expectations is the Eightfold Middle Path 

 

Shown below is the Four Noble Truths written as a mathematical expression.  The Four Noble 

Truths have also been   considered   as   a   physicianôs   prescription  with  the Buddha as the 

Great Physician, symbolically healing the world with the answers to our everyday suffering.  The 

First Noble Truth describes the condition, the Second Noble Truth is the cause or diagnosis, the 

Third Noble Truth is the prognosis, and the Fourth Noble Truth is the treatment. 

 

 L  = S 

S     e(x) 

 ¬  e(x)   S  

8  e(x)    e(x) 
 

Variables: 

 

L = ñun-enlightenedò life 

S = suffering 

8 = eightfold middle path 

 

All of the other symbols are mathematical symbols.  The translation of the above mathematical 

expression with the definition of the mathematical symbols in italics: 

 

1.  For all life, that there exists, there is suffering. 

2.  Suffering exists because of unfulfilled expectations. 

3.  Therefore, it follows that, the logical negation of false expectations leads to no suffering. 

4.  By following the eightfold middle path, you have the absolute value of fulfilled expectations 

which are greater than or equal to the sum total of all expectations. 

 

In the Foreword of this book, Bhante Punnaji describes the Four Noble Truths as the 

understanding of the origin and cessation of ñanguish.ò  This anguish term is also excellent as it 

describes the feeling when our expectations are not met.  When we have unrealized expectations 

we have anguish, stress, frustration, and suffering.  Fortunately, there is a way out of anguish and 

suffering and this is in the fourth Noble Truth, which is the Path. 

 

When we think of mathematical expressions, we normally think of some math theorems that 

need to be tested or some scientific formulas or theories.  But the principles of mathematics are 

based on logic and can be used in philosophy as well.  In the Buddhaôs Four Noble Truths we 

can see that ñSò or suffering is caused by unfulfilled expectations.  On the following line, the 

logical negation of the false expectations leads to the negation of suffering.  This may sound 

simple enough and clearly is within the laws of mathematics and logic but you might be 
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surprised at how many religious ideologies do not stand to the test of mathematical logic.  In one 

of the subsequent chapters there is an analysis of one common ideology that does not hold up to 

the laws of science and logic. 

 

The above mathematical expression could be more simply put to something like: 

 

L = S 

D Ą S 

Í D Ą Í S 

8 Ą Í D & Í S 

 

All un-enlightened life is suffering, unfulfilled desires (D) or expectations causes suffering, when 

you negate the unfulfilled desires, you negate suffering, and the eightfold middle path leads to 

the negation of unfulfilled desires and suffering.  Seen in this simple format you can see that 

there are no logical contradictions. 

 

You might think that using the term ñreasonable expectationsò is an easy way out of  some  of  

the  traditional translations of ñdesireò or ñselfish desire.ò  Let us consider a couple of scenarios. 

 

Let us suppose that you are this person who has been receiving a particular salary from the same 

company for many years.  All of a sudden the salary is cut by 25% with an explanation that the 

cuts had to be made or there would have been many people laid off.  As a worker you had grown 

accustomed to receiving this salary for the hard work you put in over a long time.  Now that it is 

cut, you are likely to become very angry.  This is because the expectation was not met.  You had 

a desire to receive the regular income, but it was not necessarily a  selfish  desire.   The income 

funds would have been used to help support your family and this is certainly not a selfish desire.  

But there is still anger and when there is anger there is suffering.  The suffering resulted from the 

missed expectation. 

Such suffering is hard to avoid since there is little you can do to prepare yourself and because the 

cut in pay was not the result of any disciplinary action.  The only way to have avoided the 

suffering  would  have  been  to  have  known  or expected the cut.  That way, when it happens 

you are not surprised.  Perhaps you may have even made other plans, such as cuts in your budget 

or looking for other work. 

 

Or in another scenario let us say that you want to help some people   in   a  third  world  nation  

by  sending  some  money  or products to them through someone who is traveling to that country.  

You find someone who is traveling to that country and you give them the money or products to 

be delivered.  Later you find out that the money and products were never delivered.  The person 

returns with the items still in his suitcase or he states that it was lost at the hotel.  You get very 

angry, as you were only trying to do good and now the items have been  returned  or  perhaps  

even  lost.   You  may even start yelling at this person, calling him all kinds of names or even 

accuse him of being a thief.  This anger and bad speech produces all kinds of  suffering  inside  

you.   But you did not have selfish desire since you were actually trying to do some good by 

giving some charity to people in need.   
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Your expectation was not met.  This is why you suffered, even though your intentions were 

good.  If you had a more balanced mind, you would say to yourself that you will always deliver 

the items yourself and if you are unable to make the trip personally, then you will send them 

through regular postage.  Upon further reflection   you   realize    that    you    made    an    

unreasonable expectation on someone else.  You are basically asking someone to give some 

items to someone in need, but that the credit would go to you, even though you are not there to 

personally  give  the  items.    You  are  making  a  friend  into  a delivery person and you realize 

that this was an unreasonable request. 

 

By not placing such unreasonable expectations on others we avoid suffering.  By not placing 

unreasonable expectations on ourselves we avoid suffering. 

 

The final part of the Four Noble Truths, written as a mathematical expression, shows that the 

absolute value of fulfilled expectations is greater than or equal to the sum  total of all 

expectations.  You might wonder, how can the fulfilled expectations be greater than the sum of 

all expectations?  Just imagine some time in your life when something happened that exceeded 

your expectations.  Maybe you were only expecting to get a 5% raise and then your boss tells 

you that you are getting a 15% raise in salary.  There are numerous possibilities in life, but we 

have all had occasions where our expectations were exceeded.  That is what is represented in the 

fourth part of the Noble Truths with the greater than or equal to sign:  Ó.  The  net  result  is  that  

you are elated, very happy.  On the other hand, your expectations do not always have to be 

exceeded.  If the expectations are simply met:  =  you will also have happiness. 

 

Although not a Buddhist, Bill Gates (richest person in the world from 1996 to at least 2009) 

followed a formula similar to the one showed here.  He is quoted in interviews saying that he and 

his compay, ñunder-promise and over-deliver.ò  This is another way of saying keep the 

expectations low and then exceed them.  For example, if he (or another CEO) told his stock 

holders that the stock will probably go up 100 points next year and then it only goes up 60 

points, the investors will be upset.  But if he under-promises, by stating that the stock will go up 

20 points and then it goes up 60 points, the investors are happy.  There is the same result, but in 

the first scenario people tend to get upset (expectations not met) and in the second (expectations 

exceeded), they are happy. 

 

There is a statistical formula used in the social sciences to test research findings and statistical 

significance.  This statistic is called chi square and if the value is high enough there is said to be 

a ñstatistical significance.ò  Statistical significance means that it is unlikely the research results 

were the result of sampling error or unlikely to be from chance.  This chi square test deals with 

comparing actual, observed results with what was ñexpected.ò  This is a good test for examining 

the Four Noble Truths since it deals with expectations and actual observed results. 

 

For example, the hypothesis (educated guess) that those who reduce their expectations to just the 

reasonable ones, will be happier than those people who do not reduce their expectations, can be 

put in a table as follows: 
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Expected 

Results if no 

Statistical  Reduced  No Reduced 

Significance  Expectations  Expectations 

 

Percent happy 70 70 

Percent not happy 30 30 

 

The above table illustrates the percent of people happy and not happy based on if they reduced 

their expectations or not, if there is no relationship, known as the null hypothesis.  Let us assume 

that based on surveys that the general population reports that 70 percent identify themselves as 

generally ñhappyò and the other 30 percent identify themselves as generally    ñunhappy.ò     If     

there    is    no  relationship  or significance to reducing your expectations then we would expect 

the same proportions of 70 and 30 for those who reduced their expectations. 

 

This ñexpectedò result is compared to the actually observed proportions.  Here all we need is a 

little common sense and to examine our own life and expectations, be it long-term or short-term 

goals.  If we reduced our unreasonable expectations to only the reasonable expectations we will 

find that we have nearly complete happiness.  For the sake of argument and for the skeptics, letôs 

say that those who reduced their expectations reported they were happy at a rate of 90 percent 

instead of the 70 percent for those who did not reduce expectations.  This is just a twenty percent 

jump for not having too many expectations.  Now we continue with the analysis, by looking at 

the observed results: 

 

Observed  Reduced  No Reduced 

Results   Expectations  Expectations 

 

Percent happy 90 70 

Percent not happy 10 30 

 

The chi square formula works as follows: 

 

[Observed ï e(x)] 
2
  / e(x) = x 2    

 

The above formula reads:  The observed cells (in the tables) minus the expected cells, squared, 

divided by the expected percent, equals chi square.  The chi square value is then compared to a 

table of chi square values to determine the power or strength of the statistical relationship.  A 

probability figure is computed (written as P) to determine the proportion or percent likelihood 

that the relationship happened by chance or sample  error.   A  ñPò  value  of  less than 0.05 is 

considered statistically significant. 

 

In the above example with the people who reduced expectations being 90 percent happy 

compared to 70  percent for those who did not, comes to a chi square value of 19.047 and a P of 

< .001.  This means that this is highly significant and shows that there is a positive relationship 

(for the better) for reducing your expectations.   
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Even if we changed the figures so that those who reduced expectations were only 80 percent 

happy compared to the 70 percent for those who did not, there would still be statistical 

significance.  The chi square would be 4.762 which is a P of < .05.  The significance would not 

be as strong, but it is still considered a statistical significance. 
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ñThe unexamined life is not worth living.ò 
 

Socrates 
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3 

 

The Eightfold Middle Path,  

the Five Precepts, the  

Threefold Summaries,  

and the Triple Gem 
 

 

 

1.  Right Understanding 
 

The first part of the Eightfold Middle Path is Right Understanding.  It includes the Right 

Understanding of The Four Noble Truths, the truths of suffering and the cessation of suffering.  

This was explained in the last chapter. 

 

One begins with an understanding based on the logic of the teachings, then knowledge, then 

experience through meditation, and finally an Understanding through the wisdom of 

enlightenment experiences. 

 

All parts of the Eightfold Middle Path are worked on simultaneously, but there is somewhat of a 

ñbeginningò and ñendingò with Right Understanding.  This is because a superficial 

understanding is at the start of the Path and a complete wisdom awakening understanding is at 

the end. 

 

ñBhikkhus, this is the forerunner and precursor of the rising of the sun, that is, the dawn.  So too, 

bhikkhus, for a bhikkhu this is the forerunner and precursor of the breakthrough to the Four 

Noble Truths as they really are, that is, Right Understanding.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 56.37 

 

2.  Right Thought 
 

The second part of the eightfold middle path is Right Thought.  All of the  parts  are  not  in  any   

particular   order  except  that  you start with Right Understanding and end with Right 

Understanding.  All of the parts are to be performed simultaneously.  The difference with Right 

Understanding is simply that you begin with some understanding of the Buddhaôs teachings and 

end with an experiential understanding of the Buddhaôs teachings.  All the while all eight parts 

are treaded simultaneously. 

 

Right Thought includes thoughts of love and non-violence extending to all beings.  In vipassana 

meditation awareness is placed on thoughts with intent to cease thoughts so that the meditation 

remains in the present moment free from unwholesome thoughts.  Right Thought basically refers 

to wholesome   thoughts,   which   is   closely   tied    to    Right Understanding because it results 
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eventually through the practice and attainment of wisdom.   

The first two verses of the first chapter of the Dhammapada by the Buddha, are:  

 

ñAll we are is the result of what we have thought, it is founded on our thoughts, it is made up of 

our thoughts.  If a man speaks or acts with a pure thought, happiness follows him like a shadow 

that never leaves him.ò   

 

Our thoughts are as important to us as our actions because they make up who we are, thus, it 

becomes imperative that we keep our thoughts pure. 

 

An example is to imagine if your thoughts are filled with money and how to get more money.  

Greed becomes a big part of your life.  It defines who you are.  Your thoughts become fixated on 

money and this is who you become.   

 

Another example is a person with what is commonly called, ña one track mind.ò  Such  a  person  

focuses  his  mind  and thoughts on only one topic.  All of this personôs conversation tends to run 

on this one subject.  It begins with the thoughts and then permeates to define that person. 

 

An optimistic person is one who sees things in a positive way.  This person radiates happiness 

and loving kindness.  Such a person greets people with a smile and it is from the heart and not 

just conformation to etiquette.  This positive attitude had its start with good, positive thoughts. 

 

By keeping our thoughts wholesome and in the present we encourage only productive thoughts.  

Thoughts can then be useful and not counter-productive. 

 

Another quote from the Buddha in regard to the value of Right Thought is: 

 

ñYour worst enemy can not harm you as much as your own thoughts, unguarded.  But once 

mastered, no one can help you as much, not even your father or your mother.ò   

(Dh., chapter 3) 

 

3.  Right Speech 
 

One abstains from lies, hatred speech, and gossip.  The famous saying puts it best, ñone lie needs 

a thousand more to back it up.ò  When we lie we need to back up our story.  This requires new 

lies to support the one we started. 

 

Hatred speech is bad in especially two ways.  The Buddha said that when one person attacks 

another through speech, two people get hurt.  The one being attacked gets hurt and the one 

delivering the attack also gets hurt.  It is like throwing a hot coal on someone.  Sure, the person 

getting hit with the hot  coal  gets hurt.  But first you get hurt as you get burned picking up the 

hot  coal.   The  Buddha  said  that  the agitation in the mind and the heat in the body from anger 

are causing all kinds of distress to the person doing the insulting and speech filled with hatred. 

 

Modern science has since concurred with the Buddha that creating this stress in the body through 
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violent hate filled speech causes an agitation that can cause heart disease and hypertension.  

Stress is one of the leading causes for heart related problems and early death.  Engaging in 

insulting and hate filled speech only encourages the growth of this stress inside our bodies. 

 

The Buddha was also opposed to gossip and idle chatter.  He knew that this leads to hearsay and 

rumors which can cause much   stress  and  may  not  even  be  factual.   He  preferred attention 

to productive and wholesome conversations since idle and useless chatter do nothing to get us to 

the ñother shoreò (of enlightenment). 

 

4.  Right Action 

 

No killing or causing to kill, no stealing, no sexual misconduct, no taking of narcotics or 

intoxicating drinks. 

 

Killing is considered one of the worst actions in any culture because it goes against nature.  It 

involves the death of a being before their natural course.  It is a crime against nature.  As rational 

animals we must have  an  understanding  of  cause  and effect.  The Buddha knew that we must 

also avoid doing things which cause the death of beings too. 

 

The guideline against stealing or taking what is not earned or given to us is a valuable precept to 

live by so that we may be at peace with others.  We do not want things stolen from us, so we do 

not steal or take from others. 

 

Sexual misconduct is engaging in any sexual activity if you are a monk or nun.  For lay people, 

sexual misconduct means not abusing sexual relations through force or coercion.  Certain 

relationships are to be avoided such as between teacher and student, adult and minor, employer 

and employee.  In general, relationships of superior to subordinate are not to engage in sexual 

relations since there is an obvious power relationship in play and for ethical considerations to 

other subordinates and possible favoritism. 

 

The Buddha did not specifically mention anything about homosexuality in regard to lay people.  

He specifically forbade homosexuality to monks and nuns, as he did for all sexual acts.  Since 

there are many homosexual couples who have loving, consensual relationships, the consensus at 

Buddhist centers has been that homosexuality is  allowed  for lay people with the same 

restrictions against misconduct that applies to heterosexuals. 

 

The Buddha also did not specifically mention or state that monogamy is in any way the ideal 

form of marriage.  The same is true with the Bible as many Biblical heroes had several wives.  

Mostly in the past, there have been a small percentage of Buddhists who have practiced 

polygamy.  Currently in modern societies and in traditional villages, the preferred marriage is 

monogamy.  Unlike the traditional form of polygamy that has been practiced in Western 

religions of one man and several wives, in some Buddhist cultures there has been a practice of 

one woman with several husbands.  This polyandry type marriage is still practiced in some 

cultures such as the Bhutias of Nepal.  Before you judge or condemn these polygamous types of 

marriage, remember that in the West it is becoming more common for people to not get married.  
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Some are not getting married, but date several people at one time.  This is really no different 

from polygamy.   However, in all these types of relationships there is the chance for unequal 

power and favoritism, which would make it sexual misconduct.  But all forms of polygamy are 

pretty much dying out as traditional villages become more modern. 

 

Lay people who engage in adultery are violating the precept against sexual misconduct.  This  is  

because  of  the  dishonesty involved to the other partner in the long term relationship.  However, 

a couple that engages in sexual activities with other couples without the dishonesty (such as 

swingers) appears to have no sexual misconduct at play.  This may appear to be true, but there is 

still the attachment to the pleasures of the senses and the acts can become another form of 

addiction. 

 

In all forms of sexual relations, be it monogamy, polygamy, multiple consensual partners, and / 

or homosexuality, there is the same driving force of craving.  The desire is the same.  Therefore, 

there is no need to judge one form as superior or inferior to another.  All do not provide any 

lasting happiness.  If you have sex one thousand-and-one times, you will still want a thousand-

and-second time.  There is no ñfinishingò or quenching of that desire. 

 

The Buddha once asked his followers, ñwhich do you think is greater, the salt in the four great 

oceans or  the  salt  from  your tears, chasing after pleasures of the senses?ò  The Buddha said, 

ñthe salt from your tears (including past lives) chasing after pleasures is greater.ò 

 

Without judging the other types of relationships we can look to the two person monogamous 

relationship or living with someone whom you love and care for, without marriage, as an ideal 

form to strive for.  In Buddhism, there is no ñliving in sinò clause, because as stated above there 

is no set ñidealò form   of  marriage.    The   two   person  loving  relationship provides for fewer 

opportunities for favoritism, jealousy, and too much craving. 

 

Maybe you have engaged in such behavior or know someone who has,  chasing  after  pleasures  

of  the  senses  through  such things as multiple sex partners, excessive alcohol, or drugs.  The 

end result is always tears.  How many broken relationships or lost fixes does it take?  Eventually 

they all end in tears when it becomes an addiction.  Many swingers have ended what they call the 

ñlifestyleò after a few years when they realize that the acts, like any other addiction never fully 

satisfy the person. 

 

Alcohol and narcotics are to be avoided because they cloud the mind.  Alcohol and narcotics can 

become an addiction in a very short time.  But even if there is no addiction, there is still an 

impaired concentration and reasoning ability. 

 

5.  Right Livelihood 
 

Abstention from making a living that harms others, including trading weapons, trading in human 

beings (such as slavery), intoxicating drinks, narcotics, poisons, handling animal flesh such as a 

butcher, or killing animals. 
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The Buddha taught and lived the philosophy of ahimsa, or nonviolence.  The Buddha had great 

compassion for  all  beings, not just humans.  The Buddha understood that all beings feel pain 

and can suffer.  For these reasons, the Buddha was opposed to specific professions which are 

aimed at harming people, animals, and / or the environment. 

 

In the Buddhaôs teachings, what matters most is the intention.  Occupations which are 

specifically designed to harm another are not recommended.  Some occupations which may 

appear to be harmful, may not be when you consider the intention.  An example,  is  a  casino  

black  jack dealer.  Gambling is certainly an activity that can end up doing  much  harm, with lost 

wages and wealth for a family.  But, this is only if it gets to an addictive level.  In moderation it 

can be a form of entertainment, just like watching television.  A casino black jack dealer has no 

intention of creating a gambling addict anymore than a TV cable installer wants to create a TV 

watching addict.  Therefore, a casino worker is not a wrong livelihood. 

 

Morality and Science 
 

The moral issues in numbers 3 to 5 of the Path seem dogmatic, but actually are not.  One can 

wait and see the truth of the moral issues for himself/herself in the practice of vipassana 

meditation.  As one comes to deeper insights one gradually adopts the moral issues. 

 

Many lay followers of the Buddhaôs teachings find it necessary to be a vegetarian since they 

must make a conscious decision  at the grocery store as to their food choices.  The purchase of 

meat eventually or immediately directly causes the killing of an animal and it is specifically for 

their consumption.  Monks and nuns eat whatever is offered to them as long as no being is killed 

specifically for them.  ñBeggars canôt be choosersò applies here.  But, the vast majority of 

followers are lay people and they must make the choice.  Research from the medical field and the 

natural sciences have backed up such moral issues as vegetarianism and abstention from 

narcotics and alcohol with studies showing the detrimental effects of not following them 

including heart disease, colon cancer, and chemical imbalances.  Poison in small doses is still 

poison. 

 

Social science research has demonstrated effects of violating other morality issues of the Path 

including:  crime,  violence, continued greater violence, poverty, low self esteem, depression, 

loneliness, and feelings of regret. 

 

In the practice of vipassana meditation we realize that violating moral issues  not  only  hurts  

others,  but  also  ourselves.   It  is impossible to violate a moral issue without generating great 

agitation in the mind, great craving and aversion.  If we insult someone, rape, or kill we stir up 

these cravings and mind agitation.  Hate hurts more in the mind of the person doing the hating, 

not the receiver of the hate.  

 

 

By taking even small amounts of poison such as alcohol or narcotics we  start  the  craving  and  

attachment  process  which continues our cycles of suffering.  Your mind can not be alert if you 

are intoxicated.  Medications taken for the relief or cure of a disease or sickness are acceptable.  
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The Dhamma focuses on the intention in the mind.  If the intent is not to abuse or for craving, but 

for medicinal purposes, then it is acceptable to take aspirin, pain killers, and other medicinal 

drugs. 

 

Some people feel that there is nothing wrong with a small amount of alcohol, if it is in 

moderation.  Not  all  schools  of Buddhism suggest a total abstention from alcohol.  Buddhism is 

a middle way and this middle position applies so long as no being is hurt or killed.  But the mind 

can become impaired and poor choices can be made.  Nevertheless, some insist that they know 

how to handle their liquor and keep it to two glasses or less per day.  There are no 

commandments in Buddhism, the precepts are just a guideline, and so if this is how you feel, you 

can test this for yourself.  If you can drink alcohol in moderation and not have any impaired 

functions or decisions, you could continue experimenting.  If however, you find your mind is 

losing its alertness and decision making ability and see craving at play, then it is best to avoid 

alcohol completely. 

 

If you do not drink alcohol either to excess or in moderation, then it is best to not even begin.  

The craving process and every single alcoholic began with one drink. 

 

The Five Precepts 
 

The moral issues in numbers 3 to 5 of the path are also found in the Five Precepts (of lay people, 

monks and nuns  have  a  larger list), which Buddhists voluntarily take and recite occasionally.  

They are not commandments, but a voluntary guide to summarize the moral part of the Eightfold 

Middle Path: 

 

1.  Abstention from killing or causing to kill.  

2.  Abstention from stealing. 

3.  Abstention from sexual misconduct. 

4.  Abstention from telling lies. 

5.  Abstention from alcoholic drinks, drugs, or intoxicants that cloud the mind. 

 

Since the five precepts and the Eightfold Middle Path are voluntary, violators are not  considered  

ñsinnersò  or  evil  in any way.  Some Buddhists are not vegetarian, do drink alcohol, take drugs, 

or have multiple sex partners.  This does not make them ñbadò people as is sometimes the label 

in other belief systems.  There is simply too much attachment, aversion, or ignorance in that 

person at that time.  Gradually through learning, knowledge, and meditation practice, the 

practitioner finds the value and happiness of  voluntarily  accepting  the  precepts  and the 

Middle Path.  To avoid attachment to things, such as ideologies, letting go is a virtue, so that one 

does not judge others who still may not be fully following the precepts. 

 

On the other hand, one should not take an extreme view of this ñletting goò idea.  Some feel that  

letting  go  means  that they can do anything and avoid all precepts.  They give up being a 

vegetarian, start drinking alcohol, or start taking  drugs  because they felt angry when they 

followed the precepts   and   saw   others   who   were   not   following  the precepts.  They start 

to feel ñsuperiorò to those who follow the precepts.  The thinking is that by not following the 
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precepts it is easy to not judge anyone and that they are superior because they are practicing the 

doctrine of ñletting goò better.  When you think like this you are taking an extreme view of the 

concept of letting go and have actually become ñattachedò to this principal. 

 

The best course of action is to follow the precepts as much as possible and practice vipassana 

meditation.  When you discover the value of the precepts from an experiential insight, you find 

that you want to follow the precepts, so that you can be happy.  You do not judge those who are 

not following the precepts, but you offer your instruction and insights to anyone who wants to 

listen.  By not judging, you do not feel angry inside even though you are following the precepts 

and see others who do not.  You follow the precepts for your own happiness and as an example 

for the happiness of others. 

 

One who follows the five precepts is sure to progress on the Path and one who reaches the first 

stage (out of four) of enlightenment, known as stream-entry, cannot purposely violate any of the 

five precepts.  It is not that they are incapable, but will lose any interest in breaking any of the 

precepts and will only do so accidentally, unintentionally. 

 

ñOne for whom these teachings are accepted thus after being pondered to a sufficient degree 

with wisdom is called a dhamma-follower, one who has entered the fixed course of rightness, 

entered the plane of superior persons, transcended the plane of the worldlings.  He is incapable 

of doing any deed by reason of which he might be reborn in hell, in the animal realm, or in the 

domain of ghosts;  he is incapable of passing away without having realized the fruit of stream-

entry.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 25.10 

 

ñBhikkhus, a noble disciple who possesses four things is a stream-enterer, . . . He possesses the 

virtues dear to the noble ones, unbroken.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 55.2 

 

ñThere are, O monks, these blessings in realizing the fruit of stream-entry:  One is firm in the 

good Dhamma.  One is unable to fall back.ò  Anguttara Nikaya 6.97 

 

ñConsider the person who is accomplished in the precepts, and is moderately successful in 

concentration, moderately successful in wisdom ï by destroying the three hindrances, he 

becomes one, who will be reborn seven times at most [stream entrant]ò  Anguttara Nikaya 9.12 

 

ñThe stream winner, with virtues dear to noble ones endowed, which are unbroken and without a 

rent, untarnished and without a blemish, purifying, praised by the wise, uncontaminated and 

conducive to concentration.ò  Anguttara Nikaya 9.27 

 

Shortly after the death of a lay person named Sarakani,  the Buddha identified him as a  stream-

entrant.  Then some monks complained that Sarakani could not have been a stream-entrant as 

this lay person indulged in alcohol.  But the Buddha remarked that, ñSarakani the Sakyan 

undertook the training at the time of his death.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 55.24  The lay person 

Sarakani practiced the moral precepts in full before his death, thus, confirming that one cannot 

be a stream-entrant or higher if one violates the moral precepts.  In the more positive way, one 

who follows the precepts and practices diligently, stream-entry or higher can be attained. 
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6.  Right Effort  

 

The energetic will to prevent evil and unwholesome states of mind from arising.  This has to do 

with the drive of the practitioner to seek to do good and reach insights of enlightenment.  Two 

key words that best describe how the Buddha     obtained    enlightenment     are      persistence     

and determination.  President Calvin Coolidge (30th president of the U.S.) had the following to 

say about persistence and determination: 

 

ñNothing in the world can take the place of persistence.  Talent will not;  nothing is more 

common than the unsuccessful man with talent.  Genius will not;  un-rewarded  genius is almost 

a proverb.  Education will not -- the world is full of educated derelicts.  Persistence and 

determination are omnipotent.ò 

 

The above quote is not saying that genius and education do not produce success.  The important 

point of the quote is that none of these traits ensure success like persistence and determination. 

 

ñTherein, bhikkhus, the meditator who is both a thorough worker and a persistent worker 

regarding concentration is the chief . . . the most excellent of the kinds of meditators.ò   

Samyutta Nikaya 34.53 

 

There was a report on a news show recently about the most intelligent person in America.  He 

had an I.Q. score off the charts.  The number was ñsomewhere above 200ò since he had no 

wrong answers, the testers do not know where the exact score is, it is so high.  This person lives 

in a small house, barely making ends meet, working as a bouncer in a bar.  Intelligence or I.Q. 

only shows what you are capable of.  If you do not go to school or use your intelligence you can 

still be quite ignorant.  Knowledge and wisdom must be attained, intelligence just gives you an 

idea of  how  fast  you could absorb material, not how ñsmartò or ñwiseò you really are. 

 

If you watch, hear, or read about many different famous business peoplesô biographies such as 

Donald Trump or Bill Gates, more than education or intelligence you find the common 

characteristics of not just hard work, but persistence and determination. 

 

Another couple of examples are in the field of sports.  There are many world class athletes who 

made it to the top after numerous failures.  They simply persisted and with determination, 

became champions.  The Ethiopian distance runner, Haile  Gebrselassie,  finished  99
th
  place  in  

his  first marathon race.  He later went on to win gold medals in the 1996 and 2000 Olympics.  

Michael Jordan, the famous basketball player  was  cut  (rejected)  from  his  high  school 

basketball team.  In the NBA league, he won six championships and broke several records. 

 

Determination is the firm decision to do something.  You have set yourself a goal and you really 

go for it.  The Buddha sat under the Bodhi tree and vowed not to get up for  anything  until he 

was enlightened.  He did not care if his ñlegs fell offò or even if he died.  This is determination.  

Persistence is the effort to go for it, to keep at it in spite of obstacles that may arise.  They are 

very related and that is why they are usually referred to in conversation and writing together.   
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We all have experienced this in some form or another.  Maybe it is something as simple as 

wanting to get an ñAò grade on some test in school or college.  We put all our effort into 

studying and especially the night before the test we stay up and cram for hours.  The goal is set 

and the effort is put in to reach the goal.  Someone may call you or  there  might  be some other 

distraction.  You put off or ignore the distraction and continue with your studies.   

 

In meditation practice there can be many distractions, from pain in the legs, to your mind 

wandering so much that it bothers you and stops you from meditating.  Persistence is working 

through these obstacles anyway.  Obstacles always arise in any endeavor.  The more valuable the 

goal, it seems, the more obstacles that come up.  Right Effort is this drive of persistence and 

determination. 

 

7.  Right Mindfulness 

 

To be diligently aware, mindful and attentive with  regard  to activities of the body, sensations or 

feelings, activities of the mind, ideas, thoughts, conceptions, and emotions. 

 

The opposite of mindfulness would be something like forgetfulness or absent mindedness.  To 

acquire more mindfulness in our daily activities we need to do the practice, which is insight 

meditation.  This trains the body  and  the  mind so that mindfulness can become more like 

second nature and be present in every moment. 

 

8.  Right Concentration 
 
Vipassana Meditation 

 

The practice of  vipassana  meditation  is  the  Path  that  will make the Middle Way clear, 

understandable, and alleviate all suffering, not only for the hereafter, but right here and now in 

the present moment while we are still alive.  There are actually two types of meditation as taught 

by the Buddha. They are samatha, which is the calm, tranquil  technique  and  then  there is 

vipassana,  which  is  the  type  leading  to Insight.  Most meditation techniques in the Buddhaôs 

time and before and even still today are primarily the samatha type.  That is, they lead to a 

relaxed peaceful state and sometimes to great experiences of joy, bliss, even trance, but no 

ultimate Insight of enlightenment.  Right Concentration primarily deals with the samatha type of 

meditation which is aimed at these highly concentrative states.  But vipassana meditation, when 

done correctly, can provide the inner calm of samatha and also can lead to the Insight wisdom of   

vipassana.  Concentration meditation techniques include many different meditation subjects.  

There are 40 different meditation subjects of samatha and four major techniques or foundations 

for vipassana.  It can be direct one-pointedness concentration   on  a  devotional  figure  such  as  

a  statue  of Buddha, Jesus, or Mary.  The common subject for beginners is awareness of breath.  

The meditator remains in the present moment focusing on the in and out breath of  the  body.   

The mind and body become calm and free of negative thoughts.  The different subjects and 

practices of vipassana are discussed more in later chapters. 
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Right Understanding 

 

The Eightfold Middle Path consists of eight parts, but they are not stages.  They are to be 

practiced as one, simultaneously.  They are not commandments, but rather a voluntary guide for 

treading a Path to the Middle, avoiding extremes and awakening to Reality.  Although the 

Eightfold Path is not progressive stages one necessarily begins with Right Understanding 

because without some concept of the Path or some acceptance of the Path based on logic or 

scientific analysis, one can not begin on the Middle Path.  After diligent practice and with 

insights one comes back to Right Understanding, but this time with experiential wisdom.   

Thus, as the cover text demonstrates, the Eightfold Middle Path is a full circle beginning with 

Right Understanding and ending with Right Understanding. 

 

The Threefold Summary of the Middle Path 
 

The Eightfold Middle Path has been summarized to the three main categories: 

 

1.  Wisdom 

2.  Morality 

3.  Concentration 

 

Right Understanding and Right Thought come under the ñWisdomò category.  Right Speech, 

Right Action, and Right Livelihood come under the ñMoralityò category.   And  Right Effort, 

Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration come under the ñConcentrationò category.  The 

Eightfold Middle Path develops the categories of Wisdom, Morality, and Concentration. 

 

The Threefold Summary of The Buddhaôs Teachings: 

 

1.  Avoid all evil, 

2.  Cultivate the good, 

3.  Purify your mind. 

 

The above famous threefold summary of the Buddhaôs teachings are from the Dhammapada, 

verse 183. 

 

ñAvoid all evil, cultivate the good . . . .ò  This is similar to the Golden Rule found in all 

religions, which states, ñdo unto others as you would have them do unto you.ò  We do not wish 

to be harmed so we should not harm others as they feel the same pain.  This is basic morality.  

All major religions have this same Golden Rule.  Confucianism, Daoism, Jainism, and Buddhism 

all developed around the same time and much earlier than Christianity, Islam, and modern 

Judaism (with the Talmudic oral laws).  The Buddha could possibly be the first person to have 

made this Golden Rule as we have this quote from him in the Buddhist scriptures: 

 

ñNow if I were to take the life of another ï of one who wishes to live, who does not wish to die, 

who desires happiness and is averse to suffering ï that would not be pleasing and agreeable to 

the other either.  What is displeasing and disagreeable to me is displeasing and disagreeable to 
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the other too.  How can I inflict upon another what is displeasing and disagreeable to me?  
Having reflected thus, he himself abstains from the destruction of life, exhorts others to abstain 

from the destruction of life, and speaks in praise of abstinence from the destruction of life.ò  

Samyutta Nikaya 55.7 

 

See especially the part in bold, which is almost the exact words of Rabbi Hillel of the Talmudic 

era around 50 B.C. or Jesus around the year 30 A.D. 

 

 

The Golden Rule is excellent moral advice, but, the Buddhaôs teachings go a step further with, 

ñpurify your mind.ò  Many can not see the good in helping others or in resisting the temptation 

to exploit others when the opportunity comes.  This is because they have not purified their 

minds.  By purifying our minds of the defilements from seeing clearly, we find that we want to 

avoid the evil and cultivate the good.  We see that it is for our benefit and the benefit of all to 

cultivate the good.  If we only have the belief that doing good and avoiding evil is the way it 

should be, we will falter frequently.  We must experience the benefits and fruits of the practice 

by purifying our minds. 

 

The Triple Gem: 
 

1.  Buddha 

2.  Dhamma 

3.  Sangha 

 

Buddhists take ñrefugeò in the Triple Gem of Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha.  It is called ñGemò 

because of their immense value.  Refuge simply means taking comfort in the Triple Gem to 

assist you on the Path.  It is something that ñkeeps us goingò by giving us support and 

encouragement. 

 

The first part of the Triple Gem is Buddha.  This refers to the historical Buddha in our time who 

lived about 2,600 years ago.  It also refers to the Buddha inside all of us, which includes Buddha-

nature, our capacity for enlightenment, and the basic goodness in all people. 

 

Taking refuge in Buddha should not be misunderstood as worship.  The Buddha was an 

enlightened one who is worthy of the highest respect, but this does not necessarily mean 

worship, especially in the typical use of God-worship.  At many Buddhist temples Buddhists can 

be seen bowing and making prostrations to Buddha statues.  This is out of respect and not the 

same type of worship that is done in other religions to a higher being.  In many Asian countries 

people greet each other with bows.  They are not worshiping each other, just showing respect, in 

the same way people shake hands to greet. 

 

A detailed explanation of Buddhismôs concept of theology is below in the section on 

ñUnderstanding the Middle Way.ò 

 

The Dhamma refers to all of the teachings of the Buddha.  This gives us comfort and solace as 
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we learn the Dhamma and its wonderful and time-less message.  Even the Buddha had refuge to 

go to.  For him, it is the Dhamma.  After enlightenment the Buddha said, ñLet me then honor and 

respect and dwell in dependence on this very Dhamma to which I have fully awakened.ò  

Anguttara Nikaya 4.21 

 

Sangha originally referred to the community of monks and nuns, but gradually became known as 

the entire Buddhist community of monastics and lay people.  In North America and Europe there 

are hundreds of thousands of people who practice Buddha-Dhamma and read Dhamma books, 

but do not belong to any Buddhist community.  This is a difficult way to practice as it is easy to 

think you may be the only one in your State or country who practices Buddha-Dhamma.  You 

may become sluggish in your meditation and eventually stop practicing altogether.  But when 

you have the support of other like-minded individuals in a sangha, you stay motivated and on-

course. 

 

Understanding the Middle Way 
 

The Buddhaôs teachings and the Eightfold Path are called ñMiddle Way.ò  This is a middle way 

position between asceticism and self-indulgence.  Put in other words, it is the middle way 

between hedonism (seeking pleasures) and the denial of pleasures.  It avoids the extremes.  Does 

this middle way agree to logic in other areas of life?  This section will look at a few important 

issues, including the Buddhist position on God and theology. 

 

EXTREME  MIDDLE WAY  EXTREME 

 

Agnostic Moderation Ascetic-fanatic 

Determinism Dependent 

Origination 

Free-will  

Socialism Mixed-economy Capitalism 

Atheism Buddha-nature Theism 

 

 

The above table demonstrates the extremes and the middle way position.  Numerous other 

examples could be placed here  to  show  the  strength  of  the  middle  way,  but  in  the interest 

of brevity just a few important concepts are discussed.  Dependent Origination, listed in this 

table will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 

Middle Way  
 

The Buddha avoided the extremes of agnosticism (complete skeptic or self indulgence) and 

asceticism (fanatic or self-mortification).  Buddha tried both and received no inner peace, no 

wisdom of enlightenment.  He broke the rule of the ascetics one day and ate and bathed, later 

obtaining enlightenment.  Scientists have shown that the mind needs nourishment to be alert, not 

too much and not too little.  In this middle way that the Buddha practiced, the Buddha achieved 

the full enlightenment at dawn.  Medical doctors and scientists have also found evidence that the 

mind is most alert at dawn.  (Chopra, 1991)  The Buddha attained enlightenment at dawn. The 
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doctors have found that food is best metabolized in the morning and weakest in the evenings.  

(Chopra, 1993)  It is interesting to note that in the orthodox version of Buddhism (Theravada), 

the monks and nuns consume all of their food in the morning hours before noon.  This 

recommendation by the Buddha on the time of eating as well as the amount (very moderate) is in 

agreement with the findings of modern science.  

 

The Buddha left the ascetic practice after remembering something he heard earlier about strings 

on an instrument not being too tight or too loose, otherwise the instrument will not play in tune.  

He later used this simile with one of his monks who was too extreme on ascetic practices.  After 

explaining the music instrument strings simile to this monk who used to play the lute, he then 

said, ñSimilarly, if energy is applied too forcefully it will lead to restlessness, and if energy is too 

lax it will lead to lassitude.  Therefore, keep your energy in balance, penetrate to a balance of 

the spiritual faculties, and there seize your object.ò Anguttara Nikaya 6.55 

 

Mixed-Economy 
 

An example of this middle way in the political world can be seen in political economy.  For most 

of the twentieth century the nations of the world struggled between a very extreme capitalism 

and a very extreme socialism.  Government ñhands-offò capitalism produced sweat shops, poor 

working conditions, and other problems.  The other extreme of socialism produced few 

incentives, little economic growth, and poor living conditions  in  general  for  the  masses.   The 

balanced middle way approach proved successful by the end of the twentieth century as the 

former Soviet Union collapsed and the economic super powers of the world all practiced the 

middle way, a mixed economy of not pure capitalism and not pure socialism (Japan, the U.S., 

and Germany).   

 

The Buddha can be seen as the fore-runner of this middle way economic approach.  The Buddha, 

unlike the common perception of other religious leaders, was not anti-rich.  He had a very 

balanced approach.  The Buddha said that workers should be given adequate wages, safe 

working conditions, and other basic benefits.  The capitalist was to be free to invest and make an 

honest living and business.  He advised lay people to spend one-fourth of their income on daily 

expenses, invest half, and keep one-fourth for an emergency.  According to the Buddha, one of 

the greatest happinesses lay persons should strive for is to be free of debts. 

 

ñThe wise and virtuous shine like a blazing fire. He who acquires his wealth in harmless ways 

like to a bee that honey gathers, riches mount up for him like ant hill's rapid growth. With wealth 

acquired this way, a layman fit for household life, in portions four divides his wealth: thus will 

he friendship win. One portion for his wants he uses, two portions on his business spends, the 

fourth for times of need he keeps.ò  Digha Nikaya 31, Sigalovada Sutta 

 

The Buddha and his Sangha, also benefited from the generosity of wealthy followers.  

Anathapindika was a wealthy businessman during the time of the Buddha. He wanted to buy a 

nice piece of land and donate it to the Sangha. The prince would not sell the land. Finally after 

some persuading, Anathapindika was able to buy it by placing about 18 million gold coins all 

over the land, each coin touching another gold coin. Then Anathapindika had buildings and 
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meditation halls built on the land for the Buddha and the Sangha.  (Vinaya, Cullavagga 6.4) 

 

A layman once asked the Buddha why the Buddha and his monks and nuns received alms when 

there were people who were poor and hungry.  Although, there may always be poor and hungry 

people and compassion and generosity must be given to them, the Buddha was also pragmatic 

and realized that life must go on.  He responded, ñI recollect ninety-one aeons back, headman, 

but I do not recall any family that has ever been destroyed merely by offering cooked almsfood.  

Rather, whatever families there are that are rich, with much wealth and property, with abundant 

gold and silver, with abundant possessions and means of subsistence, with abundant wealth and 

grain, they have become so from giving, from truthfulness, and from self-control.ò   

Samyutta Nikaya 42.9 

 

The Buddha accepted the rich and did not condemn the wealthy, but cautioned that they must 

still be generous.  ñTherein, headman, the one enjoying sensual pleasures who seeks wealth 

lawfully, without violence, and makes himself happy and pleased, and shares it and does 

meritorious deeds, and who uses that wealth without being tied to it, uninfatuated with it, not 

blindly absorbed in it, . . . may be praised.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 42.12 

 

The Buddha can also be seen as a fore-runner of the concern for the plight of the poor and  the  

inequities  in  the  distribution  of wealth and income.  The Buddha said that most immorality is 

caused by poverty.  He said that economic conditions should be improved to reduce the 

incidence of immorality in a society. 

 

Modern social science research has backed up this theory and suggestion of the Buddha.  While 

crime rates and immorality certainly runs across all economic classes, there are a far greater 

number of crimes among the lowest classes of virtually all societies.  Some find it necessary to 

steal or cheat in other ways to put food on the table for themselves or their families.  In all 

nations, but especially the poorer ones, some young women find it necessary  to  become  

prostitutes to provide income for their families or just for their own subsistence. 

 

The Buddha wanted the conditions to be changed and was far less concerned with punishment 

techniques.  By improving the conditions, you make a society that is less likely to spawn 

immorality and crimes. 

 

Social science research has again backed up the proposal by the Buddha of more emphasis on 

conditions than punishments.  In countries that have harsh penalties for immorality and crimes, 

the crime rate is very high.  In countries that have better economic conditions, treatment 

programs, and less emphasis on punishment, the crime rates are lower.  Even within a country, 

such as the United States, where each State has its own criminal justice system, you find that the 

States that have the harshest penalties, including the death penalty, also have the highest crime 

rates, including murder. 

 

Buddha-nature 
 

On the range of philosophies from atheism through all of the different forms of theism I have 
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found a middle way approach applicable here.  On this topic it is important for me to mention 

that this is my own personal opinion or realization in regard to theism and the Buddhaôs 

teachings. 

 

Traditionally in most Dhamma books Buddhism in general has often been described as atheistic.  

But this does not state the whole picture on this issue for many reasons.  The Buddha was not so 

much atheistic as he was opposed to discussing metaphysical questions in general.  The Buddha 

described his teachings using the analogy of a physician.  The doctor who is curing someone 

does not care what family the patient came from or other  unnecessary  questions.   The doctor is 

interested in how he can heal the patient and what he can do to heal the patient.  The Buddha 

described his Eightfold Path as the cure to our suffering and wished his teachings to be centered 

on that Path and not on metaphysical issues. 

 

Nevertheless, people are very interested in these metaphysical issues and need answers to satisfy 

their intellect and minds.  In addition, some teachers have said that it is a matter of translation 

and interpretation.  For example, Bhante Punnaji, has stated that the Buddha was quite clear on 

these issues.  Bhante Punnaji states that the teachings are clear that it is our mind that creates the 

world, thus, there is no creator, except for what we mentally wish to create.  Using Buddhist 

middle way principles and writings and my own personal practice I have found a middle way 

position in the Buddhaôs teachings in regard to theism.  The major types of theism are: 

 

atheism- the belief that there is no God or gods of any shape, kind, or form, or concept 

monotheism- the belief in one all-powerful personal-God (such as Jehovah, the Trinity, or 

Allah) 

pantheism - the belief in a concept of God as all-encompassing, such as all of nature or all of  

creation, including the universe (the mystical traditions) 

polytheism - the belief in numerous gods and spirits, sometimes with an all-powerful ruler of the 

other gods (such as in Hinduism and traditional shamanistic religions) 

 

Buddhists around the world tend to be atheistic, pantheistic, polytheistic, and in some cases 

monotheistic.   

 

Some Buddhists tend to be atheistic because of the measurable silence of the Buddha on such 

issues.  Also, the Buddha was quite obviously opposed to a concept of  an  all-powerful personal-

God creator.  Personal-God means the idea that there is an all powerful God who has a physical 

body, with features like us, for example, a beard, nose, mouth, hands, feet, and other organs.  The 

Buddha rejected the idea of a first beginning or creation or that there is any creator.  From this 

we can conclude that there is no personal God creator who creates a favorite species in his 

image.  In most cultures, God is defined in these personal terms, so atheist can be seen as an easy 

fit for Buddhism. 

 

Nibbana is often referred to in terms of the analogy of a divine ocean with each person entering 

as a drop, entering this divine ocean.  No words can adequately describe nibbana since it is 

through the enlightenment experience that one experiences nibbana.  However, because of that 

ñnearò definition of nibbana in those terms, pantheism can seem appropriate to Buddhism.  The 

mystical religions of the world (Kabbalists, Sufis, Gnostics, etc.) are pantheistic.   
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Polytheism can best be described for the type of Buddhism many uneducated Buddhists practice.  

Unable and / or unwilling to grasp the intellectual side to Buddhism, the uneducated   Buddhists   

find   themselves    worshiping    the Buddha and the higher beings in heavenly realms (angels or 

impermanent gods).   

 

Others still have combined their Buddhist concepts with other religions to create a monotheistic 

God concept in general.  Or the Buddha is sometimes seen as a person who became divine by 

being enlightened. 

 

Which one is correct?  In keeping with the Buddhaôs tolerance (even to the point of allowing his 

followers to belong to more than one religion) I would say that all of the above are correct.  

There are many Buddhist terms which clearly   point   to   Absolutes  and  Absolute  Truth,  such  

as kamma, nibbana, and buddha-nature.  Kamma and nibbana will be discussed further in the 

next chapter.  Buddha-nature is another absolute which is in every being.   It  is  a  capacity  for  

enlightenment.   The Buddhaôs teachings describe it as something we already have, the 

enlightenment experience just being our realization to the universal goodness already within.  

The concepts of kamma, nibbana, and buddha-nature all have elements or adjectives in them 

which are also used to describe theistic views.  This includes the justice nature of kamma, the all-

powerful and absolute nature of nibbana and buddha-nature. 

 

However, on the other hand, we do know from philosophical logic and science that there can be 

no such thing as an all-powerful-personal-God-creator (see subsequent chapters).  Thus, a middle 

way position could be to blend the theistic views, but with the important notation of no personal-

God. 

 

By blending the theistic views together along with the non-theistic view of atheism you have a 

sort of middle way position of absolutes (such as kamma, nibbana, and buddha-nature) with a 

sense of divinity in the higher powers, recognizing   that   there   are    higher   beings    (angels    

or impermanent gods) and that the unknowable, perfect state of nibbana is something which 

could be best described in at least pantheistic terms. 

 

Buddhism is also sometimes described as non-theistic, but humanistic.  Secular humanism is 

centered toward humans and the needs and welfare of humans.  Buddhism is sometimes seen as a 

secular humanist philosophy.  This is because of the emphasis on personal salvation.  That is, a 

person obtains insights and enlightenment from his own striving and effort.  The ultimate 

enlightenment experience is by yourself and not through the calling upon of divine forces above. 

 

The Buddha said, ñYou are your only master.  Who else?  Subdue yourself, and discover your 

master.ò  (Dh., chapter 12)  At first many westerners who come to Buddhism find it amazing that 

there could be a religion without a belief in a personal-God figure.  This is because we were 

raised into cultures where this God concept was very important.  Other people, who are not 

raised in this type of culture find it equally strange that people would follow a belief system that 

requires continual praising and repetitious prayer to a master.  The relationship is called a 

ñmaster - servantò relationship with fear as its guiding force.  When we step out of our cultural 

filters,  we  can  see  the  point that some of our core beliefs we were raised into can also seem 
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quite strange. 

 

In summary, Buddhism can have a close fit to all the types of theism and also to secular 

humanism: 

 

Atheism - There is no personal-God in Buddhism. 

Monotheism - The Buddha was a great teacher who is to be revered or even worshiped in 

appreciation for his teachings. 

Pantheism - Nibbanaôs nearest description. 

Polytheism - There are numerous deities (angels) in heavenly realms. 

Secular Humanism - Enlightenment is achieved through individual effort. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This balanced middle way can be seen in the real world in innumerable other examples.  When 

the extremes are analyzed you can see the error of those methods.  The middle way comes out 

like the Goldilocks nursery rhyme with the famous ñjust rightò saying working all the time.  

Extremist views and practices tend to be dogmatic, totalitarian, authoritarian, unfair, and 

intolerant.  Middle way views and practices tend to be characterized by the words: fair, 

compromising, tolerant, and peaceful. 
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4 

 

The 12 Parts of Dependent Origination and the Three  

Causes of Kamma 
 

 

 

Dependent Origination 
 

The balanced ñmiddle wayò approach of the Buddhaôs teachings has proven itself in other 

aspects of life as well.  For example, the Buddhaôs Dependent Origination, which is a 12 part 

cyclical process of arising, decay, death, and rebirth of all things is a ñmiddle wayò position 

between the extremes of ñfree-willò and ñdeterminism.ò  Western philosophy has been struggling 

between these two extremes, the reason being because both free-will and determinism are 

partially correct and partially incorrect.  The Buddhaôs Dependent Origination takes features of 

both and thus, correctly explains things.  There is will or volition and there are conditions, but all 

without a ñfirst cause or first event.ò 

 

According to Dependent Origination everything is relative, conditioned, and inter-dependent.  A 

simple formula that helps define Dependent Origination is; when this is, that is, this arising, that 

arises, when this is not, that is not, this ceasing, that ceasing. 

 

The twelve parts to Dependent Origination are: through ignorance conditional volitional or 

willful actions or kamma formations   take   place.    Through  willful  actions  there  is 

conditioned consciousness, then conditioned mental and physical phenomena, then the six senses 

(five physical senses and the mind),  then  conditioned  contact,  then  conditioned    sensation,    

then    conditioned    desire,    then conditioned attachment, then the process of becoming, 

conditioned birth, then decay, death, sorrow, pain, etc., and then the process starts again. 

 

The free-will theory maintains that oneôs self is the sole explanation for phenomena.  Each 

individual chooses his or her actions and there are no outside forces.  The free-will explanation 

places permanence and all authority to the self. 

 

The determinism theory is the direct opposite which states that there is no will in anyone and 

each individual performs actions much like a programmed robot.  Each personôs life is pre-

determined by environmental and genetic factors which no self or soul has any control over.  In 

determinism theory all of our behaviors can be predicted.  Just as a computer will produce a 

definite outcome with specific data entered, so too will a human react with the same data (life 

experiences, etc.) according to determinism.  

 

Both extremes provide good points and are convincing.  This is because both are partially 

correct.  The natural and social sciences have demonstrated quite conclusively that we can be 

very deterministic.  For example, people who have gone through childhood traumas or various 
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other similar life events tend to have the same consequences to their personalities, positive and / 

or negative.  Twin studies have shown how identical twins sometimes have the same behaviors 

even when raised separately, pointing to genetic deterministic theories. 

 

Other studies have shown that twins sometimes have completely different personalities and  

behaviors  even  when raised together.  When identical twins are raised together they are 

basically (at least as children) receiving the same diet and care and have the same genetic code.  

Yet studies have   found    their    behaviors    and    interests  completely different.   

 

The Buddhist commentaries state that Dependent Origination includes the arising of effects in 

dependence upon a conjunction of conditions.  This suggests that no single cause can produce an 

effect, nor does one effect arise from a given cause.  There is always a collection of conditions 

giving rise to a collection of effects.  (Abhidhammattha Sangaha)  Natural and social scientists 

have always looked to multiple causes as rarely does any effect result mostly from one cause.  

They use control groups and other techniques to isolate possible causes to at least narrow their 

theories down to fewer possible explanations.  This is fully compatible to the principles of 

Dependent Origination. 

 

The ñmissing linkò which needs to be added to the deterministic theory is the thinking mind,  the 

element of free-will and kamma formations.  Kamma formations can be from a current or a past 

life, in fact the differences between many siblings, can probably best be explained as evidence 

for re-birth, past lives. 

 

The German Born Buddhist nun, Ayya Khema, describes the interplay of free-will and 

determinism as follows: 

 

ñOne has to imagine a dog tied to a leash.  This leash is our old kamma.  The dog can move as 

far as the leash stretches.  If he does only good things in his domain, then the leash gets longer 

and longer;  more and more possibilities of doing good or evil come about.ò  (Khema, 2001)   

 

The above description by Ayya Khema teaches us that we have the free-will to make choices, but 

we are also conditioned or determined by our past choices and environment.  By making more 

and more good choices, we can open up our opportunities and become less deterministic. 

 

 

The Three Causes of Kamma 
 

According to the Buddha, we are all born with essentially a good nature.  We are not born into or 

about sin.  In fact there is no ñsinò in Buddhism.  People engage in devious or immoral behavior 

because of one or more of the following: 

 

1.  Attachment or greed 

2.  Aversion or hatred 

3.  Delusion or ignorance 
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This is another way of describing the four noble truths;  that all wrongdoing or what some people 

might call ñsinò or what Buddhism would call suffering, is all rooted to either attachment, 

aversion, or ignorance.  When we have attachment or greed we suffer because of any immorality 

that might be with it or because we miss whatever it is we are attached to when it is gone.  These 

three things are the causes of negative kamma. 

 

Attachment is a very powerful drive and can become like an addiction.  Imagine a very 

pleasurable experience or belonging.  Watch how you feel when you imagine it gone.  This can 

apply to people too.  We can  become  too  attached even to loved ones to the point that we try to 

control them in a possessive way.  To avoid too much attachment we must be willing to let go 

and not to cling to things, places, or people.  This does not mean that we can not be in loving 

caring relationships, just that we need to be careful to keep them from becoming controlling or 

possessive relationships. 

 

We all have seen the stories in books and movies or maybe we know someone personally who is 

quite rich in wealth and income and becomes pretty greedy.  Money and the pursuit of money 

mean more to that person than anything.  They ignore   valuable    relationships    with     others     

and     the  community  so  that  they  can  continue  chasing  after  more money.  Not all rich 

people act this way.  But the ones that do act that way are very miserable people.  They are not as 

miserable to others as they are to themselves.  They sometimes deny themselves basic things out 

of a frugalness gone mad and they constantly worry about losing their possessions and money. 

 

In a previous edition to The Guinness Book of Records, it was reported that the greatest miser 

(cheap-skate) was this woman who lived in the 1930ôs who had a net worth of about $30 million 

(at least a billion in todayôs value of money).  She lived in a small run-down house and ate cold 

oatmeal cereal everyday.  It was cold because she did not want to pay the utilities to heat it.  Her 

son was very sick and had his leg amputated because of the delays she caused in looking for a 

free clinic. 

 

Others who have become successful in wealth and income that do not get caught in the trap of 

greed and attachment, know when enough is enough.  They take care of their financial affairs by 

placing them in the hands of trusted advisors and employees and use their free time to focus on 

charities, their family, and their spirituality. 

 

Letting go also does not mean that we need to give up all of our possessions including money.  

We simply need to exercise caution so that we do not become too attached to our possessions 

and money.  We can do this by not making our possessions, our money, and our incomes the 

principal aims of our life. 

 

Aversion or hatred stirs up all kinds of mind agitation which causes suffering or leads to 

something else which some might call sin.  Hatred can lead to all kinds of bad acts or even 

criminal acts.  Most or perhaps all wars could be said to be   rooted   to   hate.    Sometimes  wars  

break  out   over   a  dispute  over land, which is a form of attachment and greed.  Reasonable 

solutions could most likely be met through nonviolent means if there were no attachment or 

greed.  Often it is the escalating hatred between the leaders of the countries which causes the 

outbreak of war.  The Buddha was opposed to war and even went to the battlefield on one 
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occasion to stop a war.  In the Dhammapada, the Buddha stated: 

 

ñIt is better to conquer yourself than to win a thousand battles.ò (Dh., chapter 8)  In another 

famous verse the Buddha said:  ñHate never ceases by hatred, only love dispels hate.  This is an 

ancient and timeless law.ò  (Dh., chapter 1) 

 

How timeless this teaching really is.  Still to this day we see leaders engaging in war when there 

could have been more peaceful options.  Besides hatred, there is often ego, or the attachment to 

ego, as a leading cause for the outbreak of war.  Sometimes there is a leader with an attachment 

to ego that is so large, that they desire to rule the world.  Many times the speech and rhetoric are 

just a lot of hot air with no real military might to carry on such an invasion.  Inevitably another 

leader, fearing that this person may have  more  clout on the world scene, starts calling the other 

leader, ñevilò and eventually attacks his country with little justification. 

 

Or some people do all kinds of wrong or bad things simply because they are ignorant, for 

example, they make some mistakes because they do not have enough knowledge to do better.  

The knowledge does not necessarily come from school, but also could be a lack of knowledge 

that should have been taught at home by immediate family and extended family.   

 

No one is inherently ñevil.ò  Even the most hardened criminals are not ñevil.ò  They were born 

with a basically good nature like us.  Through  attachment,  aversion,  or  ignorance  mistakes  

are sometimes made.  We must also remember that people who are determined to be ñcriminalsò 

are set by society and its rules.  We live according to manôs law that is the rule of law according 

to law books, made by humans, as opposed to natureôs law.  For example, during one period in 

history a certain offense may be illegal and during another period the same offense may be 

perfectly legal.  We must have compassion to all beings including the people under the custody 

of justice departments around the world.   

 

During the time of the Buddha there was a murderer by the name of Anguilama  who  became  a  

Buddhist  and  attained enlightenment.  As a result of his bad kamma, he still had to suffer the 

effects of his actions, but nevertheless, was able to attain complete enlightenment.  For this 

reason and also because of the first precept against killing, most Buddhists are opposed to the 

death penalty, even for the most heinous crimes. 

 

_ 
 

We need to let go so that we will not have too much attachment to things, people, and places, but 

also to  ideas  or ideologies.  For example, we need to let go of ideas about ñgoodò and ñevilò 

and avoid judging people.  We do this by realizing that there is good and evil in everything.  This 

has been illustrated very nicely in the ancient Eastern philosophy of Daoism with the yin-yang 

symbol.  One side of the ñwholeò is white and the other side is black, but they flow together and 

on each side is a smaller circle or amount  of  its opposite.  This teaches us to move beyond the 

dualistic thinking that everything is either black or white, good or bad. 
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Some people ask, ñdoes this mean that I can not enjoy certain activities, because that would be 

attachment?ò  The answer is no, anyone can still enjoy  wholesome  activities,  the  Buddhaôs 

teachings are not to make us into all emotion-less zombies, as is sometimes the misconception.  

The enlightened person still enjoys many things, including the company of people, the 

enlightened person simply does not cry or miss the enjoyment when it is gone.  The enlightened 

person does not seek pleasure and enjoyment all the time, like that of an addict, the person 

simply    has    mindfulness    and   awareness   of   whatever   is happening, be it pleasure or 

displeasure, all without attachment or aversion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Page 
61 

 
  

5 

 

The 31 Planes of Existence 
 

 

 

The Planes of Existence and Re-birth  

 

1.  Purgatory (hells, impermanent, not eternal) 

2.  Asuras (jealous beings) 

3.  Ghosts  

4.  Animals  

5.  Humans  

6.  Higher Beings (the six planes within sense world, consisting of angels or impermanent gods) 

 

The above lists a summary of the Buddhaôs cosmology.  All are closely interdependent as beings 

progress through the various realms of existence. 

 

In addition to the six major levels of the planes of existence listed above, there are 16 planes of 

heavenly beings outside the sense world (the world of Form) and another 4 planes of heavenly 

beings in the Formless  world (without body) for a total of 31 planes of existence (you can see 

the complete list of all 31 in chapter 20).  In the planes of existence we can see our close 

connection to animals.  This is from the re-birth process and the fact that animals, like humans 

suffer from emotions, selfish cravings, and other pleasant and unpleasant sensations.  Darwinôs 

theory of evolution is completely compatible with Buddhism. 

 

For some people the cosmology seems too traditional or foreign to accept.  Again, as the Buddha 

stated, one need  not accept  anything  as  true  until  one  sees  the  truth  for oneself.  Another 

way of seeing the planes of existence is in the sense of a state of consciousness, rather than a 

ñphysicalò place.  For example, if we are full of anger and hatred, then we are in hell.  If you are 

full of peace and contentment and happy, then you are in a heavenly plane of existence. 

 

This is illustrated in the famous zen story that goes something like this: 

 

A samurai went to a zen master and asked, ñshow me heaven and show me hell!ò  The zen 

master remained silent.  The samurai asked again, this time shouting, ñSHOW ME HEAVEN 

AND SHOW ME HELL!!ò  Again, the zen master remained silent.  The samurai became very 

angry at the masterôs silence.  This time the samurai pulled out his sword and shouted again, 

ñSHOW ME HEAVEN AND SHOW ME HELL!!!ò  The zen master responded, ñthis is hell.ò  

The samurai immediately understood that hell was this anger that was inside him.  The samurai 

put his hands together and bowed to the master.  The master responded, ñthis is heavenò (the 

peaceful state). 

 

This idea of seeing the planes of existence as a mental state, such as between anger and peace 
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has some support from the following quote from the Buddha: 

 

ñWhen the average ignorant person makes an assertion that there is a Hell under the ocean (or 

other freezing or burning, fire ridden place), he is making a statement that is false and without 

basis.  The word óhellô is a term for painful bodily sensations.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 36.4 

 

There is more evidence for this in the definition of Mara.  The exact definition/translation of 

Mara is death.  In the suttas, it is used to describe a being that is like Satan or a devil in the 

Buddhist cosmology.  He actually resides in a heavenly, deva world, but due to ego and thirst for 

more followers, he attempts to prevent people from attaining enlightenment.  Many Buddhists 

believe that Mara   is an actual being while others contend that it is really just a personification 

of negative states of mind. Maraôs three offspring are named Lobha, Dosa and Moha, meaning 

Greed, Hatred and Delusion. The definitions/translations of Maraôs children suggest that it is 

negative states of mind, rather than physical beings.  According to Ven. Dhammika, this 

interpretation is further supported by the fact that Buddhism sees evil as thoughts, speech and 

action motivated by ignorance.  (Dhammika, 2007) 

 

In one discourse, a monk asks the Buddha, ñMara, Mara;  in what way, venerable sir, might 

Mara be?  The Buddha responds, When there is form, there might be Mara, or the killer, or the 

one who is killed.  Therefore, see form as Mara, see it as the killer, see it as the one who is killed.  

See it as a disease, as a tumour, as a dart, as misery, as real misery.  Those who see it thus see 

rightly.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 23.1 

 

Other verses in the Buddhist scriptures make the 31 planes sound like very real places.  As we 

will see in the next chapter, the Buddha talked about life on other planets.   

 

Perhaps the ñphysical placeò for the 31 planes of existence is on other planets.  In the movie 

versions of Star Trek and the Star Wars trilogies, there were planets that were burning with fire, 

others that were freezing, and others where there was great peace and bliss.  These movies are 

fiction, but we know from science that it is quite possible that there could be innumerable 

planets, thus, some with very harsh environments and others that may be more pleasant.  We can 

see the 31 planes of existence as physical places as we get re-born to different planets based on 

our kamma, deeds, or spiritual attainments. 

 

We can see the planes of existence as actual places in a cosmology of different dimensions, 

actual places as in other solar systems, or simply as states of mind.  Whichever interpretation you 

choose, there is no wrong view as a Buddhist.  In the end, when enlightenment is attained, you 

will see for yourself.  The Buddhaôs way is about finding wisdom through your own efforts.  No 

one else can save you, there are just some teachers and life lessons along the way that will send 

you in the right direction, but in the end it is your own effort and energy. 

 

Re-birth (reincarnation, but not a permanent self that is why the term is more correctly, re-birth) 

is difficult for some people to accept.  In science and in nature there are many examples of how 

life energies are transformed and proceed in cycles.  There are the seasons which come and go.  

Consistently every 10,000 years there has been an ice age on this planet.  Nature tends to act in 

cycles.  Plants re-produce themselves with the coming and going of the seasons.  All of the 
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circular movements in nature give some ñevidenceò of the circular teachings found in kamma 

and rebirth.  Some people have trouble with the idea of changing forms in the process of re-birth.  

Water is a bunch of molecules of hydrogen and oxygen, just as we are a bunch of various 

molecules.  Water can take the form of fluidity (water  as  we typically know it), a solid form in 

ice, and a gas form by the steam or vapor that it sometimes forms.  It is the ñsameò water in its 

molecules, but in the different forms or bodies of liquid, solid, and gas. 

 

There is another example of these changing forms, not just of molecules and physical formation 

as in water, but also in the animal kingdom.  A butterfly is an example of a complete change in 

physical appearance from one form to another.  The butterfly starts as an egg or cocoon.   It  then  

becomes  a caterpillar, then a pupa, and finally a butterfly.  It goes through four stages in a 

complete metamorphosis.  It appears to be the same ñbeingò but actually has a completely 

different form of existence and body at each stage.  At one stage it is crawling on the ground and 

at another it is flying in the air.  The human fetus, like other mammals goes through similar 

changes inside the motherôs womb.  It goes from embryo to a fetus with webbed hands and feet 

like a reptile.  At early stages a tail can be seen on the human fetus which eventually enters the 

body to become the tail bone.  These are examples of metamorphosis or drastic changes, with the 

ñbeingò appearing to be the same person.  Re-birth is no different. 

 

Others argue against re-birth because they can not remember any of their past lives.  Most of us 

can not remember anything that happened in our life before the age of two, thus, how could we 

be expected to remember something that happened three years or more before that?  The re-birth 

process that the Buddha describes is not that of a permanent personality or soul and in some 

ways the next life can be considered ña completely different person.ò  Karmic ñenergiesò is what 

reincarnates.  An analogy is that of a fire from a candle with the wax fueling it.  It is the same 

fire as the flame burns the wax away and takes new wax for its fuel, or is it? 

 

Re-birth provides people with a sense of ñjusticeò in explaining why some are born with a certain 

degree of this or that or why some must suffer or live as animals and others have human form.  

There are many case stories of people who have re-called some incidents in past lives, some with 

astonishing authenticity to verifiable facts that could not have been known otherwise.  The 

Buddha advised against speculating on the results of anotherôs kamma, such as a handicap  being  

the  result  of  bad  kamma  (such  as  from  a previous life).  The Buddha did not approve of that 

for its obvious discrimination effects and because such speculation does not make one advance 

toward the goal.  The Buddha taught compassion for all and could not accept the mistreatment of 

anyone, even animals.  During the Buddhaôs time there was a dwarf who was also severely 

hunch-backed and had a great thirst for the Buddhaôs teachings, followed them and obtained 

enlightenment (Khuddaka Nikaya, Udana 7.5).  The same could be said for many slaves and 

other out-castes of that era.  (Mizuno, 1980) 

 

The Buddha pointed-out a monk who was unattractive and short, but said that this monk was 

very wise and enlightened and ñfurther said this:  Geese, herons, and peacocks, elephants, and 

spotted deer, all are frightened of the lion regardless of their bodiesô size.  In the same way 

among human beings the small one endowed with wisdom ï he is the one that is truly great, not 

the fool with the well-built body.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 21.6 
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One should not speculate on anotherôs kamma for these reasons and also because human birth is 

extremely rare.  There are trillions and trillions more animals and insects than there are humans.  

Thus, by looking at merely the statistics involved there is a far greater chance at being re-born an 

animal or insect than a human.  A cat, for example, should not be seen as a ñbadò human in its 

past life.  That cat was most definitely never human before.  The same could be said for any 

human alive today.  The likelihood that any human alive today was human before, by statistical 

analysis is virtually nil. 

 

1,750,000,000,000,000,000 

                     7,000,000,000 

 

The number on the top line is the approximate number of insects   on   earth  (One  quintillion,  

750  quadrillion).   The 

bottom number is the approximate number of humans (7 billion).  There are about 250 million 

insects for every human on earth.  This does not even take into account the number of other 

mammals, birds, and reptiles on earth or the fish and other animals of the seas.  The number 

would be considerably higher, perhaps ten times more or greater.  There are also more humans 

alive today than have ever lived before.  

 

 

The Buddha considered the human life to be very precious, because it is an opportunity for living 

a spiritual path.  He likened the possibility of being re-born human again (if we waste this life) to 

a story of a blind sea turtle that comes up for air once every 100 years.  The likelihood that the 

sea turtle puts his head through a circular hoop, positioned somewhere in the oceans, is the 

likelihood we have to being re-born as a human.  (Samyutta Nikaya 56.47) Our statistical 

analysis above shows that this statement of the Buddha makes logical sense. 

 

In one discourse the Buddha compares the soil that he has taken up under his fingernail to all the 

soil on earth and then says, ñSo too, bhikkhus, those beings who are reborn among human beings 

are few.  But those beings are more numerous who are reborn elsewhere than among human 

beings.  Therefore, bhikkhus, you should train yourselves thus:  we will dwell diligently.  Thus 

should you train yourselves.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 20.2 

 

In Samyutta Nikaya 56.102-131, the Buddha explains that it is difficult to attain rebirth to the 

human or deva realms.  The Buddha states that ñthose being are much more numerous, who 

when they pass away, are reborn in the animal realm, the domain of ghosts, in hell.ò  It is 

difficult to attain rebirth to the human world or in the deva realms and thus, should not be 

wasted. 

 

It is okay that some do not accept re-birth easily, the Buddha himself advised people from 

accepting anything as completely true until you  actually  experience  it.   The  Buddha  advised 

people not to put blind faith in scriptures, gods, or teachers.  Eventually in the practice of 

vipassana we will see the arising and passing away and re-birth (of the five aggregates for 

example) in each moment and even ñsub-moment.ò  When we see the arising and passing away 

and re-birth while we are still alive then we realize that the same must be true when we are no 

longer alive in this life.  
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Kamma 
 

Kamma (karma in Sanskrit) is simply cause and effect.  One thing happens and produces an 

outcome.  This is the same in science.  In the laboratory or outside, one thing causes another.  Or 

sometimes multiple factors cause an outcome or outcomes.  In a laboratory you can add certain 

chemicals to others and produce a product that is highly different from the factors which were 

introduced. 

 

Kamma involves cause and effect, but it is important to note that the Buddha always stated that 

kamma is not a single cause phenomena.  Every event can have multiple causes.  For example, a 

person may catch a cold.  This does not necessarily mean that it is because of kamma, from some  

bad deed performed earlier.  There are multiple causes or reasons that may have contributed to 

the catching of a cold, including weather, accidental exposure to sick people, or some other 

reasons.  This is also a perfect fit to modern science and scientific method.  Scientists rarely try 

to explain a certain phenomena by explaining a one singular cause.  Multiple factors are 

examined.  There are five levels of cause and effect, including, the physical world, biological 

world, psychological world, kamma, and the Dhamma.  Kamma is only one of the levels of cause 

and effect and does not explain everything. 

 

This cause and effect phenomenon is no different from kamma.  It orders and balances life the 

same way.  Our karmic energies are subject to the choices we make.  We do not need to 

speculate on an individualôs kamma, as stated earlier, but we can look closely at our own lives.  

We have all made mistakes in life.  Take a look at some  of  your  choices you made in life.  You 

do not need to wait to be re-born to experience your kamma.  The results of kamma show their 

face rather quickly. 

 

Perhaps you made a greedy choice at one time in your life.  Maybe you tried to buy something 

for a very cheap price, hoping to save some money.  You may have bought something of poor 

quality in a hope to save money for a gift for someone or for yourself.  The product goes bad in a 

short time and there is little or no warranty.  You are left to go out and buy the product you 

should have bought the first time.  You experience kamma first hand by paying almost double 

for one product that was supposed to save you money. 

 

There are numerous examples of mistakes we sometimes make.  Especially when there seems to 

be some immorality present, the karmic effects take their toll.  So many pleasurable experiences 

that have immorality with  them  end in large amounts of pain and suffering.   Thus,  you  

discover the effects of kamma for yourself and change your life accordingly. 

 

There is a woman who emigrated to the U.S. from Vietnam and became a very successful 

business person.  Her life was chronicled in the movie, Heaven and Earth.  She had a very hard 

life, growing up during the start of the Vietnam war of 1965-1974.  She was raped by soldiers 

during the war.  She married a soldier from the U.S. and had many hardships with her marriage.  

Every time something bad would happen to her, either emotionally or physically, she just said to 

herself, ñit must be my kamma from a past life which must finish its course.ò  She did not dwell 
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on the bad things that were happening to her and used her Buddhist beliefs in kamma and re-

birth to get her through those times.  In the end, she became a successful and happy person. 

 

Significance of the Buddhist Cosmology 
 

One of the most striking things about the Buddhist cosmology is its compatibility to science and 

logic.  If there were an everlasting, eternal heaven, would not everyone get tired of it?  

 

Nibbana 
 

Nibbana (Nirvana in Sanskrit) is beyond the planes of existence and can not be explained only 

experienced.  The plane of Higher Beings can be what other religions call ñheavenò consisting of 

angels.  However, this is not a permanent state and angels become re-born to another plane of 

existence after a very long life of over one million years.  Some Buddhist texts and books 

actually call the angels ñdeitiesò but they are not really gods in the Western use of the term since 

they are in a temporary state facing death and re-birth just like the other planes  of  existence. 

 

To be re-born into this plane of Higher Beings one must lead a good and moral life.  According 

to Buddha and Buddhism any one from any religion can reach this heavenly plane. 

 

The only permanent extinction of suffering is in the state of nibbana which can be achieved 

during our very own life.  Nibbana is realized and understood only in the deepest Insights of 

enlightenment.  The logic of nibbana, found in the Buddhaôs teachings is that  it  is  beyond  all  

concepts  of duality.  For example, in most religions the goal is heaven where beings live in 

complete happiness, full of pleasures, a sort of paradise.  But from philosophical logic we  know  

that 

there can be no ñgoodò without a concept of  ñbad.ò   The  statement  that  ñJohnny  is  a good 

boyò could not exist unless there is some comparison to what ñbadò is.  There can be no concept 

of ñpleasureò unless there is ñdispleasure.ò  No ñhappinessò unless there is ñunhappiness.ò  In the 

Buddhaôs planes of existence there is heaven, but it is a temporary state and not a permanent one.  

The goal in the Buddhaôs teachings is nibbana, which is beyond all concepts, language, and 

duality. 

 

I remember hearing a story that illustrates this point from a rabbi in Israel: 

 

There was this guy who died and went to this beautiful place of lush mountains, waterfalls, and 

flowers.  There were servants everywhere who gave you all the delicious foods you could ever 

want.  It was like paradise.  Finally one day the man said, ñokay, Iôm tired of heaven now, can 

you take me to hell so I can see what that is like?ò  The servants told him, ñwe can not take you 

to hell, you are already there!ò 

 

I think that most cultures have a different variation to this story, but the point is the same, heaven 

and hell are within you, and any pleasurable experience will become hell eventually. 

 

The Buddha was the first person in known history to recognize this important truth about the 
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impermanence of even the most wonderful heavenly experiences: 

 

 

ñThe rain could turn to gold and still your thirst would not be slaked.  Desire is unquenchable or 

it ends in tears, even in heaven.ò  (Dh., chapter 14) 

 

Just imagine your most pleasurable experience.  Or let us even stretch it into a whole day.  

Imagine your most  pleasant 

day in your life.  Would you really want to live that day over  and  over for an eternity?  Every 

heaven has hell in it and every hell has heaven in it.  Everything passes, even pleasure. 

 

In the Buddhist cosmology there are heavenly realms.  We can see these as physical places or as 

states of mind.  Either way, they are temporary.  Deities in heaven (or angels) are re-born.  Our 

pleasures fade. 

 

To reach a true permanent state of happiness, we must go beyond the dualism of this world, 

beyond the dualism of even heaven and earth, to reach nibbana, enlightenment. 

 

Aliens 
 

Modern science has shown us how vast the known universe is, with nearly 100 named planets 

seen with high powered telescopes in space.  Other solar systems have been seen, including those 

in varying stages.  To say that we are alone in this universe as the only planet with life on it 

would be very foolish considering the scientific evidence of just how vast the universe is with so 

many stars (suns) and their own planets revolving around them. 

 

The plane of existence known as the human realm translates from the Pali to English as ñsharp or 

developed mindsò capable of making moral and immoral action compared to other beings.  

(Abhidhammata Sangaha, a commentary/summary of the Abhidhamma written sometime 

between the 5
th
 ï 11

th
 centuries A.D.)  So this plane of existence can include alien being on other 

planets, in other solar systems. 

 

The Buddhist cosmology talks of 10,000 world systems to say that there are innumerable solar 

systems and planets.  Each world system has its own 31 planes of existence.  The Buddhist 

cosmology has even taken into account the possibility of our solar system expiring or being 

destroyed.  If a being is in one of the first 16 planes and the world system (solar system) is 

destroyed for whatever reason, then that being must be reborn into a plane of existence at 

number 17 or higher.  If this being does not get reborn to plane 17 or higher, then that being is 

reborn in a different world system.  That different world system would be an alien solar system 

many light years from us.  The Buddha stated that "the infinite world spheres are incalculable" 

(KN, Buddhavamsa 1.64). 

 

We know from science that planets and solar systems do go through various stages and do 

terminate at one point, such as when the sun uses up and finishes its energy.  We also know that 

solar systems reconstitute and re-form and re-evolve after many billions of years.  This is all 
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compatible and almost word for word how the Buddha described it in the Brahmajala Sutta, 

Digha Nikaya. 

 

 

Heavens are open to all 
 

Whereas some religions say that the only way to heaven is through their religion and through 

their prophet or messiah, Buddhism clearly states that the heavenly realms are open to all.  

Buddhism is known as a very peaceful and tolerant religion and this continues to the admission 

to the heavenly realms.  One need only lead a good, moral, generous, and basically nice life to 

receive entrance to many of the heavenly planes. 

 

ñAnother person has practiced the making of merit by giving as well as by moral discipline to a 

high degree;  but he has not undertaken the making of merit by meditation.  With the breakup of 

the body, after death, he will be reborn among humans in a favorable condition.  Or he will be 

reborn in the company of the devas of the Four Great Kings.ò 

Anguttara Nikaya 4.241-243 

 

In the above discourse from the Buddha, we find the Buddha directly say that all that is 

necessary is a good person with a high degree of moral discipline will attain to a good rebirth, 

which can include rebirth to a heavenly realm.  Meditation training of Buddhism and other 

religions which utilize meditation is not necessary, except for enlightenment, nibbana.  One need 

not be a Buddhist for heaven. 

 

The Bible and Qurôan are right 
 

Another significance of the Buddhist cosmology is that it explains how other religions were 

created, especially the great monotheist religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  The Pali 

Canon was memorized and compiled immediately after the Buddhaôs death - parinibbana in the 

year 483 B.C.  The words were finally all written down in about the year 100 B.C.  This is also 

about the same year that the earliest Hebrew bible has been dated to.  The earliest Christian bible 

has been dated to 200 A.D. 

 

The scriptures of these monotheist religions were written at about the same time as the Buddhist 

Pali Canon.  In addition, the eastern world of India and China and other far east countries were a 

separate world from the western civilization that were bourn out of Israel, Rome, and Greece.  

East is east and West is west and never the twain shall meet as the saying goes, was especially 

true back then. 

 

Yet in the Pali Canon we see gods proclaiming that they are the All-powerful, the Almighty God, 

the Creator of All.  There is an eerie similarity to the claims of some of these gods and the God 

of the Hebrew bible, the Christian bible, and the Muslim Qurôan. 

 

It appears that some of these gods did make contact with humans and in their ignorance and 

delusion did say that they were the Almighty God and the humans who had the powers through 
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prayer and/or meditation to see or hear them had no reason to believe the god was lying.  So it is 

possible that whole religions and scriptures were developed based on the ignorance, delusion, 

and ego of some gods. 

 

If we look at the Ten Commandments in the Old Testament, we see that the first commandment 

is that, ñI am your Lord, your God, you shall have no other gods besides me, for I am a jealous 

god.ò  In this commandment, the god of the Hebrew people, named Jehovah declares that his 

people are to have and worship no other gods.  Jehovah never said that there are not other gods.  

He only said do not worship the others because he is a jealous god.  The god of Israel has a name 

which is Jehovah.  What is the name for?  Names are used to differentiate oneself from others. 

 

In the religion of Islam we hear that Mohammed was confused as to which religion to follow.  So 

he went to a cave and meditated.  This is not disputed;  it is widely accepted by Muslims and 

non-Muslims that Mohammed meditated in a cave in search of truth.  Then an angel appeared to 

him and gave him the revelations of God, known as Allah in Arabic.  This is also common in the 

Buddhist cosmology reports.  Sometimes a lesser god will admire and respect a higher god, 

believing that the higher one is the One and only Creator and Almighty.  The lesser one then 

advocates for the other god, exclaiming him to be eternal and the Creator of the universe.  This 

angel that appeared to Mohammed could be no other than a god who is under that delusion (from 

this Buddhist perspective). 

 

One monk went to the Brahma world (heavenly deva realm) through the powers of his 

meditation and asked the devas a question for which they could not answer.  They referred the 

monk to what they felt was ñthe Great Brahma, the Conqueorer, the All-Seeing, the All-

Powerful, the Lord, the Maker and Creator.ò  Then Brahma appeared and repeated these lofty 

titles given to him by the other gods in describing himself.  But he could not answer the question 

of the monk and avoided the question without answering or admitting that he did not know.  

After being pressed for some answers, finally Brahma admits that he does not know, by saying, 

ñMonk, these devas believe there is nothing that Brahma does not see, there is nothing he does 

not know, there is nothing that he is unaware of.  That is why I did not speak in front of them.  

Now, monk, you must go before the Buddha and put this question to him, and whatever answer 

he gives, accept it.ò  Digha Nikaya 11. 80, 83 

 

Moses is said to have gone to the top of Mt. Sinai where he talked to God through the burning 

bush.  This could have been a god or deva in the Buddhist terminology.  When Moses descended 

from the mountain he is said to have been glowing.  This is similar to what has been described by 

mystics who have also been secluded on mountain tops after emerging from deep states of 

meditation, such as jhana. 

 

Abraham, considered by many to be the father of the three great monotheistic religions of the 

West of Judaism, Islam, and Christianity, may well have been a Hindu.  His name written in 

Hebrew bears a striking resemblance to Brahma, the Hindu god and also the name of a Buddhist 

god (deva).  The name Abraham is also similar to the Hindu term, Brahmin, for the highest caste.  

At the time of Abraham, the Jewish religion was not yet codified, for Moses had not delivered 

the Ten Commandments or the 613 laws yet.  Abraham practiced animal sacrifices, which was 

the ritual common to the priestly Brahmin caste of Hinduism.   
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Even when Judaism historically began after the era of Moses, there was a sort of caste system 

that continues in some degree to this day.  In Judaism, it is the Jews from the Levi tribe who are 

to be priests and in synagogues today, they have some elevated status.  One must be born from a 

Levi to be a member of this tribe, with this elevated status (identical to the Brahmin caste in 

Hinduism).  Below the Levi tribe members are the Jews from the other 11 tribes and then 

arguably below that would be the Gentiles who according to the Talmud do not follow the Ten 

Commandments or Laws of Moses in the Torah, but rather the Seven Laws of Noah.  From this 

historical analysis, Abraham was most likely a Hindu, known as Brahmanism at that time.  From 

a Buddhist perspective, Abraham could have been following the commands of the god Brahma. 

 

Thus, we find that all religions and their scriptures are true in the sense that the events really did 

happen, excluding the mythological tales such as creation in six days, separation of humans and 

animals, only one flood, Tower of Babel, etc.  Not only are most of the historical events true, but 

even some of the communications between God, Allah, angels and humans.  The 

communications were just between confused gods of the various planes of existence. 

 

In addition we see many similarities with the cosmologies of other religions, including the hell 

realms, ghosts, and other realms which could be considered the same or similar to purgatory.  

The difference in the Buddhist cosmology is that all realms are temporary and impermanent and 

not eternal as some religions profess. 

 

Do we really want to believe that a being enters an eternal hell forever and ever?  What about 

remorse?  What about compassion?  What about learning and rehabilitation?  Would someone 

who simply rejects a certain prophet and is otherwise good suffer the same fate as Adolph Hitler, 

forever and ever? 

 

The Buddhist cosmology is fitting with science, logic, compatible with life on other planets, 

tolerant and accepting to members of other religions, and makes us understand the origins of 

other religions too. 
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6 

 

The 10,000 World Systems;   

Buddha and Science 
 

 

 

The Buddha taught that there are innumerable beings in the universe.  The plane of humans 

includes any intelligent species on any planet capable of Insight.  One of the current theories 

among UFO enthusiasts is that the government is covering up evidence of life on other planets 

due to its destruction effect to nearly all religions.  The ñdiscoveryò that there is life on other 

planets has no detrimental effect to the Buddhaôs teachings. 

 

For thousands of years, perhaps from the beginning of the human species and in the case of some 

people even continuing through today, humans did not believe that there was any life on other 

planets.  The planet Earth was believed to be the center of the universe.  God, gods, or other 

supernatural beings were credited with the creation of life on Earth alone.  No mention was ever 

made to life on other planets in the secular or the religious writings of humankind. 

 

It was believed that Earth was at the center with all of the stars and the Sun revolving around the 

Earth.  The prevailing philosophy was this Earth-centered, human-centered idea.  If the Earth 

were not the center of the universe, it was considered, then our planet would just be another 

planet and nothing special in relation to the universe. 

 

Then came the Buddha and in his revolutionary way proclaimed that there are numerous other  

planets  each  with its own life forms.  He said that these planets are great distances apart from 

each other.  (Jayasuriya, 1963)  (Majhima Nikaya 3.124)  The Buddha said there are ñthousands 

of suns, thousands of moons, thousands of continents.ò  Anguttara Nikaya 1.227 

 

The scientist-astronomer, Nicolaus Copernicus published in 1543 his theories in On the 

revolution of heavenly bodies.  In this book Copernicus theorized that the sun and the stars do not 

revolve around Earth, but rather it is Earth, like the other planets, that revolve around the sun.  

Copernicus was criticized heavily, primarily by the religious authorities of the time in Europe 

since his theory rejected the Earth-centered, human-centered prevailing philosophy. 

 

In 1609 Galileo, with the use of a telescope proved the theory of Copernicus.  Thus, we find 

modern science on this issue ñcatching upò with the Buddhaôs teachings 2,137 years after the 

Buddha spoke of life on other planets.  Modern astronomy would later prove that not only does 

the Earth and other planets revolve around the sun, but also that there are countless other suns, 

solar systems, and planets in the known universe.  In fact, our sun (the one we see rising and 

setting each day) actually revolves around another star, light years from us.  This incredible fact 

now known and proven by modern science demonstrates that we on Earth are just one planet in 

an extremely huge universe of planets, other suns, solar systems, and planets. 
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The Buddha described a 10,000 world systems, which was to say that there are literally an 

innumerable amount of solar systems.  A world system was the description for a sun or star with 

several planets revolving around it.  We now know that there are several solar systems through 

direct evidence with high powered space telescopes.  Nearly one hundred planets have been 

identified in the known universe up to this point.  The Buddha stated that "the infinite world 

spheres are incalculable" (KN, Buddhavamsa 1.64). 

 

Through the use of these high powered telescopes, located in orbit, scientists have been able to 

come up with some ideas on the formation of our own solar system.  Scientists have observed the 

formation  of   other   solar   systems   with   the telescopes.   It appears that new planets form 

around a new star from debris in the universe.  A current theory is that the origin of this debris is 

from the destruction of a previous solar system. 

 

This would seem to suggest that solar systems are formed, go through their normal life course of 

about 10 to 50 billion years and then perish.  The debris leftover eventually reconstitutes itself in 

a transformation and becomes a new solar system.  This is one hundred percent compatible with 

the Buddhaôs teachings on no first beginning and the cycles of existence.  The Buddha said that 

even world systems get destroyed, but that there is no end.  There is no beginning and there is no 

end.  Everything is just transformed in continuation with no death: 

 

ñHe recalls to mind his various temporary states in days gone by ï one birth, or two or three or 

four or five births, 10 or 20, 30 or 50, a 100 or a 1,000 or a 100,000 births, through many cycles 

of cosmic contraction and cosmic expansion  . . . Now there comes a time, when sooner or later, 

after the lapse of a long, long period of contraction, this world-system passes away.  And when 

this happens beings have mostly been re-born in the World of Radiance, and there they dwell 

made of mind, feeding on joy, radiating light from themselves, traversing the air, dwelling in 

glory;  and thus they remain for a long, long period of time.  Now there comes also a time, 

friends, when sooner or later, this universe begins to re-evolve by expansion.ò  (The Buddha, 

Brahmajala Sutta, Digha Nikaya, Sutta Pitaka) 

 

This quote from the Buddha is virtually exactly how modern scientists are describing the 

evolution and re-evolution of the universe. 

 

In this huge universe to say that we are the only planet with any life on it, by the sheer size of the 

known universe appears to be not only ignorant, but also very foolish.  Many people today 

believe that we have already been visited by alien forms of life.  Erich Von Daniken in his books 

In Search of The Gods, describes evidence that ancient humans were visited by aliens and this is 

how many of the personal- God concepts arose.  For example, he discovered some traditional 

societies who worship a personal-God and from best accounts have been doing so for many 

generations.  The image that they have for their personal-God looks virtually identical to some 

sort of being in an astronaut type suit.  (Von Daniken, 1989) 

 

Regardless if we accept the theory that we have been visited by aliens already or not, it is quite 

clear that there is life on other planets.  At the very least to remain in agreement with science we 

must accept that there is life on other planets and they are like us, unable to travel many light 

years due to the lack of technology available on their planets. 
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Consider the following facts about our known universe: 

 

1.  The nearest star to us, known as proxima centauri (star is a sun), is 4.22 light years away. 

2.  A light year is the distance light travels in one year. 

3.  Light travels (speed of light) at 186,000 miles per second (300,000 kilometers per second). 

4.  There are one sextillion stars in the known universe.  That number looks like this:  

1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000. 

5.  Our galaxy is approximately 100,000 light years from end-to-end. 

 

If a space ship traveled at 100,000 miles per hour (161,000 kilometers per hour and much, much 

faster than any ship currently can do), it would take nearly 30,000 years to reach the nearest star.  

Most stars in our galaxy are about 2,500 light years away.  At this speed it would take over 17 

million years to reach most of the other stars. 

 

Space-Time as Human Constructs 
 

Time and space are relative and are human constructs, not Ultimate Reality.  If we talk about a 

beginning, then what is before this beginning?  If we talk about an end, then what is after that?  If 

there is an end or edge to the universe then what is beyond that edge?  Time is cyclical and a 

human construct.  There can be no such thing as a creation story or an all powerful personal-God 

creator.  The Buddha understood that there is Ultimate Truth and conventional truth.  Our 

languages are limited and a part of conventional truth, that which helps us organize society and 

our lives, but it is not Ultimate Truth.  The Buddhaôs teachings have not had to change or adapt 

to comply with modern scientific discoveries, such as biological evolution, theory of relativity, 

etc. 

 

Albert Einsteinôs theory of relativity, with its famous equation:  E = mc
2
  reveals that matter and 

energy are inter-changeable forms of the same substance.  Einstein explained that time and space 

are dependent upon the observer.  Time and space were no longer seen as separate entities, all of 

which fits with the Buddhaôs teachings.  The Buddha spoke of the emptiness of both subject and 

object or the self and the world, just as Einstein stated that mass and length have definite values 

only when an observer  is  specified.   Neither exists independent of the other and both are 

inseparable aspects of a single, non-dual reality.  (McFarlane, 2002) 

 

The theory of relativity also makes the point that time and locality in space can not be regarded 

independent if the observer and object are moving fast relative to each other.  Observers moving 

differently will experience different speeds of time even when using the same watches.  A 

ñUniversalò time does not exist.  The Buddha knew about this when he described the different 

planes of existence and the differences in time based on location and relativity.  He said that 50 

human years is one night and day to the devas (gods or angels) of the Four Great Kings.  Their 

life span is about 500 years in their ñtimeò which is about 9 million in human, earth years.  In the 

deva plane of wielding power over othersô creations, one day is 1,600 years and their lifespan is 

16,000 years.  In human, earth time this is about 9.2 billion years.  (Anguttara Nikaya 3.71, Sutta 

Pitaka) 



  Page 
74 

 
  

 

 

Parallel universes, other dimensions, and the Dhamma 
 

A popular subject physicists have been looking into in recent years includes parallel universes 

and other dimensions.  These parallel universes and dimensions are described as other realms 

which can include other life forms beyond our universe and other dimensions right here on earth.  

These ideas are part of superstring theories and M-theory.  These theories of modern physics are 

one-hundred percent compatible with the Dhamma and the 31 planes of existence.  The planes of 

existence include realms that are beyond our imagination in distance and realms that are right 

here on earth.  The other dimensions include what are known as ñinvisible beingsò in the 

Buddhist cosmology.  They are invisible because they are in a different dimension.   

 

Everything, including all of the dimensions are inter-connected.  The Buddha said:  ñAs a net is 

made up of a series of ties, so everything in this world is connected by a series of ties.  If anyone 

thinks that the mesh of a net is an independent, isolated thing, he is mistaken.  It is called a net 

because it is made up of a series of interconnected meshes, and each mesh has its place and 

responsibility in relation to the other meshes.ò  (Gach, 2002)  In this quote we can see the talk of 

dimensions and parallel universes with the emphasis on the meshes and its relation to other 

meshes.  The Buddha also made it clear that there is no permanent self-essence in anything in the 

universe and that nothing is independent.  Modern scientists have concurred with these ideas.  

The language might be a little different, but the concepts and observations are the same. 

 

The zen master, D. T. Suzuki, described emptiness as follows, ñBy emptiness of self-aspect or 

self-character, therefore, is meant that each particular object has no permanent and irreducible 

characteristics to be known as its own.ò  Modern physicist, David Bohm, repeats almost the 

same thing in scientific language with, ñQuantum theory requires us to give up the idea that the 

electron, or any other object has, by itself, any intrinsic properties at all.ò  Einstein discussed 

space as follows, ñAccording to general relativity, the concept of space detached from any 

physical content does not exist.ò  Compare these well learned people above to the words of 

Buddha, nearly 2,600 years ago:  ñIf there is only empty space, with no suns nor planets in it, 

then space loses its substantiality.ò  (McFarlane, 2002) 

 

The Buddha was always referring to the teachings and the doctrines in a very circular fashion.  

The concepts of re-birth, time itself, and the twelve parts to Dependant Origination are all 

cyclical.  In science and in nature we see how the natural world works on cyclical procedures.  

The Buddha spoke of ñbeginningless timeò and how there is no beginning.  The Buddha said 

that ñthere is no first beginning, no first beginning is knowable.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 15.1-2 

 

ñBhikkhus, this samsara is without discoverable beginning.  A first point is not discerned of 

beings roaming and wandering on hindered by ignorance and fettered by craving.  There comes 

a time, bhikkhus, when the great oceans dry up and evaporates and no longer exists, when the 

earth burns up and perishes and no longer exists, but still I say, there is no making an end of 

suffering for those beings roaming and wandering on hindered by ignorance and fettered by 

craving.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 22.99 
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Numerous books have been written on the relationship and compatibility of the natural sciences 

to Buddhism.  Fritjof Capra has written the classic best seller, The Tao of Physics, in which he 

specifically writes to the many parallels between the Buddhaôs teachings and modern physics, 

including, the unity of things, beyond opposites, relativity, and the dynamic universe.  The 

Buddha also was talking about the inter-connection between mind and body thousands of years 

before   famous  medical  doctors  wrote  best  selling  books saying the same things (such as 

Deepak Chopra, M.D. and Jack Weil, M.D.).  A common phrase now is that ñmodern science is 

catching up with the ancient teachings of Buddhism.ò 

 

ñThe mind and body are dependent on each other the way two sheaves stand up by leaning 

against each other.ò 

Samyutta Nikaya 2.14 

 

When the Buddha spoke about different periods of history, he referred to the periods in terms of 

tens of thousands of years and in terms of physical, scientific periods as being millions of years.  

Later the fields of geology and physical anthropology would confirm these time periods of our 

cultural and physical history.  When other ideas were floating around about the earth being six 

thousand years old, the Buddha was talking about these periods of time in millions of years and 

that there are several other planetary systems. 

 

ñAn aeon is long, bhikkhu, the Blessed One said.  It is more than several hundred thousand 

years.  Suppose, bhikkhu, there was a great stone mountain a yojana long, a yojana wide, and a 

yojana high, without holes or crevices, one solid mass of rock.  At the end of every hundred years 

a man would stroke it once with a piece of Kasian (very soft) cloth.  That great stone mountain 

might by this effort be worn away and eliminated but the aeon would still have not come to an 

end.  So long is an aeon, bhikkhu.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 15.5 

 

The great translator of the Pali Canon, Dr. bhikkhu Bodhi, has estimated, based on the Buddhaôs 

teachings that an aeon in the Buddhist scriptures is approximately one billion years.  The Buddha 

has described different periods of time based on aeons in the same way scientists describe the 

natural world in terms of billions of years in the evolution of this planet and solar system. 

 

Science and physics are fully compatible with the principles of Buddhism.  Many scientists have 

generated a strong interest in Buddhism.  The subject of a talk when receiving the Nobel prize in 

physics by Sir C. V. Raman was the life of the Buddha.  (Jayasuriya, 1963)  Albert Einstein said 

of Buddhism:  ñThe religion of the future should transcend a personal God and avoid dogma 

and theology.  Covering both natural and spiritual, it should be based on a religious sense 

arising from the experience of all things natural and spiritual as a meaningful unity.  Buddhism 

answers this description . . . If ever there is any religion that would cope with modern scientific 

needs it would be Buddhism.ò  (Einstein, from his writings quoted in Zen Mountain Monastery 

newsletter, 1989;  although, no direct quote has been located to confirm that he ever said this, it 

may be a paraphrase of other quotes from Einstein that point to no personal god, no self, and his 

appreciation for Buddhism.) 
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Science, Mathematics, and the idea of a Personal-God 
 

As mentioned in previous chapters, scientific and logical analysis does not fit with the concept of 

a personal-God figure.  This does not eliminate the entire concepts of  theism necessarily, but 

does raise valid points against the theory of a personal-God figure.  Personal-God refers to an all-

powerful creator-God who creates the universe and produces or creates a species in his own 

image.  This God figure allegedly has the features of this species, including hands, feet, beard, 

moustache, and other human organs. 

 

As we have seen earlier, the Buddhaôs Four Noble Truths can be written as a mathematical 

expression and contains no logical contradictions.  The same could not be said for the analysis of 

personal-creator-God theories.  Let us first look at the underlying premises of a personal-God 

theory: 

 

Premise #1  God is all powerful (omnipotent) 

Premise #2  God is all-good and opposes evil (benevolent) 

Premise #3  God is all-knowing (omniscient) 

Premise #4  God is perfect 

Premise #5  God is alive and has a person form (body) 

 

Nearly all monotheists will agree with the above five premises   defining   their  personal-God  

figure,  which  they worship.  If we write some of the premises with other facts we know, we can 

find some logical contradictions: 

 

God opposes evil, is all powerful, and knows that it exists (premises 1 to 3).  Yet evil exists and 

is not eliminated by the personal-God. 

 

God is perfect (premise 4) and God is alive (premise 5).  Yet we know that anything that is alive 

is always changing.  Anything that is alive can not be perfect, by definition, since it is changing 

all the time.  Therefore, to remain in line with logic and science, God must either be dead or 

imperfect.  Neither dead nor imperfect would be acceptable to a monotheist personal-God theory. 

 

The above personal-God theories could be written as mathematical expressions and would be 

written something like:  

 

G = A    (G = God, A = Alive, P = Perfect) 

G = P  

A  P  

 

(An impossible or illogical equation because A must equal P, if G and A are the same and G and 

P are the same.) 

 

There are other flaws with the personal-God theory, including the existence of natural disasters 

and the calamities they do to many good and righteous people.  But, if we see the universe and 

the world in more scientific terms, there is no contradiction.  Disasters happen due to natural 
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forces and have more chaos and randomness as features than divine justice.  Natural disasters 

occur in all lands, to all people of all religions and backgrounds.  Some of the worst death tolls in 

natural disasters occur in the third world countries, but this has nothing to do with divine justice.  

The death  toll  is  high in those countries, because typically the housing quality and engineering 

are poor with few structural reinforcements.  Instead of viewing a natural disaster as a divine 

punishment, we should be asking where was this personal-God to stop the carnage to thousands 

or millions of innocent children and adults.   

 

Tragedies like that strike all tropical areas regardless of race, creed, nationality, and politics.  It 

just goes to show that natureôs wrath is not purposefully driven by a personal being.  Nature just 

acts in sometimes chaotic means in devastating ways about once every 100 to 400 years.  No one 

knows when the ñ400 yearsò is up and where it will hit. 

 

Once we understand the natural forces at work and  the  fluidity  of  pleasant  and  unpleasant 

experiences in the world, we can ask how we can better prepare for future disasters by 

reinforcing our homes and buildings. 

 

Dr. Deepak Chopra was interviewed shortly after the terrible Southeast Asian tsunami that killed 

about 200,000 people.  He was asked, ñShould the deaths from the tsunami affect our image of 

God?ò  Chopraôs response was: 

 

ñActually, our image of God is outmoded anyway, whether the tsunami occurs or not.  Religion 

has become divisive, quarrelsome and idiotic.  Religion is the reason we have all this conflict in 

the world.  We have squeezed God into the volume of a body and the span of a lifetime;  given 

God a male identity, an ethnic background;  made him a tribal chief and gone to war.  Yet 

people are not ready to forsake their image of God.ò  (Time magazine, 1-24-2005, page 10) 

 

In this answer Chopra brilliantly describes how religion has become so divisive over this image 

of God people have had.  This  image  has  actually  limited  God  to  a  simple  person, while at 

the same time stating that only this person could ever be God.  In Eastern philosophies, Buddha, 

Confucius, and Lao Tzu were never considered the only enlightened ones.  There were several 

before, during, and after their lifetimes.  Chopra is not quite so opposed to religion as the quote 

might imply, he is just opposed to the organized ritualistic religions with their exclusive views of 

God and how that view divides people.  Chopra is known as a guru by many and frequently 

quotes the Buddha.  In year 2007, Dr. Chopra even wrote a book about the life of the Buddha. 

 

Once there was a Brahmin who complained to the Buddha that there were too many Brahmins 

and teachers (in the Hindu culture/religion) who have divided into many sects.  The Buddha 

asked him where their authority came from and the Brahmin explained that it was from the 

Vedas and belief in the Great Brahma, creator god.  Then the Buddha asked, ñIs there even a 

single one of the Brahmins learned in the Three Vedas who has seen Brahma face to face?  The 

Brahmin replied, no, reverend Gotama.ò  The Buddha said, ñnot one of these Brahmins learned 

in the Three Vedas has seen Brahma face to face, nor has one of their teachers, teacherôs 

teachers, nor even the ancestor seven generations back of one of their teachers.  Well, these 

Brahmins teach a path that they do not know or see, saying, óthis is the only straight pathô and 

this cannot possibly be right.  Just as a file of blind men go on, clinging to each other, and the 
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first one sees nothing, the middle one sees nothing, and the last one sees nothing ï so it is with 

the talk of these Brahmins.  The talk of these Brahmins turns out to be laughable, mere words, 

empty and vain.  I is just as if this River Aciravati were brimful of water so that a crow could 

drink out of it, and a man should come along wishing to cross over . . . and were to lie down on 

this bank, covering his head with a shawl.  What do you think?  Would that man be able to get to 

the other side?  No, Reverend Gotama.ò   

Digha Nikaya 13.9-29 

 

In the above discourse, the Buddha sounds like one of the atheist-scientists of today with talk in 

an almost humorous way about the absurdity of following an idea which cannot be tested 

through any of the senses. 

 

The Buddha did not accept the idea that we should count on divine beings to help us and was the 

ultimate teacher who taught that we must help ourselves.  We can wish well for others and even 

pray for people, but no matter what we do, we cannot change their kamma or our own kamma.  

We each must face the consequences of our actions, be they positive or negative.  When the 

Buddha was asked by a person to pray for someone who just died, the Buddha bluntly said: 

 

ñSuppose, headman, a person would hurl a huge boulder into a deep pool of water.  Then a 

great crowd of people would come together and assemble around it, and they would send up 

prayers and recite praise and circumambulate it making reverential salutations, saying:  

Emerge, good boulder!  Rise up, good boulder!  Come up on to high ground, good boulder!  

What do you think, headman?  Because of the prayers of the great crowd of people, because of 

their praise, because they circumambulate it making reverential salutations, would that boulder 

emerge, rise up, and come to the high ground?  No, venerable sir.  So, too, headman, if a person 

is one who destroys life, does not keep the precepts, and holds wrong understanding, even 

though a great crowd of people would come together and assemble around him . . . still, with the 

breakup of the body, after death, that person will be reborn in a state of misery, in a bad 

destination, in the nether world, in hell. 

 

Suppose, headman, a man submerges a pot of ghee or a pot of oil in a deep pool of water and 

breaks it.  Any of its shards or fragments there would sink downwards, but the ghee or oil would 

rise upwards.  Then a great crowd of people would come together and assemble around it, and 

they would send up prayers and recite praise and circumambulate it making reverential 

salutations, saying:  Sink down, good ghee or oil!  Settle good ghee or oil!  Go downwards, good 

ghee or oil!  What do you think, headman?  Because of the prayers of the great crowd of people, 

because of their praise, because they circumambulate it making reverential salutations, would 

that ghee or oil sink down or settle or go downwards?  No, Venerable sir.  So, too, headman, if a 

person is one who abstains from the destruction of life and keeps the other precepts too, who 

holds right understanding, even though a great crowd of people would come together and 

assemble around him . . .  still, with the breakup of the body, after death, that person will be 

reborn in a good destination, in a heavenly world.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 42.6 

 

ñIf one could obtain things by prayer or vows, who would not obtain them?  For a noble 

disciple, householder, who wishes to have a long life, it is not befitting that he should pray for a 

long life or take delight in so doing.  He should rather follow a path of life that is conducive to 
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longevity.  For a noble disciple, householder, who wishes to have beauty, happiness, fame and 

rebirth in heaven, it is not befitting that he should pray for them or take delight in so doing.  He 

should rather follow a path that is conducive to those things.ò  Anguttara Nikaya 5.43 

 

Newtonôs third law of motion states that states that for every action there is an equal and 

opposite reaction.  Gravity and this law of motion are just natural laws of the universe.  There is 

no supreme deity that makes these forces work.  Kamma (karma) works under the same process.  

It is simply a natural law.  Can you imagine a supreme deity sitting in judgment, rewarding and 

punishing every behavior of every person on the planet or to all beings on all planets?  Or even 

rewarding and punishing all people upon their deaths would be an impossible task as there are 

countless beings dying every second.  Kamma is just an automatic process that is a part of the 

natural laws of the universe in a similar way that gravity and the laws of motion work. 

 

When my daughter, Deva was very young, she once asked me, ñwho gave birth to you?ò  I 

mentioned my mother and father.  And then she asked who gave birth to them.  This went on for 

a few minutes, going back several generations.  She kept going back with me to past generations 

until I finally decided to give an answer to see her response.  I said ñGod.ò  Her response was, 

ñwho gave birth to God?ò  A very intelligent question that most of us took for granted when we 

were raised into belief systems with a personal-God.  It is not God who created man in his own 

image, rather it is people who created God in their image.  I am sure if we could travel to planets 

with civilized life on it, we would find some cultures that have a belief in a personal-God and 

that image ñcoincidentallyò will look exactly like that alien species. 

 

Theists often argue that God or some intelligent design is the only way to logically answer how 

the universe or world was created.  When asked where their God came from, typical responses 

are he ñwas always thereò or that ñhe just arose or came from nothing.ò  They donôt explain the 

origin of God in any logical way.  The famous scientist, Louis Pasteur showed that there is no 

spontaneous generation.  Previously it was theorized that life might begin and start evolving in 

some pond or other area at any time.  In 1864, Pasteur said ñNever will the doctrine of 

spontaneous generation recover from the mortal blow struck by this simple experimentò 

(referring to his swan-neck flask experiment wherein he proved that fermenting microorganisms 

would not form in a flask containing fermentable juice until an entry path was created for them).  

The smallest microorganisms would not form in the flask as it was sealed from outside air.  

Similarly in Buddhist Dependent Origination, there is no effect without a cause and nothing 

arises from nothing.  In mathematical terms to say that something can arise from nothing would 

be written like this: 

 

1/0   

 

The above is one over zero, which is an error.  If you divide 1 by 0 you come to an error since it 

is logically impossible.  It would require 0 to be multiplied by something to equal 1 which cannot 

happen. 

 

The Buddhist response to the origin of the world and universe is that the world systems (solar 

systems) are constantly forming, decaying, being destroyed (over billions of years) and then re-

evolving.  No first beginning is knowable and it is also not important to overcoming suffering. 
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My son, Zeleke had a similar insight as his sister when he was very young.  My wife and I 

always taught our children all religions and taught them the Dhamma and meditation only by 

example.  We wanted them to learn all religions.  My son asked one day, ñif people believe that 

they are going to God in heaven when they die, why are they so sad when they die?  Why do so 

many mourn them?  If they really believed that, then there would be no need for mourning, 

because they are going to a better place and people should not be afraid to die.ò   This is  

another  very  intelligent  point.   If  we  really think we are going to see God when we die, then 

why do we hang on to life so dearly when we are ill and why is there so much mourning?  This is 

because there really is a lot of uncertainty about death and faith is not enough to relieve our 

stress of everyday life and concerns about the after-life.  If we can develop more realistic views 

grounded in science and insight then we can be at a greater peace in the present and the hereafter.   

 

The Buddhaôs concept of nibbana is a perfect state, but is beyond the dualism of living versus 

dead, existence or non-existence.  There is no personal-God creator in the  Buddhaôs teachings 

and the universe is explained in scientific, relativistic terms of beginningless time. 

 

The lack of logic and science in the God-theories does not mean that we need to throw all theistic 

beliefs out the window.  God can be seen as Dhamma or truth.  Or it can be seen as nature and 

natural laws, like the cosmos or kamma.  Buddhism is flexible and as was seen in a previous 

chapter, is compatible with secular humanism, pantheism, and polytheism, as well as atheism.  

Devas or heavenly beings (angels) can be called upon and even prayed to.  These devas can be 

protectors and provide assistance, but do not have absolute powers or permanence. 
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7 

 

The Three Characteristics  

of Existence and the  

Five Aggregates 
 

 

 

Suffering, Impermanence, and No-Self 
 

The three characteristics of existence according to the Buddha are, suffering, impermanence and 

no-self. 

 

These three characteristics are best described by the principles of the natural sciences.  In 

meditation there is an experiential understanding of these three characteristics.  Before there has 

been an experiential insight, we can see the logic of these concepts using the natural sciences. 

 

Perhaps no one on this world would deny the existence of suffering.  Nobody has lived who has 

not experienced some suffering in their life.  In fact most people experience suffering quite often.  

Suffering has to do with our resistance to pain.  This pain can be physical or  emotional.   

Resistance to pain can manifest itself in anger, jealousy, stubbornness, crying, depression, or just 

plain outright meanness.  In all cases, there is considerable amount of pain and suffering to the 

person generating these feelings.  Even though the anger might be directed toward someone else, 

the pain and suffering is most felt on the perpetrator of the ñcrime.ò 

 

In a movie spoof of the Rambo military films, there is a scene where Ramboôs commanding 

officer, the colonel, is being tortured  by  his  Soviet  captors.   They  continually  harass  him 

with electric shocks and punches.  The colonel will not tell the captors any intelligence.  They 

continue to torture him.  Finally, they ask the colonel how he is able to endure so much abuse 

and pain.  The colonel responds, ñI have been married . . . twice.ò  At this answer, the captors 

are in complete understanding. 

 

We often experience so much pain and suffering with our loved ones because there is so much 

emotion and attachment tied to these people.  We do not need to ñlet goò of our  loved  ones  by 

leaving them or ignoring them, either.  People who are alone with no loved ones around also 

sometimes suffer, from loneliness.  Even monastic clergy members sometimes suffer from 

wondering what might have been, if they had only got married instead of ordaining.  People look 

to the other side no matter what the situation and wonder.  The best method for dealing with 

relationships is to count your blessings and not place unreasonable expectations on yourself and 

others.  Healthy relationships start with Right Speech and Right Action.  We must avoid 

degrading, belittling, and critical speech.  
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Medical science has shown that there are significant health effects to persons suffering from the 

rage within.  When people are angry they become anger.  The anger eats at their insides.     

Health   effects    include    heart     disease      and hypertension.  Many doctors now consider the 

top three factors for determining longevity as, family history, diet, and stress. 

 

Even people with few social contacts can have much suffering.  By being alone, loneliness 

inevitably arises, which leads to irritability, anger, frustration, and depression.   

 

Once there was an older woman customer of ours who was alone and just watched television all 

day long.  One day her television reception went bad and she could no longer get a good signal 

with the antennas on her television.  She was telling me about it and hysterically crying.  She 

said, ñmy life has never been so miserable, this is so terrible, how could this be happening?ò  

My first thoughts were, this is the most miserable part of her life?  She must have had a very 

cushy life.  My life certainly was not that easy.  How come she had it so good that she is now 

complaining and crying so bad over a lost television signal?  Are the television shows really that 

good?  Then compassion came over me as I realized that television was her life.  She had no 

other contacts with the outside world.  She even would check her mail while still wearing her 

pajamas.  So I recommended that she purchase basic cable.  I told her the reception is near 

perfect and you get an additional 50 channels or more.  A few days later I saw her and she had 

the biggest smile.  She was so happy.  Now she had her television reception back with the cable 

account and she had many more channels to watch.  We all experience problems and painful 

situations.  It is the way we handle and deal with the problems that determine if it will become 

suffering or not. 

 

The second characteristic of existence is impermanence.  Impermanence simply means that there 

is nothing permanent about existence.  We are all going to die.   This  can  be  very upsetting as 

we do not like to lose our life or the lives of our loved ones.  But there must be death, because 

there is life.  They are considered the two sides of the same coin.   

 

Impermanence goes beyond just our lives to the entire universe.  Everything in our world is 

impermanent.  If you look at a globe of our planet, what you see is simply a snapshot view of 

earth.  This is how our planet looks at this time.  Several hundred  million  years  ago,  the  land  

masses were together.  What we now call India was an island, which slowly moved toward the 

continent of what is now Asia.  The reason why South America and Africa look like  jig-saw  

puzzle  pieces,  is  because  that  is exactly what they are.  They were connected and then 

separated.  The earth has not finished moving.  Currently, North America and Europe are on a 

collision course.  But, donôt get too excited about driving from New York to London just yet.  It 

will take several million years for the two continents to touch each other. 

 

Some people are afraid of impermanence.  We like to get comfortable in our routine lives and 

feel that the concept of impermanence will require us to change.  But  impermanence  is life 

itself.  It is not something we can vote on, it is just a fact of existence.  There could be no life 

without impermanence.  We would not be able to give birth if there was no impermanence, 

because birth is change.  We would not even be able to  taste  food  if  there  was  no  such thing 

as impermanence.  It is change that allows us to breathe, feel good, feel bad, give birth, die, and 
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be re-born. 

 

Does a cloned animal have  

buddha-nature? 
 

The third characteristic of existence  is  the  doctrine  of  no-self.  This is one of the most 

controversial and misunderstood doctrines of the Buddha.  I have prepared an explanation in this 

section utilizing information from an ancient teaching on no-self along with information from the 

new modern scientific procedure of cloning: 

 

The famous zen koan (riddle), does a dog have buddha-nature?    Answer:    Mu (no).    Zen  

Buddhists   and  others interested in zen and koans have been working on this riddle for 

centuries.   

 

This koan is difficult because we do know that all living beings have buddha-nature, that is, the 

capacity for insight and enlightenment.  All living beings are sentient beings with consciousness 

and experience pleasant and unpleasant emotions, feelings, and sensations. 

 

This koan has no specific right answer, but can have many wrong answers.  For example, if we 

try to analyze the words, we might come up with something like, the dog is not yet human and 

not ready for enlightenment and the answer is referring to his need for a future rebirth.  This is 

wrong!  This koan, like other koans is trying to get the practitioner away from such analytical   

thoughts  and  to  spark  an  insight  with  an  answer beyond the use of intellect, but rather a 

direct experiential answer. 

 

The point of the koan (and other koans) is to get us beyond dualistic thoughts.  The Buddhaôs 

teachings are full of stories and similes that attempt  to  get  the  listeners  to  see  beyond 

dualism.  The Heart Sutra works to just that end of seeing beyond the opposites, beyond dualism:  

Form is only emptiness, emptiness   only   form.    Form   is   no   other   than  emptiness, 

emptiness no other than form.  Feeling, thought, and choice, consciousness itself, are the same 

as this. 

 

The Buddhaôs teachings on soul-theory and no-self are the same as this.  The Buddhaôs teachings 

were revolutionary on many issues, but not the least of which was the concept of no permanent 

soul or no-self.  The Buddha completely rejected the prevailing philosophy that each human 

and/or animal had a permanent soul or self.  To this day most religious traditions adhere to the 

concept of a permanent soul. 

 

The concept of no-self is difficult for many people to grasp, among Buddhists and non-Buddhists 

alike.  It is difficult because people feel that if they accept the notion of no-self then they are 

adhering to an annihilationist view that they do not exist or will not exist beyond death.  The 

Buddha was not an annihilationist, nor was he an eternalist.  The Buddha refused to say that we 

exist after death or in nibbana and also refused to say that we do not exist after death or in  

nibbana.   The  Buddha did not want to be confused or misinterpreted as an annihilationist, which 

is why he refused to say flat-out that there is no self.  Instead he preferred to word it the other 
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way by saying that the view that there is a permanent self is wrong. 

 

ñVenerable Ananda said to the Blessed One,  Why is it, venerable sir, that when the Blessed One 

was questioned by the wanderer Vacchagotta, he did not answer?  The Buddha responds, If 

Ananda, when I was asked by the wanderer Vacchagotta, Is there a self?  I had answered, There 

is a self, this would have been siding with those ascetics and Brahmins who are eternalists.  And 

if, when I was asked by him, Is there no self?  I had answered, There is no self, this would have 

been siding with those ascetics and Brahmins who are annhilationists. 

 

If, Ananda, when I was asked by the wanderer Vacchagotta, Is there a self?  I had answered, 

There is a self, would this have been consistent on my part with the arising of the knowledge that 

all phenomena are non-self?  Ananda replied, No, venerable sir.   

 

And if when I was asked by him, Is there no self?  I had answered, There is no self, the wanderer 

Vacchagotta, already confused, would have fallen into greater confusion, thinking, It seems that 

the self I formerly had does not exist now.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 44.10 

 

The concept of each mind being like a drop of water entering a Divine ocean in nibbana is very 

similar to pantheistic ideas and not exactly to the Buddhist view of nibbana, but it does provide a 

ñnearò definition for us until we actually see and experience the wisdom of enlightenment.  

There is some wording similar to this given by the Buddha in similes in the discourses:  

ñBhikkhus, just as the river Ganges slants, slopes, and inclines toward the ocean, so too a 

bhikkhu who develops and cultivates the Noble Eightfold Path slants, slopes, and inclines toward 

Nibbana.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 45.97-102 

 

And here in the following discourse there is a more direct correlation to the pantheistic concept:  

ñJust as the river Ganges inclines toward the sea, flows towards the sea, and merges with the 

sea, so too Master Gotamaôs assembly with its homeless ones and its householders inclines 

toward Nibbana, and merges with Nibbana.ò   

Majjhima Nikaya 73.14 

 

The Five Aggregates 
 

People get caught in the dualistic trap, which is easy, and insist that we must either exist or we 

do not exist, it  can  not  be  both ways.  In Buddhism the concept is no-self, but there are the five 

aggregates:  

 

1.  Matter 

2.  Consciousness 

3.  Feeling 

4.  Perception and memory 

5.  Mental formations 

 

There is no permanent entity in any of the five aggregates.  The five aggregates exist in the body 

and mind.  They do not exist without the body and the body does not exist without the 



  Page 
85 

 
  

aggregates. 

 

 

All of our thoughts are impermanent, our personalities are transitory, feelings, perceptions, and 

life itself is impermanent.  Kamma is the process  which   conditions   our  existence.   The only 

way out of the karmic cycle is through the experience of enlightenment. 

 

When we have a body and mind we have the five aggregates and with the five aggregates we 

have  buddha-nature.   We  have karmic energies, karmic consequences, and a capacity for   

insight   and   enlightenment.    All  animal  species  and perhaps other living things have this 

buddha-nature.  It is not a thing, it is not a soul, and it is not something that can be grasped.   

 

The age-old, common question to Buddhas and Buddhists is, if there is no soul, who or what is 

re-born?  The karmic energies are said to be a progression or transmission from one being to the 

next.  It is a series that continues, but with no permanent personality.  One analogy is that of a 

candle flame.  The fire burns from one candle to the next if you use the flame on one to light 

another.  The fire appears to be the same, but is it?  The flame from the one candle, letôs say that 

it is burning out, lights the new candle just as the flame from the first candle dies out.  The flame 

appears to be continuing its existence, but it is just an appearance.  The flame has a new body 

(the wax of the new candle) and new properties of existence.  It appears to be the same flame, 

but it is not, it is a continuation of the series. 

 

Bhante Punnaji, the author of the Foreword in this book, puts it in another analogy:  that  of  a  

television  remote  control.   The remote control unit sends a signal to the television and the 

channel changes.  The signal is like our karmic energies.  One thing causes the other.  It is  cause 

and effect.  The remote control unit or its signal does not ñbecomeò the television or the channel. 

 

An excellent explanation the Buddhist arahant (enlightened or saint) Nagasena gave for no-self is 

the analogy  of  self  to chariot.  Nagasena asks if the pole of the chariot is the chariot.  Answer, 

no.  Nagasena asks if the axel is the chariot or if the wheels are the chariot.  Answer, no.  

Nagasena asks if the reins are the chariot.  To this and further questions about the parts, the 

answer is no.  Nagasena explains that the chariot is not something other than these parts.  Yet the 

parts are not the  chariot.   Nagasena  states  that  chariot  is  just  a word, it exists, but only in 

relation to the parts.  The concept ñchariotò does not have an intrinsic, inherent value or place as 

something permanent.  It is the same with the self.  We certainly exist, just as a chariot exists, but 

it is more in terms of conventional language as opposed to absolute language. (Milindapanha, 

Khuddaka Nikaya) 

 

Instead of chariot, we could substitute the analysis of a car to make it more modern.  There is 

really no such thing as ñcarò  or ñcar-ness.ò  What you have is a collection of parts, and when 

each part is by itself, it is not a ñcar.ò  A windshield is not a car.  A door is not a car.  An engine 

is not a car.  A transmission is not a car.  There is no permanent self-essence to a ñcar.ò  It is a 

collection of parts.  Of course cars exist, but there is no permanence or self-essence in it. 

 

If your landlord comes knocking on your door asking for the rent, do not say, ñI have no-self, I 

do not exist, go away.ò  We exist in the conventional use of the term as the sum of our parts, like 
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a chariot or car and we have buddha-nature.  But we exist in relation to our whole, that of our 

body and to the world itself in an absolute language. 

 

Some people feel that no-self means that they don't exist.  That is why so many have trouble with 

the concept.  The Buddha explained that even the first three stages (out of four) of 

enlightenment, there is not a complete understanding of no self.  It is not until one is fully 

enlightened that one truly grasps, with experience the wisdom of no self.  Samyutta Nikaya 

22.122 

 

To maintain that there is a self, a permanent un-abiding thing, is clearly wrong view.  But that 

leads some to the other extreme that there is no existence beyond death or especially beyond 

nibbana, the death of an arahant (enlightened one). 

 

In the classic Buddhist text, Light of Asia,  it was written: 

 

ñto say that nibbana is existence is to err, to say that nibbana is non-existence is to lie.ò 

 

There was one monk who was convinced that there is no existence beyond death and stated, ñas 

I understand the Dhamma taught by the Blessed One, a bhikkhu whose taints are destroyed is 

annihilated and perishes with the breakup of the body and does not exist after death.  The wiser 

monks responded, Friend, do not speak thus.  Do not misrepresent the Blessed One.  It is not 

good to misrepresent the Blessed One.  The Blessed One would not speak thus.ò  Then Sariputta, 

the foremost in wisdom of the Buddhaôs disciples explained to the monk that the teachings are 

not nihilistic.  Samyutta Nikaya 22.85 

 

In Samyutta Nikaya 19.1 the Buddha describes seeing a skeleton in a ghost realm that was once a 

butcher and in Samyutta Nikaya 22.87 he describes a situation where a monk passes to nibbana 

and Mara is looking for his consciousness: 

 

ñNow on that occasion a cloud of smoke, a swirl of darkness, was moving to the east, then to the 

west, to the north, to the south, upwards, downwards, and to the immediate quarters.  The 

Blessed One then addressed the bhikkhus thus:  Do you see bhikkhus, that cloud of smoke, that 

swirl of darkness, moving to the east, then to the west, to the north, to the south, upwards, 

downwards, and to the intermediate quarters?  Yes, venerable sir.  That bhikkhus, is Mara the 

evil one searching for the consciousness of the clansman Vakkali, wondering:  Where now has 

the consciousness of the clansman Vakkali been established?  However bhikkhus, with 

consciousness unestablished, the clansman Vakkali has attained final Nibbana.ò   

Samyutta Nikaya 22.87 

 

These discourses, along with the teachings of no self, show that the Buddhaôs teachings are not 

annihilation.  It is not an eternal soul theory either and this is where the Buddhaôs teachings stand 

alone in the plethora of religions, while the Buddhaôs teachings are fully compatible to science. 

 

The fifteenth century French philosopher, Rene Descartes, said, ñI think, therefore, I am.ò  What 

he actually should have said was, ñI think, therefore I have a brain.ò  He did not prove the 

existence of any separate entity that is permanent and unchanging.  He did not prove the 
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existence of the soul as he had hoped;  he only showed that he has a brain, feeble and 

impermanent as it may have been. 

 

ñAnd what is it, bhikkhus, that the wise in the world agree upon as existing, of which I too say 

that it exists?  Form that is impermanent, suffering, and subject to change:  this the wise in the 

world agree upon as existing, and I too say that it exists.  Feeling . . . perception  . . . volitional 

formations . . . consciousness that is impermanent, suffering, and subject to change:  this the 

wise in the world agree upon as existing, and too say that it exists.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 22.94 

 

During the time of the Buddha, nearly 2,600 years ago there were no microscopes, no science 

labs, and no genuine autopsies being performed.  Yet many scientific findings and theories 

support or are at least compatible with the Buddhaôs teachings.  This includes relativity, 

biological evolution, cause and effect, and scientific method.  In the  years  just  before  the  fall  

of  the Russian czar, the psychic, Rasputin had an argument with a physician.  The physician said 

that in all his autopsies, he never saw or removed a soul.  Rasputin countered by asking if the 

doctor ever saw or removed any emotions or memories.  But now we have made the scientific 

advances and we can decode DNA and can alter genes and now we can even clone mammals.  

Medical scientists have  located  the  exact  neuron  connections and synapses,  which control 

emotions.  They have found the location of memories, short-term and long-term. 

 

In fact we know from scientific advances that we are (as stated by aliens on a Star Trek show) 

carbon based life bags of  mostly  water.    If  the  human  body  were  dissected  and analyzed up 

and down, we would find that the human body is mostly liquid (about 75% water) and contains 

molecules of mostly hydrogen and oxygen with very little differences in terms of chemical 

make-up from the smallest mammals, such as a groundhog. 

 

But what about cloning?  Does this throw a wrench into the machine?  The clergy from many 

religions are very  opposed to cloning.  They do not want humans playing God.  All life is 

supposed to be only from God through procreation.  If humans are in the business of playing God 

and produce a life, is it a life?  Is it a being?  Does it have a soul?  For clergy and members of 

religions who adhere to soul-theory this would definitely raise some difficult questions. 

 

In the Buddhaôs teachings there is no paradox.  Again, science can support or at least be 

compatible with the Buddhaôs teachings, in this case, with the concept of no-self.  If a person is 

cloned and there is no procreation, there is no soul.  But this is not a problem for Buddhism, 

because in Buddhism no one has a soul anyway.  The cloned person is not missing out on 

anything.  The cloned person is a continuation of the person being cloned (the DNA donor).  

 

The cloned being is both the same as the donor and also completely different.  In physical terms 

and kamma, we could presume that the cloned being would inherit these features from the donor, 

the previous person in the series.  But in terms of conditions and environment, the clones will 

certainly  have  their  own   identity.    The   clones   that   are   raised   in   a  different 

environment, different countries, cultures, religions, families, and economic class, will be 

different persons from the original donor person.  Each clone with its own mind, body, and 

aggregates will form its own karmic destiny.  They will not continue beyond death in a 

permanent personality, but then again, neither do we. 
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The Science of Peace 
 

An understanding of the relativity of life is closely related to the interconnection of life.  When 

we realize this through scientific knowledge and personal insights, we become more peaceful. 

 

Six degrees of separation 
 

The fact that we do not continue our personalities from one life to the next does not mean that 

there is no connection.  Re-birth is a continuation of the series.  In fact we can say that we are 

always connected to not only our previous lives, but also to all other beings.   

 

A popular story that has also been made into a movie is the concept of ñsix degrees of 

separation.ò  All of our lives could have been very different if we could have changed just a few 

things around, or just a few different decisions.   

 

If we look back at our lives, we can see several important decisions we  made.   What  if  we  

took  the  ñother roadò  or made some different choices.  Our life would be completely  different. 

 

Imagine choosing a different spouse or partner.  If you change just a few choices around, our 

personalities could have been different, our social class could have been different,   or   our  

physical  location  and  friends  would  be different.  A rich man could have just as easily been a 

poor man if some simple choices would have been done differently, or vice versa. 

 

Interbeing 
 

The famous monk and peace activist, Thich Nhat Hanh, has written several books on socially 

engaged Buddhism and was nominated for the Noble Peace Prize by Dr. Martin Luther King. 

 

He has coined the term ñinterbeingò to help describe the inter-connectedness of all life and the 

universe.  He describes something as simple as a piece of paper  as  representing  the whole 

universe, as does everything else.  When you look at a piece of paper we can see the tree from 

where it came, but also the sun, the rain, the river, the ocean, and the workers.  The tree would 

not have grown if there was no sun or if it did not rain.  The rain itself falls down, then 

evaporates into the sky where it becomes a cloud, then it falls again, perhaps to a river or ocean. 

 

The paper could not exist without the sun.  The forest needs sun to grow.  The paper could not 

exist without rain or the cloud.  If there were no rain the tree would not grow.  There would not 

be rain without the cloud, the river, or the ocean.  If we look further we can see the logger who 

cut the tree to make the paper.  There is also the food the logger ate, such as bread.  The logger 

could not have  worked  without  eating 

his bread or meal.  This is also in the paper.  Thich Nhat Hanh continues in his explanation in 

this manner to show how the whole universe can be seen in something as simple as a piece of 

paper.  All beings and things are inter-connected, therefore, ñinterbeing.ò  (Thich, 2001) 
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Once I remember hearing on the news that grains of sand from the Sahara desert in Africa 

sometimes find their way to the U.S.  Scientists have been able to track even these small grains 

through the jet  stream  winds.   When  philosophers  sometimes talk  about  the  ñfluttering 

wings of the butterflyò in the Amazon effecting the whole and changing the landscape in a far off 

land, there is a definite scientific case to support that. 

 

Thich Nhat Hanh also describes what he calls, ñcontinuation dayò instead of birthday.  When 

something dies, be it a thing or a life, it does not really die.  It just continues.  It gets transformed 

to something else.  For example, scientists have not been   able   to   really   destroy   anything.    

Buildings  may  get knocked down in wartime  and  other  disasters,  but where do they go?  The 

rubble is still there.  Large rocks and boulders decompose over millions of years, but never 

disappear.  The sand at beaches is from these large rocks.  They became sand.  In fact, scientists 

have not been able to destroy even the smallest speck of dust.  When we burn something like 

water or rubble or dust, it does not disappear.  Its vapors go into the air or atmosphere and 

become something else, like a cloud and then return to the earth. 

 

I have often wondered if people would be able to accept the inter-connectedness of life easier 

and the concept of no-self if they walked around one full day wearing infra-red night vision 

lenses.  When you wear those lenses, everything shows up by temperature.  What you see is a 

sort of fluid picture of shapes with varying  degrees  of  yellow,  red,  and orange, based on 

temperature.  Even the air has color to it, due to its temperature.  The whole world looks together 

as one living organism.  This is reality in an absolute sense.   

 

Inside our bodies are the genes of our ancestors.  Our shape, internally and externally was 

developed over the  gene  pools of millions of years and millions of ancestors.  In Ethiopia, an 

almost complete skeleton was found of an ancient human who lived almost four million years 

ago.  Scientists have named her, ñLucy.ò  Lucyôs genes are still within us.  Her legacy is still 

within  us.   Animal  bodies  and  food  remains become compost which then nourishes the land 

which produces more food.  The cycle continues on.  There is no real death, only continuation. 

 

War is not the answer 
 

When we realize our close connection to other beings and our interconnection to all life, we 

understand that violence is useless.  War is not the answer to any human problem  and  only  

compounds  the  problems  already  present.   Founding father of America and vegetarian, 

Benjamin Franklin has said: 

 

ñThere is no good war and no bad peace.ò 

 

Dr. Martin Luther King has said of war and violence: 

 

ñThe ultimate weakness of violence is that it is a descending spiral, begetting the very thing it 

seeks to destroy.  Instead of diminishing evil,  it  multiplies  it.   Through  violence  you  may 

murder the hater, but you do not murder hate.  In fact, violence, merely increases hate.  

Returning violence for violence multiplies violence, adding deeper darkness to a night already 



  Page 
90 

 
  

devoid of stars.  Darkness cannot drive out hate;  only love can do that.ò 

 

Dr. King was very successful in instituting civil rights through nonviolent means.  He did much 

reading and learning from Mahatma Gandhi, who obtained independence for India without firing 

a single bullet.  Gandhi had the following famous quote to say about violence and warfare: 

 

ñAn eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.ò 

 

We can see that these great leaders had the Buddha as a teacher with the Buddhaôs words of: 

 

ñHate never ceases by hatred.  Only love dispels hatred.  This is an ancient and timeless law.  It 

is better to conquer yourself than to win a thousand battles.ò  (Dh., chapters 2 and 8) 

 

These words by the Buddha have rung true in every generation and can be paraphrased to the 

modern saying of: 

 

ñWar is not the answer, for only love can conquer hate.ò 

When we know from scientific facts or personal realization the universal characteristics of 

suffering, impermanence, and no self, how could we inflict violence and warfare on others?  We 

know that everyone suffers, it is not just people from our home country.   

 

Impermanence shows us that there is no such thing as a ñholy land.ò  The earth is moving all the 

time.  The current location of the ñholy landò of Palestine and Israel could have been a part  of a 

land mass thousands of miles away, during a previous geological period.  A former soldier of the 

Israeli Army has said that whenever you call something ñholyò you should put ñbloodò in front 

of it.  Calling something ñholyò only causes much bloodshed and attachment to a small, 

insignificant amount of land. 

 

The concept of no self shows us that we are all connected.  An understanding of our 

interconnection to other beings does not allow us to inflict violence to others.  If we attack 

others, we attack ourselves.   

 

An understanding of re-birth means that if we kill someone who is different from us, just because 

they have a different nationality, then we also kill our parents, our uncles,. aunts, and children.  

A Palestinian person could have been a Jewish person from New York in a previous  life.   An  

Israeli  could have been a Palestinian from Gaza.  We all could have been each othersô spouses, 

aunts, uncles, and children. 

 

This is directly confirmed by the Buddha in the following: 

 

ñBhikkhus, this samsara [round of births and rebirths] is without discoverable beginning . . . It is 

not easy, bhikkhus, to find a being who in this long course has not previously been your mother . 

. . your father . . . your brother . . . your sister . . . your son . . . your daughter.  For what reason?  

Because, bhikkhus, this samsara is without discoverable beginning . . . It is enough to be 

liberated from them.ò  Samyutta Nikaya 15.14 
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In the Buddhaôs teachings, the Buddha of our time, born as Siddhatha Gotama is just one of 

many buddhas who have taught the Dhamma when the teachings died out, a re-discoverer of the 

truths.  There were many buddhas before Gotama.  All of the previous buddhas attained 

enlightenment under a tree and in one discourse the Buddha states which type of tree the 

previous buddhas attained enlightenment under.  ñThe Lord Buddha Kakusandha under an 

acacia-treeò  Digha Nikaya 14.1.8  Acacia trees are especially common in Africa.  We also 

know that the first humans evolved and lived in Africa.  There is always at least several 

thousands of years between these teaching buddhas who re-discover the Dhamma.  Therefore, it 

is possible that the Lord Buddha Kakusandha was a black African.   

 

Also, Moggallana, one of the foremost highest monks of the Buddhaôs monastic Order, known 

for his great psychic supernatural abilities, is described as being very dark in complexion 

(Buddhavamsa from the Khuddaka Nikaya and in Dhammika, 2007).  We know that the people 

of the Indian sub-continent come in many shades of colors and that some; especially the 

Dravidians have a dark complexion with ancestry more directly from Africa.  The fact that Lord 

Buddha Kakusandha and Moggallana were most likely Black makes Buddhism the only major 

religion with ñprophetsò or founding teachers who were either Black or very dark in complexion. 

 

Confucius considered nationalism, a hindrance or barrier to getting to heaven.  Attachment to 

anything, including your own people is a self imposed limitation on growing and obtaining 

insight. 
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8 

 

The One Prerequisite to being a Brahmin;   

Buddha on Equality 

 

 

 

Middle Way Buddhism vs.  

Fundamentalist Buddhism 
 

As a religion / path that is a middle way, we would not expect to find fundamentalists in 

Buddhism.  But like any religion, there are those who take the literal word and use it to match 

prevailing cultural tendencies and then it can become sexist.  But this is not Buddhism.  The 

Buddhaôs teachings are about universal tolerance and acceptance of all.  Everyone has the 

capacity for enlightenment and no one person or gender is superior to another.  Here is some 

background information to confirm the ñmiddle wayò approach and the problems with the 

extremist, fundamentalist approach: 

 

Before enlightenment, the Buddha spent six years meditating in the Dungasiri Mountains in a 

cave. He rarely ate food and underwent long fasts. He was practicing the ascetic practices which 

to this day are still practiced by some Hindu ascetic sadhus (spiritual contemplatives). He 

reached high level of trance and absorption, but not the ultimate insights of enlightenment. One 

day he heard some people talking about their instruments. A teacher remarked that the strings 

will not work if they are too tight or if they are too loose. The future Buddha continued his 

meditation and realized that his extremist practices were not working to get him to the final 

liberation. He realized that a ñmiddle wayò was necessary. He bathed in the river and then 

accepted some rice cooked in milk from a local village woman named Sujata. It was only then 

with the nourishment from food and after the relaxing bath in the river that the future Buddha 

could sit under the Bodhi tree and later attain enlightenment.  

 

By definition, this ñmiddle wayò cannot be a fundamentalist path. Fundamentalists in all 

religions are very dogmatic, inflexible, uncompromising, and repeat and memorize scripture 

references ad nauseam to attack those with progressive ideas and philosophies in their religions. 

Often, fundamentalist views become authoritarian, dictatorial, and sometimes even violent. In 

contrast, the Buddhaôs middle way is a progressive way, that is compromising, flexible, open to 

other views, tolerant, unattached, and peaceful.  

 

ñBhikkhus, there are these four knots.  What four?  The bodily knot of covetousness, the bodily 

knot of ill will, the bodily knot of distorted grasp of rules and vows, the bodily knot of adherence 

to dogmatic assertion of truth.ò   

Samyutta Nikaya 45.174 
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The Buddha also clearly did not say that the literal word of the discourses should be accepted.  

This is most noted in the Kalama Sutta (Anguttara Nikaya 3.65) and also in the following 

discourse: 

 

ñMonks, these two slander the Tathagata. Which two? He who explains a discourse whose 

meaning needs to be inferred as one whose meaning has already been fully drawn out. And he 

who explains a discourse whose meaning has already been fully drawn out as one whose 

meaning needs to be inferred. These are two who slander the Tathagata.ò 

Anguttara Nikaya 2.25 

 

Note the words in bold, which show that there are at least some discourses where the meaning is 

to be inferred and the literal meaning will be wrong.  And then, also, there are some discourses 

which should be taken literally, but the point the Buddha makes, is that it is not all of them.  This 

is repeated throughout the Pali Canon, including, Anguttara Nikaya 8.62 and Aguttara Nikaya 

9.19 where it states the competent or good monk is one who knows the teaching in ñletter and 

spirit.ò 

 

Ven. Dhammika, (2007) who has written several Dhamma books, had these wise words to say 

about fundamentalism: 

 

ñBecause of Buddhism's generally open and explorative nature, it has only rarely produced 

fundamentalists or fundamentalist movements.  The Buddha said that while examining his 

teachings one has to take into account the letter (vyanjana) but also the spirit (attha), implying 

that there are dimensions and nuances of the Dhamma beyond the mere words and that knowing 

just the words is not enough.  (Digha Nikaya 3.127, Vinaya 1.20). 

 

Fundamentalists tend to be dogmatic in the practice of their religion and intolerant towards 

other religions.  If anything, they are often even more intolerant of their fellow religionists who 

interpret the scriptures differently from how they themselves do.ò 

 

The progressive teachings of the Buddha  
 

The Buddha was a social reformer and revolutionary philosophical leader. Some incorrectly 

believe that the Buddha formed Buddhism out of Hinduism. The Buddha actually ñrediscoveredò 

Buddhism as he said that there were many ñbuddhasò or enlightened ones before him, before 

recorded written history and that there will be many more after him. It follows that there can also 

be buddhas or enlightened ones on other planets with intelligent life, making Buddhism a truly 

universal religion which can exist in any country, culture, time period, or even any planet, 

regardless of caste, national origin, race, ethnicity, or gender.  

 

The Buddha completely broke away from the prevailing Hindu doctrines as he rejected animal 

sacrifices, wars, violence, killing, caste system, discrimination, inequality of men and women. 

Today Hindus honor the Buddha as an incarnation of Vishnu, the preserver god, but they see the 

most differences between their religion and the Theravada. This is because the Theravada has 

maintained the original teachings of Buddha as much as possible. The Mahayana for example, 
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now has a plethora of gods and goddesses and a living god in the pure land, known as Amitabha 

who is prayed to in the hope of getting to that heavenly realm. The Hindus of today see little 

differences between Mahayana and their religion of Hinduism. Theologically the Buddha also 

differed from the prevailing Hindu doctrines with his insistence on doctrines such as no-self 

(instead of the permanent soul found in most religious beliefs), the concept of re-birth as opposed 

to reincarnation, and his opposition to what might be called ñnew ageò practices today such as 

astrology, palm reading, psychic claims, channeling, and other so-called super human feats 

which people usually charge a hefty fee for. The Buddha did not deny the existence of the 

possibility for some super human feats, but did not want them flaunted in exhibitions and 

definitely not for income.  

 

The Buddha was the first person in known history to condemn slavery. He also condemned the 

caste system of India. The Buddha was from a high caste himself, but rejected such systems of 

inequality. When the Buddha was asked who a Brahmin (highest caste) was in his religion, the 

Buddha answered:  

 

ñ(He/She) who hurts not any living being, whether feeble or strong, who neither kills nor causes 

to kill - him I call a Brahmin.ò (Dhammapada, chapter 26, verse 405)  

 

This ñno killing or causing to killò can be by anyone and does not require birth to a certain 

family, caste, etc. The Buddha taught that everyone has the capacity for enlightenment and to 

end suffering. His teachings and his order of monks and nuns was (and is) open to people from 

all countries and races. During the Buddhaôs time there was a severely hunch-backed person who 

had a great thirst for the Buddhaôs teachings, followed them and obtained enlightenment. Many 

slaves and other out-castes from the pre-Buddhist era joined Buddhaôs order of monks and also 

obtained enlightenment. Another quote from the Buddha on the caste system is:  

 

ñBirth makes no Brahmin, nor non-Brahmin, makes; it is lifeôs doing that mold the Brahmin true. 

Their lives mold farmers, tradesmen, merchants, and serfs. Their lives mold robbers, soldiers, 

chaplains, and kings. By birth is not one an out-caste. By birth is not one a Brahmin. By deeds is 

one an out-caste. By deeds is one a Brahmin.ò (Majjhima Nikaya 98, Vasettha Sutta 57-59)  

 

ñEven though one mutters many chants, one does not become a Brahmin by birth . . . whether 

khattiya, Brahmin, vessa, sudda [different types of castes], candala or scavenger, if one is 

energetic and resolute, always firm in exertion, one attains the supreme purity.ò   

Samyutta Nikaya 7.630-631 

 

Although racism still exists in many countries, we know that the ideologies of this hatred make 

no sense from the biological sciences and from common sense. All humans are the same and 

tend to be very diverse in interests, intelligence, and skills, regardless of color or national origin. 

When we have an understanding and acceptance of re-birth, we know that there may have been 

countless lives where we were a white man, a black man, Asian woman, Arab man, or any of the 

other innumerable possibilities. If people really understood and accepted re-birth, there would be 

much greater peace in the world.  

 

In ancient India the Vedas and other religious texts were written in Sanskrit. Sanskrit was the 
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language of the Brahmins, the highest caste and the language of the sadhus, the religious 

contemplatives. The Buddha deliberately spoke in Pali, the language of the commoners to show 

that his teachings are universal and meant for all, not just men, not just the Brahmins. The 

Buddha was from the Khattiya (warrior) caste which is the second highest caste, yet he still 

disregarded these social inequities and favored egalitarianism.  The Buddha even made it a rule 

for Buddhists to study and learn in their own languages, so it would not become an elitist 

religion: 

 

ñNow at that time there were two brothers, bhikkhus, by name Yamelu and Tekula, Brahmins, by 

birth, excelling in speech, excelling in pronunciation. These went up to the place where the 

Blessed One was, and when they had come there, they saluted the Blessed One, and took their 

seats on one side. And so sitting those Bhikkhus spoke to the Blessed One thus:  

 

óAt the present time, Lord, Bhikkhus, differing in name, differing in lineage, differing in birth, 

differing in family, have gone forth (from the world). These corrupt the word of the Buddhas by 

(repeating it in) their own dialect. Let us, Lord, put the word of the Buddhas into (Sanskrit) 

verse.ô 

 

óHow can you, O foolish ones, speak thus, saying, ñLet us, Lord, put the word of the Buddhas 

into verse?ò  This will not conduce, O foolish ones, either to the conversion of the unconverted, 

or to the increase of the converted;  but rather to those who have not been converted being not 

converted, and to the turning back of those who have been converted.ô 

 

And when the Blessed One had rebuked those Bhikkhus, and had delivered a religious discourse, 

he addressed the Bhikkhus, and said:  

 

óYou are not, O Bhikkhus, to put the word of the Buddhas into (Sanskrit) verse.  Whosoever 

does so, shall be guilty of an offense.  I allow you, O Bhikkhus, to learn the word of the 

Buddhas each in his own dialect.ô ò 

(Cullavaga, Vinaya) 

 

The Buddha was also the first person in known history to set up a monastic order for women. At 

first the Buddha was somewhat reluctant to allow an order of nuns, but this is because of the 

highly sexist society of ancient India. Still in this twenty-first century that we live in, women do 

not have full equal rights with men in most countries and do not even make as much salary as 

men for the same type of work. The Buddha lived in a much more sexist society than we live in. 

The Buddha did agree to create an order of nuns and stated that they are no different than men in 

capacity for enlightenment. At first there were more rules for nuns than the rules for monks, but 

they primarily dealt with the protection of the nuns. For example, a nun was raped when walking 

through a forest by herself. The Buddha followed this incident with a rule that no nun could walk 

through the forest by herself.  

 

Many women joined the order of nuns, including a former prostitute named Ambapali. Many of 

these nuns, including Ambapali attained enlightenment. (Narada, 1992)  The first Buddhist nun, 

Maha Pajapati Gotami, also became enlightened, after ordaining.   
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In some Asian countries there is a cultural custom to state that only men can become 

enlightened. A womanôs only hope was to practice the five precepts and hope to be re-born as a 

man. This is not the Buddhaôs teachings, but a later sexist custom added to justify continued 

patriarchal, male dominated rule.  

 

In modern, developed countries Dhamma teachers are much more likely to be lay people. They 

have careers and families and usually teach without any charges. Like the monks and nuns, they 

generously offer Dhamma instruction with a genuine concern for helping others. The vipassana 

tradition is based on this appropriate notion of offering the teachings with no charge. These lay 

teachers are just as likely to be women as they are men and they share full equal rights within the 

Buddhist community. In spite of the added rules on the nuns during the time of the Buddha, the 

establishment of an order for women was highly revolutionary, taking place over five hundred 

years before the birth of Christ.  

 

Another revolutionary aspect to the Buddhaôs religion (philosophy or way of life, whichever you 

prefer) is the fact that large parts of the Buddhist scriptures were written by women. The 

Buddhist scripturesô version of the ñPsalmsò was almost entirely composed by Buddhist nuns. It 

includes several books and several hundred pages, nearly all written by women. (Davids, 

Norman, Pali Text Society) The Itivuttaka is an excellent book in the Khuddaka Nikaya and was 

compiled by a servant woman named Khujjuttara.  These facts are revolutionary and unparalleled 

in human history. No other major religion before or after the Buddhaôs time included scriptures 

which were written by women.  

 

The fundamentalist response and views toward women and progressive ideas  
 

In spite of the Buddhaôs many progressive teachings as shown above, there are a minority of 

monks and lay people in Theravada and other Buddhist schools who have taken a few verses 

literally in order to attempt to make the Buddhaôs teachings sexist and discriminatory. If they are 

successful it will produce a terrible effect to Buddhism and the Buddhaôs teachings, leading to its 

downfall. In this age we live in to take a progressive teaching and make it into a discriminatory 

one with sexism by treating women as if they were inferior will discourage and prevent so many 

people from entering the Buddhaôs wonderful path. This information is provided to support all 

intelligent and progressive people that although the fundamentalistsô voice may be loud, they are 

not speaking from the Buddhaôs teachings and are speaking only from ignorance.  

 

The fundamentalist Buddhists contend that the Buddha reluctantly granted permission for 

women to enter the Order of monastics and become nuns. They also point to a verse which the 

Buddha says that his religion will last only 500 years because he allowed women to become 

monastics. There are also additional rules for nuns, including 8 heavy rules which clearly appear 

to place the nuns lower than the male monastics, including rules that a women ordained for 100 

years is still lower in rank to a monk ordained one day and another rule that nuns cannot teach or 

ordain monks.  

 

The bhikkhuni line thrived for centuries and was highlighted by Sanghamitta, the daughter of 

King Ashoka, who went to Sri Lanka to establish the line there and brought with her a sapling of 




