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- Foreword -

Conversations on the Dhamma is a collection of my dia-
logue articles published in the Kalayanamitra magazine, a monthly
periodical of Wat Phra Dhammakaya.

Each section was developed from the questions and
answers exchanged with several Westerners visiting Wat Phra
Dhammakaya. These ideas embody the main concepts of Buddhist
teachings and are presented in a dual languages format.

They were well-received in the magazine and I was asked
by the magazine’s readers and subscribers to publish the collection
of articles in the form of a pocketbook which would be convenient
for them to study, to carry with them and to give to foreigners inter-
ested in Theravada Buddhism.

I would like to express my deep gratitude to all of my
Dhamma teachers who helped me understand what the Buddha
taught. I feel deeply indebted to all Dhamma writers whose works
are in English, especially Dr. P.D. Santina. His book, Fundamentals
of Buddhism, has been a very important source of my Buddhist study.
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[ want to acknowledge my deep gratitude to Venerable
Thanissaro (Nicholas C.Woods) , Mr.Scott Tingley, Mr.Ronny Segal,
and Mr.Robert Mawson, who all shared in the correction of the
English language in these articles before each was published in the
magazine. I feel an especially deep gratitude to Mr.Ruth Ann Lobacz
for the final editing of the English portion of the book. May all be
blessed for their meritorious efforts.

Hopefully, this book will bring an understanding of the fun-
damental teachings of Theravada Buddhism into the hearts of the
readers and encourage them to continue studying the profound con-
cepts of Buddhism so that they will finally attain ultimate liberation
through their own practices and experiences.

S. Srisopa
December, 2001
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Rob :

Tim :

Rob :
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1. What 1s Buddhism ?

I think that Buddhism is one of the world’s religions, but I

heard someone say that it is a way of life, that it is also an

attitude.

That’s right. The word religion actually means the belief
in a god or gods and the activities that are connected with
this belief, such as prayer or worship in a church or temple.
But Buddhism does not teach us to believe in a god or God
- the Creator.

Isn’t there God in Buddhism?
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www.kalyanamitra.org



suitssadimananfammyasuazmwimoganlunszns-
e uanssysenauhildaeuliyanma
yunstinudeluGesosls
mmwﬁﬁuﬁﬁﬁufuﬁmmL"f;a‘luwszﬁssnﬁﬁmamm
WL TWINTUWN S

WIdUIN AU T A WISV T A AR HIWIZYN TN U
Tolnunsy

Tainsy

wizaamsadeuesliniy

nsedeuliiamuos

MsaAvean3ansy

wiswnsesdasa “eam 7 eanly wilo-auuadhiie
YounY”

nulineuidls $rovmuaumacldlnuasy
w5:1:/7717ﬁ?ﬁuvm%aguuﬁugvuwaonnﬁnym"um”mw
Inmans MIRARNITUMASIIIHUNGH WIYNEMDUN
nszsuld (yana) Gaalaavdslnsy nssduliuyyduaron
anwatagegamebidatiygr Melygnivyydouss
yssgiwmumiennumgmiu Fufhuihminsgegaves
nazwnsmandoaes hidssiamgou aniitenisan
wswnsenamndeludnonmveanyd uazilfemawail
WIsWNEeIRAIAN “anm 7 eaalu wln”

@B FuMNsITWINIR

www.kalyanamitra.org



Tim :

Rob :

Tim:

Rob:

Tim :
Rob :
Tim :
Rob:

Tim :

Rob:

Tim :

As a matter of fact, a lot of gods and goddesses are fre-
quently mentioned in Buddhism. But Buddhists are not
taught to worship them.

What do Buddhists believe?

Well, a true Buddhist believes in the teachings of the Buddha
which are known as the Dhamma.

Is the Buddha the founder of Buddhism?

Yes, that’s right.

What did He teach?

He taught the way of self - reliance.
The way of self - reliance ?

Yes, the Buddha said, “One is one’s own refuge.”

I'm not clear. Could you please explain it?

Well, Buddhism rests on scientific investigation, on logic
and on reason. It encourages the questioning mind. It
encourages human beings to seek an ultimate truth so that
they will gain wisdom. Through wisdom they will reach
nirvana or liberation, which is the ultimate goal of Bud-
dhism, by their own efforts alone without relying on any
external agency. This clearly indicates that Buddhism
believes in the potential of human beings. And this is why
the Buddha said, “One is one’s own refuge.”
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Rob :
Tim :

Rob :

Tim:

Rob :

Tim :

Is “nirvana” a synonym for “liberation”?

Not exactly. In Buddhism, Nirvana or Nibbana ( Pali ) refers
to the extinction of defilements, namely : desire, hate and
delusion. Anyone who is able to make their defilements
extinct will liberate themselves from the cycle of existence.
That is, they will never be reborn again. They will never
again have to undergo suffering.

It is normal for everyone to have defilements. Sometimes
we can overcome them, sometimes we can’t. How can we
make them extinct?

Through mental development or meditation practice. It is
the only way to reach the ultimate goal of Buddhism. Actu-
ally, the only way to achieve the extinction of defilements
is wisdom. And wisdom is achieved primarily through
meditation.

Meditation is the means to attain nirvana. Therefore, anyone
who does not expect the attainment of nirvana need not
meditate. Is that right?

Actually, Buddhism offers two levels of goals. The first
level is the goal of happiness and good fortune in this life
and the next. The second is the goal of nirvana or liberation.
This is the ultimate goal. Meditation practice is beneficial to
everyone since it is the best way to discipline the mind, to
prevent the mind from being distracted and to strengthen the
mind as well.

Conversations on the Dhamma 15
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Rob :

The Buddha said that the mind is the source of all mental
states, of all virtues and qualities. In order to attain these
virtues and qualities we must discipline the mind. In order
to live a good and happy life we must practice meditation.

Now do you agree that Buddhism is a way of life?

Yes, thank you so much.

Conversations on the Dhamma [7
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2. The Gist of Buddhist Teachings

Tim: Rob, did you begin reading Buddhist scriptures?
Rob: Yes, but there are so many volumes. [ think that I may not

have time to finish reading every one. Could you please re-
commend some important volumes that [ should read first?

Tim:  Yes, the teachings of the Buddha are divided into three parts,
namely: the Discipline, the Doctrine. and the Higher Doc-
trine.

Conversations on the Dhamma 19
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Rob:
Tim :
Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

Tim :
Rob:

The Discipline deals with the rules and regulations formu-
lated by the Buddha for the Orders of monks. The Doctrine
is comprised of discourses delivered by the Buddha and
some of His prominent disciples. The Higher Doctrine deals
mostly with the psychological and philosophical aspects
of the doctrine. It is the most difficult of the three parts.

I recommend that you start reading part two - the Doctrine.
How many books are there in part two?

There are thirty-three.

Really? How can I remember all of the teachings?

Well, when the Buddha preached, to my knowledge, He

meticulously explained the same concept in different ways
and in different words to different people according to their
capability to understand and follow Him. That is why there
are so many discourses given by the Buddha throughout the

forty - five years of his Buddhism propagation.

If so, is it possible that if I know the gist of Buddhist
teachings, [ will be able to understand Buddhism, even

though I have not finished reading all of the Doctrine?

Yes, I think so.

Would you mind telling me the gist of Buddhist Doctrine?

Conversations on the Dhamma 21
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Tim ;

Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

In my view, the Buddha helped people understand the true
nature of things, their lives, and the way to find true happi-

ness.
Was the Buddha a human being?

Yes, the Buddha was a human being. He never asked for or
received inspiration from any god or external power. As a
matter of fact, he was so pure, wise, and compassionate
that He was superior to any living being. He also assured
us that man is his own master, that there is no higher being
or power that sits in judgement over his destiny. He said,
“One is one’s own refuge, who else could be the refuge?”
Moreover, He assured us that every man has within him-
self the potential to become a Buddha if he so wills it and

endeavors.

He was very wise. Do you know how He acquired His
wisdom?

Through mental development. If you go on studying Bud-
dhism, you will find that Buddhism puts emphasis on train-
ing the mind. The Buddha said, “Thought is of all things

first, thought is of all things foremost, of thought are all

things made.”

Conversations on the Dhamma 23
www.kalyanamitra.org



ou:  wisssumdaeunamuaidudeiiFedeld Wlvuasy

i audesignisodieazaiy suivimssdundimmsd
ma&"nanﬂm{iuazﬂmump Mmemahnsfnmduninaas
sunauenuy Fadhulssaumsaimoluvesmszesdios
wssssmdireuiuavewszasd Srudunamainms
mnsfnduaiimaaevenszedd wizdumduwnsd
Tineaulilasdonszead Aafiasaimszesimaameu
«35msIwiniu dumhitvesnnmitedesignimaeu
YOINITIA NizduINAUMMEINIATANUNINaWEI AU
dosigunimaeuiimildduldiandrnlszaumssivesauis
unsdiil mufadmszmimvoamseynsoanii mnoanm
Tinnldlwespuihuaiiounasanaaes

30U anaInsy v MuvauANEMIUMUUsIazAaTLEvBY
ANIN KUVONUMIULAUMAOUYBINSEWNEANIENATY
uzasy wsswnsmawaouliinianudilognifeady
sssuyIAuasFiansonnaisufuaieliwunaugy
BENUNDI

fiv:  grudint Memaiynnfwildifelygdedyan
Rosiliimussganuguitinia

& aunssInnuIn
www.kalyanamitra.org



Rob :
Tim:

Rob :

Tim :

Are all of Buddhist teachings reliable?

Well, you have to verify them yourself. In fact, the Buddha
acquired His knowledge and wisdom through His long
experimentation - His own internal experience. All of His
teachings are the outcome of His experimentation. The
Buddha never forced anyone to believe Him. He said that
He only taught“the way”. It is our job to verify His teachings.
The Buddha advised the Kalamas that one had to verify
what one heard in the light of one’s own experience. In this
context, I think that what the Buddha is saying is to use your

own mind as a test tube.

All right. Tim, I really appreciate your explanation and
recommendations. Let me repeat the gist of Buddhist teach-
ings: Buddhism teaches us to have right understanding
about the nature of things and ourselves, including the way

to find true happiness.

That’s right. Through meditation practice we will gain

wisdom; through wisdom we will attain true happiness.

Conversations on the Dhamma 25
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3. Nirvana :
The Ultimate Goal of Buddhism.

Tim: Hi, Rob, where will you go this weekend?

Rob: Nowhere, I hope to finish the Buddhist texts I borrowed

from you.

Tim: Do you? Are you enjoying them?

Rob:  Yes, I am. But it is not easy to understand some Buddhist
concepts, especially when Pali terms are used.

Tim:  That’s true. Not only the ancient language but also our dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds can make us uncertain of the

exact meaning of Buddhist texts.
Rob:  Tim. would you mind telling me what nibbana is ?

Tim:  Well, this Pali term can be defined in several ways such as

Conversations on the Dhamma 27
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Rob :
Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

the extinction of desire, hate , and ignorance; the extinction
of all defilements and suffering; the extinction of impurities,
and so on.
Does it have the same meaning as the Eﬁglish term nirvana?
Yes, it does. I remember that the definition of nirvana in an
English dictionary is “a state of complete happiness and
peace.” In Buddhism, as soon as our impurities become
extinct, we will attain the state of complete happiness and
peace. Nirvana or nibbana is actually the ultimate goal of
Buddhism.
How many goals does Buddhism have?
According to the Buddhist teachings, we classify the goal
of Buddhism into three levels :

Primary: Happiness in this lifetime

Secondary: Happiness in the hereafter

Ultimate: Nirvana — Perfect Happiness
The person who attains nirvana is freed of the fetters which
bind him/her to the cycle of rebirths. He, therefore, is free
from all worldly attachments such as birth, death, sorrow,
decay, anger, craving, and ignorance. Nirvana is a blessed
state of perfect freedom.
Where is nirvana? | mean where do those who attain nirvana

exist?
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Tim :

Rob :
Tim:
Rob:

Tim :

Rob:

Tim :

The Buddhist scriptures state that there are two kinds of
nirvana : one is known in Pali as ‘saupadisesanibbana’, and
the other is ‘anupadisesanibbana.” The person who attains
the first kind of nibbana is known as an arahant, like the
Buddha when he became enlightened and propagated Bud-
dhism, including His enlightened disciples. Therefore, this
kind of nibbana is also known as nibbana with the body
remaining; and those who attain it live in the world. The
second kind of nibbana is known as nibbana without any
remainder of physical existence. That is the state of the

complete extinction of all passions.

Is there any remainder of mental existence?
Yes, I think so.

Where is it?

It is supramundane. It exists beyond these planes of exist-

ence, but Buddhism has a way to see and prove it.
How?

Through meditation practice.
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4. What is the Real Heart of Buddhism?

Tim :
Rob:

Tim :
Rob:

Tim :

Rob, have you finished reading these books?

Yes. I will give them back to you so that I can borrow some
new ones.

All right. Please choose what you like.

Tim, what is the real heart of Buddhism? I wondered why I
had not found mention of the heart of Buddhism in these
books.

Actually, the Buddha did not state which one of His teach-
ings was the heart of Buddhism. Therefore, several Bud-
dhist teachings, e.g. the Four Noble Truths, the Three
Universal Characteristics, Dependent Origination, the Three
Admonitions,
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Rob:

Tim :
Rob :
Tim :

Rob:

Tim :

Rob :

and Heedfulness have been considered by Buddhist scho-
lars to be the heart of Buddhism. However, the Buddha has
said that it is because we fail to understand the Four Noble
Truths, that we have continued so long in the cycle of birth
and death. In addition, in this first sermon given to the five
ascetics, the Buddha spoke primarily about the Middle Path
and the Four Noble Truths. These indicate how important
the Four Noble Truths are. Apparently, the Buddha never
delivered this sermon again except for explaining it in
greater detail and in different ways.

So you think that the Four Noble Truths are the heart of
Buddhism.

Yes, of course.

What do they include?

The Four Noble Truths include the truth of suffering, the
truth of the cause of suffering, the truth of the end of suf-
fering, and the truth of the path leading to the end of suffer-
ing.

I am wondering why Buddhism begins with the truth of
suffering. It sounds so pessimistic!

Well, suppose I get seriously ill, I may say to you, “Oh, why
do I have to face this suffering?” Will you think that I am
pessimistic?

No, not at all. You speak the truth. Illness always causes
a lot of suffering.

Conversations on the Dhamma 35
www.kalyanamitra.org



<
0l .

Tasvzansondnidssanuduldlathe Tasszanansondn
doannusnldtie lasssannsovdnidsem e lanuas
amoldie hifias Tifflamandsnnunadld
maff u9EINaznaTIMssyEenan hildwedanluuiie
vi3ouid uaussmaNuiui!

5ensy Seogluipaemsiiuuillvils mfdundaiu
padinniy

suiits wizdunduymsdilildnsnanudanugnd
xwivlﬁwsa%'yﬁaUhﬁmmﬁaﬁumqﬁﬁwﬂamni Wufiga
wizwnsaatialdasmuanidai asdudamildedly e
dudamldduidauin ANUNYtaNAY  dusIRITN
Bod @ Wi audfiui Ussiudhdyesssusiesiiie
ANuduRLSszNamaiuKe 83edade o ihunaveads
o B3tdade « Humavede o

3udade o AUl o (Hunavateiodado b fude « aw
Ay

Tdudansu Sou anmeadhilmunalaiuiasewesnszyns
manAaiesvaamauazia uazagasaiiliveseiedd «
ATL mMuHUSIEAUMITNTIEHYINM YBUADMINUETY
MEANNTUAATY

MO FEUNUIBITHYININ

www.kalyanamitra.org



Tim :

Rob:

Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

Rob:
Tim :

Who can avoid illness? Who can avoid aging? Who can
avoid sorrow and death? No one can avoid suffering. Con-
sequently, I would say that Buddhism is neither pessimis-
tic nor optimistic but realistic!

That’s true. The longer we continue in this cycle of exis-
tence, the more we face suffering.

Actually, the Buddha has not stated only the truth of suffer-
ing, He has also pointed out that the great cause of suffering
is craving. Finally, He has taught how to remove craving.
When craving has been removed, then suffering ends.
If we take the Four Noble Truths into consideration,
we can see that the main concept of this sermon is the
relationship between cause and effect : the second truth is
the cause of the first truth, while the fourth is the cause of
the third.

The first and the third truths are the effects of the second
and the fourth truths respectively.

That's right. Now, Rob, do you see that the idea of cause
and effect is the real heart of Buddhism and is at the
heart of the Four Noble Truths?

Yes, [ agree with your analysis. Thank you very much, Tim.
It has been my pleasure.
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5. Ten Criteria for Religious Beliefs

Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

Tim ;

Rob :

Tim, the other day you talked about the Kalamas. Who are
they?

Are you interested in them?

Yes, I am.

They were wise men. The commentary speaks of them as
belonging to the warrior caste forming their clan in the
Kesaputta district in India. They were among intelligent men
— the Brahmins. In India at that time, there were a lot of
doctrines and religions.

Even today we are able to find a variety of religions in India.
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Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

That’s right. In the ancient times, each religious teacher
tried to promote his own doctrines, while refuting and de-

nying the validity of the doctrines of others.

What about the Buddha?

He was different from the other teachers. What the Buddha
stressed was the nature of reality, or the Dhamma, not a
view of it. He never destroyed others. But He frequently
made criticisms because He saw something unwholesome in
those teachings which led those who practiced them to
suffering here, and to birth in states of woeful existence
hereafter.

How did the Kalamas view the Buddha's teachings?

Well, having heard about the reputation of the Buddha when
He was visiting the district of Kesaputta, the Kalamas went
to venerate the Buddha. They questioned there being so
many different teachers who each claimed that their doctrine

was true. How they could know who was speaking the truth?
How did the Buddha respond?

He offered them ten criteria for evaluating religious beliefs
as follows : Do not base religious beliefs on
1) an authoritative tradition maintained by oral repetition

2) an unbroken succession of teaching
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Rob:
Tim :

3) report or hearsay

4) conformity with scriptures

5) speculative, metaphysical theories

6) a point of view

7) reflecting on reasons

8) the acceptance of a statement as true because it agrees
with a theory of which one is already convinced

9) the grounds of competence of a person

10) out of respect for a teacher.

Rather, one should verify what one has heard in the light of

one’s own experience.

What a wonderful method of teaching this is!

One should realize that the Buddha was in no way interested
in making philosophical statements, nor in stating dogmas
for people to believe. In the Dhamma, method is conjoined

with practice.
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Rob :

Tim :

6 A Buddhist's Main Practice

You said once that Buddhism emphasizes practice. I can’t
imagine how such discourses regarded as the fundamentals
of Buddhism, such as Kamma or Rebirth, can be put into
practice.

Well, the majority of discourses explain things as they
really are. These discourses are something to be studied so
that we will deeply comprehend Buddhist teachings as
well as the nature of the Cycle of Existence. Dependence
on this comprehension raises faith. Having had faith in
Buddhist teachings, one begins to practice according to
the Buddhist rules of training. Without faith in Buddhist
teachings, one will never practice them. If there are so
many rules, it might be impossible for one to follow them
perfectly. In fact, the discourses that can be put into practice
are in the minority, compared with those to be studied. Let’s
go back to the Four Noble Truths. Do you remember the
fourth noble truth, sa).' the truth of the path leading to the
end of suffering?
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Rob :

Tim :

Rob :

Yes. It’s the Middle Way.

This is what has to be practiced earnestly. In fact, the Middle
Way is generally referred to as the Noble Eightfold Path
because it's composed of eight categories:

1. Right Understanding (View)

2. Right Thought

3. Right Speech

4. Right Action

5. Right Livelihood

6. Right Effort

7. Right Mindfulness

8. Right Concentration

For practical purposes, these eight categories are organized
into three groups; morality (Sila), mental development
(Samadhi), and wisdom (Paiiia). Group one - Morality
includes Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood.
Group two - Mental Development includes Right Effort,
Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration. Group three -

Wisdom includes Right Understanding and Right Thought.

Therefore, that which is to be practiced earnestly includes

morality, mental development, and wisdom.
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Tim :

Rob :

Tim :

Rob:

Tim :

Rob:

Tim :

That's right. These three categories are known as the
“Threefold Training”.

It is clear to me now that no matter how many thousand
discourses are collected in the Buddhist Scriptures, what is
to be put into practice is the “Threefold Training”.
Absolutely right.

Lord Buddha said that the mind is the source of all mental
states, that all mental states are fashioned by the mind.
Doesn’t this show that mental development is the most
important training? Why does the Threefold Training begin
with morality ?

Well, we have been taught that the three categories must be
simultaneously practiced. This is because each helps the
cultivation of the other. However, morality is considered as
the foundation for all higher spiritual attainments. Without
this moral foundation, mental development will never be
possible. Let’s take someone who is drunk as an example.
Is it possible for him to concentrate his mind?

Absolutely not. A person who is drunk is in a stupor !

He also broke the fifth rule of morality. However, in some
suttas, Lord Buddha confirmed that through the earnest
practice of the Threefold Training, the practitioner will
surely attain the goal of Buddhism—Deliverance or Nibbana.
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7. Buddhism Emphasizes
The threefold Training.

Hello, I'm Pim.

Hi, nice to meet you. Please call me Tom.

Are you enjoying the ordination ceremony, Tom ?

Yes, it’s very fascinating. This is the first time I’ve seen a
Buddhist ordination. I came to offer a saffron robe to a
friend of mine who’s being ordained as a novice.

I see. You performed the duties of his parents. I rejoice in
your merit.

Thank you.

Are you interested in Buddhism ?
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Yes, I've been interested in Buddhist teachings since [ read a
book on Buddhism two years ago. What impressed me most
is that the Buddha never forced anyone to believe in His
teachings. Conversely, he invited all people to verify what
He taught.

[ think this indicates that the Buddha did not want anyone to
have blind faith; and he believed in the potential of human

beings.

Actually, 1 don’t know much about Buddhist doctrines.
Would you mind giving me some explanations of Buddhist

doctrines ?

Well, even though I’m a Buddhist, I can hardly afford the
time to study Buddhist scriptures, but I try to put the main
teachings into daily practice.

Could you tell me about the main Buddhist teachings ?

Yes, of course, Buddhism emphasizes the Threefold Train-
ing, namely, morality, mental development, and wisdom.
Morality is the foundation of all virtues just as the earth is
the foundation of all things, whether trees and bushes,

buildings or any other structures.

I understand that the primary Buddhist moral code is known
as the Five Precepts.

Yes, that’s right. The Five Precepts: no killing, no stealing,
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

no adultery, no lying, and no intoxicants, are established on
the principles of equality and reciprocity. What equality
means is that all living beings want to live, to enjoy happi-
ness and security. On the basis of equality, we are encour-
aged to act with the awareness of reciprocity. With regard
to the simple meaning of reciprocity, I would say: do not
act toward others in a way which you would not want them
to act toward you.

1 think Buddhist morality is democratic in nature.

Yes, | agree with you. By the way, mental development, is
also well - known as meditation practice. Meditation is a
technique for unifving and focusing the mind. Meditation
practice is conducive not only to maintaining balance of
body and mind, but also to allowing us 1o see and gain
insight into the truths of the world. Through insight wisdom

arises.
I see. Wisdom results from meditation practice.

Actually, there are a few levels of wisdom; and wisdom
resulting from meditation is the noblest phenomenon.

That sounds interesting. I'd like to experience Buddhist
meditation for myself.
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8. The Goals of Buddhist Meditation

Pim :

Ronny :

Pim :

Ronny :

Pim:

Excuse me, Ronny. Are you a Christian?

Well, my mother is a devout Catholic but my father is
Jewish. When I was young, my mother took me to church
with her. Sometimes I accompanied my father when he went
to have a talk with a rabbi at a temple. These experiences
have caused me to get interested in comparative religions.
Unfortunately, I can’t afford much time for studying.
However, reading a book on Buddhism made me wish to
experience Buddhist meditation.

I’ ve heard that there is meditation practice in Christianity.
[s this true?

Yes, the way they meditate is to say a prayer to God. Most
Christians believe that through deep meditation they will
receive messages from God.

That’s completely different from Buddhist meditation. You
said that you wished to experience Buddhist meditation. May
I ask why? I mean, how do you view Buddhist meditation?
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Ronny :

Pim:

Ronny :
Pim :
Ronny :
Pim :

From the book I read, I understand that through meditation -
practice one will gain not only joy and tranquility but also
some spiritual powers.

Well, first of all, I think you should have the right perspective
on Buddhist meditation. In Buddhism, the mind is the most
important component of the entire human entity. All the evil
and noble deeds committed in the world are actually a result
of human thoughts. Thoughts are also the main cause of
human happiness or unhappiness. That is why the Buddha
has repeatedly proclaimed that the mind is the forerunner
of all actions, the source of all things. It must therefore be
trained, refined and perfected. The method 1o achieve this is
meditation practice. In other words, Buddhist meditation
aims at cleansing the impurities and disturbances of the mind
s0 as to gain tranquility and wisdom. As soon as wisdom
arises, craving and ignorance disappear. The meditators
who are able to make their craving and ignorance extinct
will attain the ultimate freedom.

Do they gain any spiritual powers?

Yes, they do. That is a by-product, not the goal.

I understand that there are many types of meditation.
Actually, there are only two levels of meditation: one is
the development of mental concentration known in Pali as
Samathabhavana, the other is insight meditation known as
Vipassanabhavana.
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Ronny :

Pim:

Ronny :
Pim :

Ronny :

Pim :

Ronny :
Pim :

What is the difference between these two levels of medita-
tion?

Well, Samathabhavana is the practice of concentrating the
mind. This will lead to tranquility. It is the foundation of
Vipassanabhavana or insight meditation which leads to
wisdom, to the realization of the ultimate truth and nirvana
— the ultimate goal of Buddhism.

What does * nirvana ” mean? Does it refer to paradise?

No, it doesn't. In Buddhism, nirvana means the extinction
of all defilements and suffering. It refers to a state of mind
that is absolutely pure — free from craving, defilements,
ignorance, and a state from which one will not be reborn in
the cycle of existence again. There are two types of nirvana :
one relates to physical existence, the other is without any
remainder of physical existence.

It’s quite hard to understand Buddhist texts because of the
many technical terms.

You can succeed in meditating without understanding any
Buddhist texts. What you have to do is just follow the in-
structions in this booklet — I am pleased to give it to you.

Thank you very much.
You are welcome. It is my pleasure..
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9. Meditation : A Universal Concept

Sam :
Edric :
Sam:

Edric :

Sam :

Good morning, Edric. I'm happy to meet you in Thailand.
Very nice to meet you too.

It’s amazing that you entered the Sangha. I should call you
“Venerable Edric”.

Oh, no, I was ordained as a novice, not a monk. Please call
me “Samanera”.

All right, Samanera Edric. How long have you been at Wat

Phra Dhammakaya ?

Conversations on the Dhamma 63
www.kalyanamitra.org



10AIN
U

OAIA :

(1517 VAN

AN

{17 VA

10AIN :

Uyy

OAIN

ievaeafauudINTY HinznaLalnerfinduihasy

¥ a4 v Aa 4 A&

Wr3ensy viusndminvienidiaaln

Tilavagesuria wlUsmlassmsmasssumomiians:-
a = = a 4 a /s

sssumeunanefilishudeniiomen Fiunmassdiland

wuannaISaentneuiiodlng

i =l L3 o o i v

muntszaumssimalunvenbeuunlylvuniy

sy ndeiulinldGouiinmaniygaiuniioddsiden

whnunasmidinianwsuguuazdilissunasuuiaie

v g lanimezegiuesndud dusmnaunilan

wIgmanauihnlind

wulidled iludadiaundnd msbnmenesiiliy

Ufininasiale

wizesdvaInuuanImshasiizeauuie w1dald

lusa wazindalivendy wwuusmitnlasast wduuumad

wesvios MmawsynnnIsnsssumoduwuiedalily

anflhuumlfuasianuunds

Wighadauzast amastasssaumsainoluveari

TiWahadinuasy

AumTUfuRdeaues wuguinrzwgailimwszernsd

b
LA

i) d o e
VOINY mmamﬁﬂﬂumﬂuummﬂm

O AUNUIBIINIININ

www.kalyanamitra.org



Edric :

Sam :

Edric :

Sam:

Edric :

Sam :

Edric :

Sam:

Edric :

For nearly two months. I'll leave for Chicago next week.
1 see. Were you ordained in Chicago or in Thailand ?

Neither. I went to join the Dhammadayada Ordination
Program at the Dhammakaya International Meditation
Center in California in June. The program lasted two weeks.

I desired to continue meditating, so I came to Thailand.
I guess you had some wonderful inner experiences.

Yes, I did. So far, I've realized that meditation is the only
way to bring us peace, happiness and the right understanding
of the true nature of things. The world will be at peace only
if we all regularly meditate.

I don’t understand why some people say that meditation
might lead a practitioner to insanity.

According to my teacher, there are two types of meditation:
meditation focusing inside the body and meditation focusing
outside the body. The former is safe; the latter is risky. And
Dhammakaya focuses the awareness inside the body; it's
mainstream meditation.

That sounds interesting. Samanera, could you tell me about
your inner experiences?

You'd better try it yourself. I would be pleased to take you to

my teacher. It’s important to have a good tcacher.
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Sam:

Edric :

Sam:

Edric :
Sam:
Edric :

Sam :

Edric :

Thank you very much. It’s very kind of you but I truly want
to hear from you. Please, I'm sure that you had some won-
derful inner experiences.

Alright. I'll tell you about them. T was taught to visualize a
clear crystal ball at the center of my body. As soon as my
mind was free from distraction, the crystal ball became
clearer and brighter. Then my feet, legs and body completely
turned to crystal. In that state I saw myself in the clear crystal
ball. Then [ saw the crystal ball containing the Buddha at
the center of my body. I seemed to be part of the universe,
filled with contentment, joy and love for mankind. This
experience was powerful, I didn’t cling to it as I knew it
was an ongoing process. It has given me feclings that are
wonderful and difficult to describe. It is quite difficult to put
into words. You will know how wonderful it is when you

experience it yourself.

Thank you very much. Your experience is really fascinating.
Would you mind taking me to visit your teacher, then?

No, of course not. I'd be happy too!

How long have you studied Buddhism, Samanera?
In fact, I haven’t studied Buddhism at all.

You haven’t?

No. But [ will.
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Sam: [’'m surprised to hear that. How can you meditate?

Edric : Please bear in mind that meditation is universal. It’s essen-
tial and beneficial to everyone, no matter what religion one
professes. Only if one knows to do “Right Concentration,”

can one succeed in doing it
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10. The Right Technique of Meditation Practice

Paul :

John :

Paul :
John :
Paul :
John :

Paul :
John :

Paul :
John :

Hi , John, I heard that you were ordained during the summer

vacation.

Yes, some of my Thai friends invited me to be ordained as a

monk with them, so I did.

How long were you in the monkhood ?

About three months.

You had a lot of time to study Buddhist scriptures, I guess.

Not much. We spent most of the time meditating with a
Buddhist monk from Thailand.

What is the name of the temple where you were ordained ?

I’s Dhammakaya International Meditation Center, California.
It’s a branch of Wat Phra Dhammakaya in Thailand.
[ have heard that this temple is famous for meditation practice.

Are you interested in meditation ?
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Paul :

John:
Paul :

John :

Paul :
John :

Yes. I started meditating with a Burmese monk a few years
ago.

Do you still keep practicing ?

Not very often. Did you practice Anapanasati, the breathing
method ? It’s quite well - known in the Theravada Tradition.
No. My teacher taught how to allow the mind to come to a
standstill at the center of the body.

Is that a new method of practice ?

[ don’t think so. It is said that this method was developed
from the “Light Kasina,” one of the traditional meditation
devices. Traditionally, this method of practice is to focus the
mind on light. But the method I have practiced is to visualize
a crystal ball and silently repeat the mantra “SAMMA
ARAHAM?”. I think this method is good for beginners. First
of all, slowly visualize a crystal ball about the size of the tip
of your little finger floating in front of your face. Imagine
that the crystal ball moves inside your right nostril (left
nostril for females). The entrance of the nostril is known as
the first base. The crystal ball moves along until it reaches
the second base which is at the bridge of your nose, ncxt to
the corner of your right cye. Stop and remain still there.
Imagine the crystal ball is as clear as possible while silently
repeating the mantra three times. Then imagine that the
clear crystal ball moves toward the third base which is at the
very center of the head. Let the clear crystal bail suspend
there and listen to the sound of the mantra you repeat three
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Paul :

John:
Paul :

John :

Paul :
John :

times in your mind. Next, imagine that the clear crystal ball
continues moving and stops at the fourth base which is at
the roof of the mouth, the fifth base which is at the center of
the throat just above the Adam’s apple, the sixth base which
is in the center of the body on the same level as the navel.
Next, imagine that the clear crystal ball moves up to the
seventh base which is two - finger breadths (about an inch
and a quarter) vertically above the sixth base. The seventh
base is the exact center of the body where the mind exists
permanently. Recite the mantra over and over.

This long process aims to concentrate the mind at the center
of the body. Is this true?

Yes, you're right.

Why do you have to follow such a long process ? Why
don’t you immediately concentrate on the seventh base ?
This is a good question. Focusing on each base, step by step,
helps reduce the problem of meditators trying to use their
eves instead of their minds to visualize images inside the
body. Meditators who use their eyes to visualize will feel so
much pain that will eventually lead to a headache and they
will fail to succeed in meditating.

Would you mind if I asked about your inner experience ?
Well, I don’t have much experience. But during a short
period of my practice, I realized that the brightness arising
inside is the only way leading to ultimate happiness and
insight wisdom.
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The Primary Benefits of Meditation

Ram, you seem to go to the temple every Sunday. Could
you tell me about the activities performed at the temple on
that day?

Well, most temples in Thailand gencrally hold activities
for lay people on Buddhist holy quarter moon days. It’s
inconvenient for me to join them because they don’t coincide
with my holidays and days off. There are a small number of
temples performing activities on Sundays, and the temple |
always visit is one of them. It usually holds two types of
activity : meditation in the morning and Dhamma lectures in
the afternoon.
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John :

Ram :

John :
Ram:

John :
Ram :

Does this indicate that meditation is more important than
Dhamma lectures?

Well, these two activities are interrelated and dependent on
one another; just as the study of science, theory and practice
work together. We should not say if one is more important
than the other. However, most of the Buddhist discourses
are not easy to understand. Therefore, great concentration is
necessary while listening to the Dhamma lecture. This is
why meditation practice is performed first to purify the
audience’s minds so that they will be in the state of calmness
and be prepared to concentrate on what they listen to.
Moreover, as they profoundly comprehend various discourses,
they will be inspired to meditate regularly.

What is the real benefit of meditation?

Before answering this question, let me tell you that Buddhism
puts emphasis on the mind. The Dhammapada states that
“the mind precedes all things; the mind is the maker of all
mental states.” Naturally, the mind always wanders here
and there like a monkey. It’s rarely established at its per-
manent position.

Excuse me. Where is the permanent position of the mind?
IU's at the center of the body which is at the full extent of
your in-breath. It might be difficult for one without medi-
tation experience to find it. Therefore, just imagine that it is
slightly above your navel in the central axis of your body.
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John :

Ram :

John :

Ram :

John :

Ram :

John :

Ram:

John :
Ram :
John :

Ram :

Quite interesting.

As long as the mind keeps wandering, it will bring us

anxiety, unhappiness and suffering.

That seems true. I sometimes get anxious when I think of

the situations I faced in the past and will face in the future.

In order to cope with the tension you have to shift your

“monkey mind” into its permanent position.
Is this what we call meditation?

Yes. To keep the mind concentrated on the center of the

body is meditation.
It doesn’t sound easy, does it?

Meditation is learned. It needs regular practice similar to
learning a foreign language, music or composition. In short,
I would say meditation is a bit of an acquired skill. And
eventually, it will bring you calmness, happiness and

wisdom. These are the primary benefits of meditation.
I wish I could try it.

I would be glad to introduce you to my master.

Oh, thank you very much.

It’s a pleasure.
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12. Dhammakaya : The Triple Gem

Pearl :
Bob :

Pearl :

Good morning. Are you Mr.Jackson? I'm Pearl.

Nice to meet you. I'm Robert Jackson. Please call me Bob.
Are you the representative of the temple?

Yes. I was informed that you would like to know about the
Dhammakaya.
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Bob :

Pearl :

I've been studying Theravada Buddhism for a few years.
According to the explanations in some Buddhist doctrines,
I understand that Dhammakaya is one of the names of the
Buddha. Having visited several temples in Thailand, I asked
some academic monks about the meaning of the Dhamma-
kaya, but they said that they were not sure about the precise
meaning of this word. They suggested that I come to this

temple. I hope you won’t say it’s just the name of this temple.

Yes, it is true that this temple is named “Wat Phra Dham-
makaya.” In Buddhism, the Dhammakaya is the Triple
Gem which includes the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the
Sangha. You should understand that the Triple Gem has
two different levels of meaning. The primary meaning is
theoretical, while the higher level meaning is understood
through intuitive vision. When talking about the Triple
Gem, most Thai Buddhists understand that ‘the Buddha’
refers to the Buddha image which represents the physical
form of the Buddha, ‘The Dhamma’ refers to the Buddha’s
teachings which have been handed down to the present day.
“The Sangha’ refers to the Buddha's disciples, especially the
arahants in the Buddha’s time. This is the meaning of the
Triple Gem in the primary level. Through the practice
of insight development, our master found that a human body

consists of many successive bodies, and the innermost body
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Bob :

Pearl :

Bob :

Pearl :

Bob :

is known as the Dhammakaya. It is not formed by flesh and
blood as a human body is but is formed by pure Dhamma.
It is the enlightened body of the Buddha. Having done
mental research for about six years, Prince Siddhattha was
able to attain enlightenment by becoming one and the same
as his own Dhammakaya. Thus he attained Buddhahood.
The Dhammakaya of Prince Siddhattha is not his physical
body, is it?

Not at all. The physical body is impure, subject to change,
decay and mortality; whereas the Dhammakaya is pure, does
not decay, and is immortal. The Dhammakaya itself is "the
Buddha Gem.’ The ‘Dhamma Gem’ is the bright sphere, within
the Dhammakaya, which gives rise to and protects the Dham-
makaya. It is also the source of all knowledge and wisdom
of the Buddha. The *Sangha Gem’ are the highly refined
Dhammakayas which protect the Dhamma Gem. These three
things : the Buddha Gem, the Dhamma Gem and the Sangha
Gem create the Dhammakaya. In other words, the Dham-
makavya is the Triple Gem.

Can the explanations about the Dhammakaya be found in
the Buddhist scriptures?

Yes, of course. They can be found in four suttas (the dis-
course), twenty-eight commentaries, seven sub-commenta-
rics, and The Path of Purity, the oldest Buddhist literature.
I am wondering why the Dhammakaya is not well-known
among Buddhist monks in spite of many reference materials?
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Pearl :

Bob :
Pearl :

Bob :
Pearl :

Bob :
Pearl :

This is a good question. I've already said that the Dham-
makaya is the innermost body which can be seen through
the practice of vipassana bhavana or insight development.
Excuse me, does the word bhavana refer to meditation?
Well, from the literal definition, it can be said that the word
bhavana has a meaning that is stronger and more active than
that of the English word ‘meditation’. The word has various
definitions, such as ‘producing’, ‘acquiring’, ‘mastering’
‘developing’, ‘cultivating’, ‘reflection’ and ‘meditation’.
However, allow me to use the word meditation in the sense
of ‘bhavana’. Would that be acceptable?
Yes, go ahead.
There are many subjects and methods of meditation being
stated in the oldest Buddhist literature to suit the practi-
tioner’s temperament. This is why there is such a variety of
methods of meditation practice to be found in the present
day.
How many methods of meditation are there in Thailand?
My master said that among the forty subjects of meditation,
only three principles of practice have become well-known in
Thailand. They are:
- Focusing the mind outside the body.
- Focusing the mind inside the body.
- Focusing the mind continuously deep down within the
center of the body.
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Bob:
Pearl :

Bob:
Pear] :

Bob:
Pear] :

The first method might be harmful.

Why is that?

Because the mental image that appears outside the body as
the mind is unifying and becoming still is not real. It might
be either a refined or ugly image. If the mental image is
refined, such as a crystal ball, an angel image, the meditator
will be full of zest. If the metal image is ugly, the meditator
might become afraid or shocked.

Are you saying we should avoid the first method ?

Yes. It’s useless and might be harmful. Let’s discuss the
second method. The masters of this group teach their
disciples not to pay attention to any mental image for they
assume that all of the arising mental images are false.
Therefore, when their minds come to a standstill position at
the level of their breast, they are taught to contemplate the
Three Universal Characteristics: impermanence, suffering,
and not-self. Then the meditators feel so pure and happy
that they understand they have attained enlightenment.
Actually they have not yet attained it ?

No, not yet. And they haven’t yet attained Dhammakaya.
Let’s discuss the third method. The meditators are taught to
focus their minds at the center of the body known as the
seventh base of the mind. It is at the deepest point of the
in-breath— two finger widths above our navel. This point is
the permanent position of the mind. It is the only place
where the mind can stop.
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Bob:

Pearl :
Bob :
Pearl :

Once the mind effectively comes to a standstill, a clear and
bright sphere of Dhamma arises. Having focused the mind
steadily at the center of the sphere, the meditator, will then
experience some more spheres of Dhamma and some inner
bodies alternately, and finally different forms of Dhamma-
kaya. Through the eye of Dhammakaya which is known as
Wisdom-Evye, the meditator can see and understand the Four
Noble Truths or the reality of things.

So it’s through the practice of the third method, that a me-
ditator can attain Dhammakaya?

That’s right.

[ wish I could try it.

My master always says that everyone has his or her own
Dhammakaya inside. Whenever their minds effectively
come to a standstill at their centers, their Dhammakayas will
be seen clearly.
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13. The Characteristic of Impermanence

Tom :
Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

You seem to like this flower very much, Pim.

I enjoy looking at it. It symbolizes impermanence. Did you
notice that in the early morning it was as white as snow?
Now, it’s eleven o'clock. It has already become light pink,
but in the evening it will turn rose-colored.

Wwill it?

Yes. It gradually changed from white to light pink. Before
going home in the evening, take another look at it, it will
have turned reddish pink. It is a real symbol of imperma-
nence.
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :
Pim :

Tom :
Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

[t reminds you of something, doesn’t it?

Yes, it does. It’s the best thing that makes me realize the
Three Common Characteristics of Existence.

What are they?

The teaching of the Three Common Characteristics of Exis-
tence is one of the fundamental teachings of Buddhism. This
teaching consists of impermanence, suffering, and not-self.
Could you explain them to me?

Well, let’s look at the first characteristic — the characteristic
of impermanence. If we look at our own personality, we will
find that our bodies are subject to continuous change. We
grow old and inactive, our hair goes gray and white, our teeth
fall out, our eyesight becomes poor, our eyes are surrounded
by many wrinkles, our hair falls out.

I think we are accustomed to these changes.

But I think most people do not accept them. Most people
expect to look eternally young; otherwise they would not
dye their hair, or try to get rid of the wrinkles on their faces
by plastic surgery.

I think they are within their rights to do so, you know. You
shouldn’t criticize them.

I never intend to violate anyone’s privacy. The point is that
the acceptance of these changes will cause us to understand
the truth of the world. As a matter of fact, not only our
bodies but also our mental states are subject to change.
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

At one moment we are happy, and at another we are sad.
As children, we rarely understand anything. As adults, we
have a great deal of knowledge but when we grow old we
lose the power of our mental faculties and become like
babies. Our minds are also characterized by impermanence.
That’s true.

This is also true of the surroundings. Everything around us
is impermanent. Nothing will last forever—neither our
houses, nor the temples, neither the trees and mountain
ranges, nor the rivers and oceans.

Yes, all things — personal and impersonal, internal and
external, are subject to constant change.

These changes affect us intimately in our daily life. /n short,
the understanding of impermanence will teach us how to
deal with people and problems intelligently. It is an antidote
to desire, hatred, and delusion. It gives us encouragement to
practice the Dhamma. Moreover, it is the key to under-
standing the way things really are.

Pim;, I see, now, why you really like this flower. It really is

the symbol of impermanence!
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14. Whatever is Impermanent is Suffering.

Pim :
Tom :
Pim :
Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :
Tom :
Pim :

Hello, Tom, how was your weekend?

It was awful.

Why was that?

For most people nowadays, lying is a way of life. An honest
person is increasingly hard to find.

Who caused you the distress?

My friend promised to repay a loan to me last Saturday but
he didn’t.

What was his excuse?

He said he didn’t yet have enough money.

There are financial problems all over the country these
days. Maybe he’s really facing a financial crisis himself.
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Tom :

Pim :
Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :
Tom :
Pim :

But he just bought a brand new car last week. He has broken
his promise three times now. Is lying a way of his life? I
often lend him a hand when he has a hard time. When he
needs to borrow money from me, I always lend him some.
Last week he could afford a new car, but he didn’t repay
money to me even though he had promised to do so.

Did you sign an agreement on this loan?

No, he is my close friend. If I hadn’t trusted him, I wouldn’t
have lent him the money. I'm very much disappointed in him.
Any borrower who doesn’t pay the lender back or procrasti-
nates about paying back his debt is undoubtedly doing evil.
However, if you realize the Three Common Characteristics
of Existence, you won’t feel let down. Do you remember the
Three Characteristics of Existence I explained to you?

You just talked about the first Characteristic — imperma-
nence. You haven’t yet explained the other two.

Do you accept the concept of impermanence?

Sure. Nothing will last forever.

Allright. In the Buddhist Scriptures it is said: All compounded

things are impermanent. All compounded things are unsatis-

factory. All dhammas (things) are not-self. Once we accept

that our bodies are impermanent, that our minds are subject
to constant change, we will understand why our relations
with other individuals are subject to the characteristic of
impermanence and change : friends become enemies, enemies
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Tom :
Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :
Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

become friends, cousins become enemies, enemies become
cousins ; our spouses even become our cruel enemies when
our marriage fails. Once we ponder the characteristic of
impermanence, we won't attach tightly to our possessions.
Thus we won't feel let down and unsatisfactory.

[ earn money to support my family, not as charity for a debtor.
Let’s concentrate on what’s to be done next and let bygones
be bygones. It's true that the neutral mind is full of wisdom
and compassion.

What do you mean?

The mind is neutral when it exists at its permanent place
—the center of the body.

Are you telling me to meditate?

That’s right. Meditation will be able to lead you to become
neutral. Hence you will be free from disappointment or
suffering when you lose some of your possessions which are
impermanent. Moreover, your sense of compassion will
increasingly develop. And now do you see that whatever is
impermanent is suffering?

Yes, that’s true. Thank you very much for your suggestions.
I rejoice in your merit.

Sadhu!
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15. The Characteristic of Not - Self

Tom :

Pim :

When talking about the Three Common Characteristics of
Existence, I think that the first two are not too hard for me.
But the third one is quite difficult to understand.

Yes, the first two characteristics can be seen and experienced
in our daily life. They were also taught in some other
religions. But the third one—the characteristic of not-self,
can only be found in Buddhism. And it is one of the really
distinctive teaching of Lord Buddha.
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Tom :
Pim :

Tom :

Pim:

Tom :

Pim :

‘Not-self.” What does it literally mean?

In order to be clear about the meaning of ‘not-self’, we
should look at the meaning of the word ‘self’. As a religious
term, ‘self” refers to a real, independent, and an permanent
entity that is represented by the term ‘T

Therefore ‘not-self’ means the ‘I’ is unreal, dependent, and
impermanent entity, doesn’t it?

Yes. It simply means the ‘T’ is not the self.

Well, we do say ‘I am a man’, or ‘I am sitting’, or ‘I am
doing so and so’. | wonder why Buddhism can deny the self,
deny the reality of the ‘T

I think the Buddhist rejection of the ‘I’ is not a rejection of
the convenient term ‘', but rather a rejection of the concept
that the ‘I’ referred to a permanent and changeless entity.
This is because in the Buddhist analysis of personal experi-
ence, a human being is composed of five aggregates : form,
sensation, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness.
From this analysis the self is not found. That is to say, neither
the body nor the mind is the self. Also, Lord Buddha used the
examples of the chariot and the forest to explain the relation
between the term ‘I” and the parts of personal experience. He
explained that the term chariot is simply a convenient name
for a collection of parts that are assembled in a proper way.

The bodywork is not the chariot. Neither is the axle nor the
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Tom :
Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

wheels. In the same way, each tree is not the forest. Neither
are a number of individual trees. The term forest is simply a
convenient name for a collection of individual trees. Lord
Buddha applied this analysis to the body and mind to indi-
cate that the self is not found in the body nor the mind. If the
body and the mind were the self, they would be permanent
and would last forever.

The body and mind are not the self, are they?

No, of course not.

Therefore, the ‘T’ is not the self because it is subject to
change, decay, destruction and death.

Now, can you see that all compounded things are imperma-
nent, whatever is impermanent is suffering, and whatever is
impermanent and suffering is not-self?

Yes, I have a much better understanding of the Three Com-
mon Characteristics of Existence. I rejoice in your merit.
Sadhu!
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

16. The Three Common
Characteristics of Existence

[s the discourse on the Three Common Characteristics of
Existence an important teaching of Lord Buddha?

Yes, this discourse is one of the fundamental teachings of
Buddhism like the Four Noble Truths, the Law of Kamma,
Dependent Origination, and the Five Aggregates. The
teaching of the Three Common Characteristics is part of
what we might call the contents of wisdom.

Could you please explain again about the benefit of under-
standing the Three Common Characteristics of Existence?
Well, first of all we must be clear about the meaning of
‘characteristic’. Lord Buddha used the term ‘characteristic’
to refer to facts about the nature of things that are always
connected with existence, and that are always found in
existence. Once we realize the nature of existence, we will
know how to deal with existence intelligently. The same as
we know about the nature or characteristic of fire—its heat :
how to make use of it, how to control it and so on.
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim:

Tom :

Pim :

What is the nature that can be found in existence?

The nature that can be found in existence consists of three
characteristics : impermanence, unsatisfaction or suffering,
and not-self.

Is this why they are called the Three Common Characteris-
tics of Existence?

That's right. Once we realize the nature of existence, we
learn to develop the sense of renunciation.

How can that be?

Once we realize that our bodies and all compounded things
are impermanent, that we may die at any moment, we won’t
get attached to our bodies, possessions or even our beloved
ones. We won't get attached to them for we know that if we
do, we’ll undergo suffering, and that we must leave them
behind when we die. Once we eliminate our attachment to
them, we eliminate our ignorance. Thus our wisdom and
compassion arise in its place. Moreover, we will be capable
of encouraging ourselves to act with the awareness of
reciprocity rather than to take advantage of others. Because
of our compassion, we have a strong will to help others by
making donations or supporting a charity to the best of our
ability. Because of our wisdom, we believe that the whole-
some deeds we have done in this lifetime will condition our

next lifetime.
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Tom :

Pim :

Tom :

Pim :

In short, we have the conviction to do only wholesome
deeds for the benefit and peace of ourselves and society. Such a
concept is the idea of pursuing perfection.

By the way, I’'m not quite clear about the benefit of under-
standing ‘not-self’.

Well, if we understand ‘not-self’, we’ll benefit in at least
two important ways :

First, we will all be able to deal with other people without
paranoia. This is because if we don’t cling to the self, we
won’t have to defend ourselves, possessions, prestige, opin-
ions, or even our words. Second, we won’t create a barrier
between ourselves and the people and things around us. If
we believe in the self, we’ll respond to persons and things
around us either with desire or with aversion. In this sense,
the self is the source and the cause of all suffering.

Mm, understanding the Three Common Characteristics of
Existence is quite beneficial not simply for our daily life but
also for our society and the world.

Absolutely!
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Porn :
Alan :

Porn :

17. Law of Kamma

Porn, I'd like to give up teaching English to your friend.
Why is that? Isn’t he a good student?

He hardly remembers anything he has learned even though
I always review the previous lesson for him before starting
anew one.

Maybe he has no talent for language.

I think he’s dull-witted. "

Well, what you said made me think of individual differences.
Some people are very smart, some are brainless, some are
good-looking and some are unattractive. What do you think

makes each individual different?
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Alan :

Porn :

Alan :

Porn :

Alan :
Porn :

Alan :

Porn :

Alan :

Porn :

I think genes are the cause of individual differences.

Why are some people born with a silver spoon in their mouths
and why are some born poor? What is the cause of their
differences?

I don’t know. What do you think?

According to Buddhism, there are many differences between
living beings ; and the differences between human beings
and animals are especially great. These differences are due
to their own kamma.

What do you mean by kamma?

Kamma is a Pali word, it means ‘volitional action’. Kammas
are intentional actions of body, speech and mind. In the Law
of Kamma, if we do a wholesome action, we’ll finally get a
wholesome fruit, and if we do an unwholesome action, we’ll
finally get an unwholesome, painful result.

How does one know whether an action that is wholesome or
unwholesome will produce happiness or unhappiness?
Time will tell. Some kammas give their immediate results
but some kammas bear their fruit only after some time, and
it’s more difficult to see the connection. Kamma can mani-
fest its effects either in this very lifetime or in the next life-
time or after several lives.

How does one know about the effect in the future lives?

These are very difficult to understand, unless the power of
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remembering previous existences is developed through the
practice of meditation. However, Lord Buddha and His
prominent disciples who had developed their minds were
able to perceive the long - term effects directly. For instance,
when Moggallana was beaten to death by bandits, Lord
Buddha was able to tell that this event was the effect of
what Moggallana had done in a previous life when he took
his blind aged parents to the forest and beat them to death.
What you are saying is that result of the prior action.
That’s right. Moggallana suffered torment for numberless
hundreds of thousands of years in hell; and thereafter in a
hundred successive existences he was beaten to death, and
this included his final lifetime.

Was Moggallana an arahant?

Yes, he was. Lord Buddha also said that at death we have
to leave everything behind, but our kammas will accompany
us like a shadow, that nowhere on earth or in heaven can
one escape one’s kammas. Therefore, it’s very important
what actions we do in the present, for our future fortune or
misfortune is dependent on our present lifetime.

Does this mean that every Buddhist must be reborn again?
Well, in Buddhism, what binds us in the Cycles of Existence
are defilements, namely desire, hatred, and delusion. This
means that all creatures that are not yet free from defilements,
without exception, must be reborn endlessly.
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This is really new to me. Do I have to be reborn again ?
Where? In Thailand, in England or elsewhere? And how?
Rich or poor? Do I have freedom of choice?

Well, choices have to be made in this life, for our intentional
actions condition future existence.

You once said that you have to choose your next rebirth
during this lifetime.

Yes, 1 did. In Buddhism, intentional actions condition future
existence. That is, kammas performed in the present, if they
have not yet borne fruit in this very life, will manifest their
effects either in our next rebirth or in subsequent rebirths.
Does this mean that our states of rebirth are conditioned by
present kammas?

That’s right. Similarly, our present states of existence have

been conditioned by our past kammas. So, if we wish for a

fortunate rebirth, we must only cultivate wholesome actions

in this life. This is the meaning of “choice of rebirth”.

It's frightening to consider the torment that bad kamma will
bring.

I think it’s greatly beneficial for us to understand the Law of
Kamma, especially the ‘reproductive kamma’. Once we
understand that in our own life every action will have a
similar and equal reaction, we will certainly want to refrain

from all unwholesome behavior. Once we understand that
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wholesome actions have happiness as their fruit, we will
avoid unwholesome actions, and try to cultivate only whole-
some actions in order to avoid suffering.

Porn, a moment ago, you talked about action and reaction, is
that a physical law?

Yes, Newton formulated this law. It states that every action
must have a similar and equal opposite reaction. The Law of
Kamma seems to correspond to this law. This is because
when we talk about the Law of Kamma, we focus both on
action and reaction; intentional action is referred to as
‘action’, and its ripened effect is referred to as ‘reaction’.
I see. Cause and effect are to be found not only in the Four
Noble Truths but also in the Law of Kamma.

Yes, that’s true. The law of cause and effect will be found in
many Buddhist discourses.

By the way, I’'m doubtful about the effects of some actions
done without intention.

Oh, yes, [ know what you mean. It is said that actions which
are unintentional do not bring about any future effect. Sup-
posing a mosquito alights on your arm, you then kill it. Such
action is an intentional one and therefore it is kamma with
a potential effect. But when you are sleeping, you unknow-

ningly crush a mosquito on your sheet, you have done this
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without intention. Thus your action is without future effect.
Both cases can be applied to any other intentional or unin-
tentional actions.

Alan : I’mhappy to hear this, for I accidentally ran over a pup and
killed it yesterday.

Porn : Unintentional action is known as ineffective kamma because
it has no moral consequence. However, it’s better to avoid
destroying life, no matter whether it’ s intentional or not, for

every creature ‘values’ its life.
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18. Ten Unwholesome Actions

Porn, you said that in order to avoid suffering, we have to
refrain from unwholesome actions. In Buddhism, what
actions are considered unwholesome?

Regarding unwholesome actions, there are three types of
actions : body, speech and mind. There are three unwhole-
some actions of body, four of speech, and three of mind that
must be avoided. The three unwholesome actions of the body
are killing, stealing and sexual misconduct. The four unwhole-
some actions of speech are lying, slander, harsh speech and
gossip. The three unwholesome actions of the mind are
covetousness, ill - will and wrong view. There are ten un-
wholesome actions altogether.

Did the Buddha state the effect of each unwholesome
action?

Yes, he did. His statements on the effects of both wholesome
and unwholesome actions can be found in many discourses.
And the general statement is ‘doing good brings good, doing

evil brings evil.’
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I agree with this statement. But I saw some people who
benefited from their unwholesome actions. How does Bud-
dhism explain these cases?

Well, the effects of actions may be evident either in the short
term or in the long term. The manifestations of the actions
or kammas are traditionally divided into three varieties : in
this very life, in the next life or only after several lives.
When kamma manifests its effects in this lifetime, we can
see its fruit within a short time. But we cannot see the long-
term effects of kamma.

Who can know about them?

Only the Buddha or His prominent disciples who have highly
experienced insight meditations are able to perceive the long
- term effects of kamma. Therefore, good Buddhists always
believe in and practice according to what the Buddha taught.
Could you tell me about the fruit of taking the life of a living
being?

According to the Scriptures, the fruit of killing can take
various forms such as rebirth in hell, living a shortened life
as a human being, separation from loved ones, fear and para-
noia, and so on. The weight of kamma is modified by these
five conditions : persistent and repeated action, action done
with great intention, action done without sorrow, action done
towards persons with extraordinary qualitics such as the
Buddha and the arahants, action done towards persons who
have been of benefit to us such as our parents and teachers.
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I see. The fruit of killing a man would be greater than an
animal.

Yes, of course. A human-killer will undoubtedly be reborn
in hell. For an animal-killer, if his or her kamma is not
weighty enough to result in rebirth in hell, it will result in
unhealthy or shortened life as a human being. It is noticeable
that the effect is similar to the cause.

And what about the fruit of stealing and sexual misconduct?
Well, stealing is generally motivated by greed or desire.
This action, stated in several discourses, will lead to rebirth
as a hungry ghost. If it is not weighty enough to result in
that, it will result in poverty as a human being. And the
actions of sexual misconduct will, at least, result in marital
distress or an unhappy marriage.

Most people often tell lies. What about the fruit of telling
lies?

The effects of these unwholesome actions are dependent on
the five conditions mentioned. However, there is a Buddha’s
saying : He who declares that to have happened which hap-
pened not, goes to hell.

Understanding the Law of Kamma is quite useful.

Yes, it encourages us to refrain from unwholesome actions

and try to do wholesome actions.
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19. Ten Wholesome Actions

Porn, last time you talked about ten unwholesome actions
and their effects. What about wholesome actions, how are
they classified?

Well, wholesome actions can be explained in two ways. One
way is by avoiding the ten unwholesome actions. That is,
avoiding killing, stealing, sexual misconduct and the rest.
The other way is by doing wholesome actions; namely
generosity, good conduct, meditation, humility, service,
sharing merit, rejoicing in others’ merit, listening to the
Dhamma, teaching the Dhamma, and straightening one’s
OWN Views.

So there are ten wholesome actions altogether?

Yes, the second explanation is known as meritorious actions.
These actions produce wholesome effects. It is said in the
Scriptures that generosity results in prosperity, listening to
the Dhamma and meditation practice result in wisdom.
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The wholesome actions have similar wholesome effects.
Doing good always brings good.

Yes, you are right. The Buddha also said : As one sows, so
shall one reap.

That sounds quite rational.

When one gets used to doing wholesome actions, one will
not do otherwise for fear of evil effects. Regarding the fruits
of wholesome actions, Buddhism teaches us to pay attention
to giving. The more you give, the less selfish you become, at
the same time you can help others and society. The Buddha
also said, ‘Giving brings friendship,” and ‘A giver is always
beloved.” Generosity will bring you happiness in this life-
time and it will result in wealth in your next life too. Actu-
ally, if one was born wealthy, it is possible for him or her to
avoid unlawful work or career. Such a state should be con-
ducive to a person’s moral behaviour.

How can one avoid doing unwholesome actions and always
do wholesome actions?

It is recommended that regular meditation practice and lis-
tening to the Dhamma will make us habitually do whole-
some actions. These two activities will result in wisdom

both in this lifetime and in the next. They will be conducive
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to our right view. Consequently, we will realize what is right,
what is wrong, what is wholesome or unwholesome, what
we should do or should not do. In short, we can always
refrain from unwholesome actions.

You are saying that meditation practice is essential for
everyone, aren’t you?

Yes, it’s a must. Alan, for practical purpose, the ten whole-
some actions have been divided into three ways of practice :
generosity, morality and meditation practice.

Porn, I think that everyone wants to be good. The persons
who do evil, maybe they are forced by certain circumstances
or because of their ignorance.

This is why Buddhism teaches us to associate with a wise
man and a good friend instead of a fool or a bad person.
It’s not easy for the poor to have an opportunity to associate
with a wise man or a good friend because most of them live
in bad surroundings.

From my experience, I have found a lot of poor people who
behave morally and lawfully. Conversely, I have found a
large number of rich people live their lives immorally and
unlawfully. However, the one who was born in a well-off

family has a better chance to do good than those who were
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born in poverty. Buddhism teaches that what we have done
in this lifetime will condition our future existence, do you
remember that?

Yes, of course. Does this mean that Buddhism believes in
rebirth? Do you believe so?

Yes, certainly. Alan, let me go back to the wholesome actions
again. [ believe that habitual wholesome actions will protect
the doers from unwholesome actions. It is the sume concept
as there is no darkness in the brightness.

I think so. Porn, it’s been worthwhile talking about the
Dhamma with you.

Thank you.
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20. The Impressive Temple

Tom, how did you hear about Wat Pra Dhammakaya?

A Thai friend of mine brought me here.

I know that there are a lot of temples in Thailand, especially
in Bangkok. Did you visit other temples?

Yes, my friend took me to many temples in Bangkok and in
other cities. But this temple is the most impressive.

Is it? What stands out?
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Tom :
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Tom :

The meditation program. Even though many temples in
Thailand teach meditation, I prefer the approach of this
temple in both the practical and theoretical spheres. Medita-
tion is practiced differently here compared to other temples.
Is it Theravada or Mahayana?

Theravada. Actually, there are forty subjects of meditational
practice in Theravada as enumerated in a Buddhist text.
The most well-known subject in Thailand is mindfulness on
breathing, which is known as Anapanasati. But the technique
taught at this temple is based on concentration at the centre
of the body.

Have you tried both ways?

Yes. At first I started learning how to concentrate on the
center of the body at this temple ; when my mind effectively
came to a standstill, I experienced the brightness inside and
felt relaxed and joyful. Later on 1 accompanied my Thai
colleagues to a temple out of town and there learned to
practice the breathing technique. But I didn’t achieve any-
thing, so I gave up.

Are you presently still meditating with Dhammakaya
technique?

Yes, the more [ practice, the more progress I make. Moreover,
I noticed I have developed more tolerance and mindfulness.
These two qualities are so helpful for me in coping with
problems. 1 think a boss with a fiery temper could never
work effectively here in Thailand.
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Jack :

Tom :

Well, maybe so. But if people are lazy, irresponsible, and
lack any sense of duty or motivation, what is the best way to
instill these virtues in an employee other than to be tough
and demanding—and yes, even losing your temper and
yelling on occasion?

Well, you have to look at things on a deeper, psychological
level. In Thailand even raising one's voice--- or, indeed, any
slightest hint of hostility, will produce counterproductive
results. If you yell and scream, your workers will not obey
you. They will become downhearted and you yourself will
lose face. So when we are in a Buddhist culture, we must
adapt ourselves to our new environment otherwise we will
never have any success here, either socially, or business-wise.
By the way, what about the Dhamma teaching at this temple?
Well, I did read some books on Buddhism before 1 came to
Thailand. Even though the language in those books was not
too difficult, I only had a superficial understanding of its
deeper meaning. Now I understand better its more profound
meaning from the interpretative sermons preached by the
late Abbot of Wat Paknam and the current Abbot of this
temple. According to the current Abbot, everyone has two
main duties : the first one is the study of the Dhanuna both

its theories and practices, the second one is to earn a living.
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I’ve never heard such teaching before. Well, just think about
it. If everyone devoted all their time and energy for medita-
tion and Buddhist studies, who would be left to develop
the country?

This is an interesting point. At first I couldn’t accept his
ideas like you but after a long period of meditation practice,
I realized what he preached.

It’s something strange for Westerners.

Yes. But if we can’t grasp these ideas, we can’t glean the
ultimate benefit from Buddhism. Why so? Do you know the
ultimate goal of Buddhism?

Is it nirvana?

Yes.

What does it mean exactly?

Well, let’s avoid this word for now. It will be easier to
understand if we use the word ‘liberation’ or ‘freedom’
instead. They are synonyms for nirvana. I like the word
freedom—freedom from the Cycle of Existence. Do you
want to be free ?

Of course. Everyone wants to be free.

It would make sense if we assume that the world of samsara
is like a prison. Basically, all human beings are in prison and
no one can avoid suffering. After we die, we are reborn again

and again endlessly.
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Jack :

Tom :

Jack :

Tom :

Jack :
Tom :

Accordingly, we become imprisoned endlessly as well.
This is why we need freedom from the Cycle of Existence.
How can we free ourselves?

By getting rid of all of our innate defilements and craving
that cause us to be trapped in the Cycle of Existence. The only
way to get rid of them is to practice the Threefold Training,
namely morality, mental development, and wisdom. In other
words, we have to study and practice the Dhamma as our
first duties. To earn money is our second duty.

The Abbot seems to teach people to be ascetics.

[ quite agree with his teachings. If we devote ourselves to
worldly things rather than to spiritual things, we will never
experience ultimate or real freedom. As long as we are in
the Cycle of Existence we cannot avoid suffering no matter
what status we have, or how many possessions we possess.
Even though it sounds optimistic, it is realistic, I think.
I've also been impressed by the other activities that the
temple provided for laypeople such as “A Weekend Re-
treat”, for children such as “Youth Camp” and “Dhamma
Quitz”.
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