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T he Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Monastery organised the 
81st Short-term Monastic Retreat from 12 July 2015 to 

19 July 2015 at Kaohsiung, Taiwan.  About 700 participants, 
age 18 to 65 from thirteen countries took part in this 7-Day 
Retreat. There were thirty-fi ve participants from Singapore.  

Fo Guang Shan is a beautiful and serene monastery with lots 
of greenery and undulating hill slopes dotting the sprawling 
complex. This large Buddhist organisation has also the 
capability and resources to organise many Buddhist events.  
It was always crowded with thousands of devotees and 
practitioners in every Buddhist functions throughout the year. 
On the fi rst day of the Retreat, it was abuzz with activities as 
all the participants converged at the Cloud Dwelling Building 
for the registration, which began at 8:30am.  I was awed 
to fi nd people of different backgrounds, professions and 
nationalities, each having the same resolve to renounce their 
home-life together in this sacred place.

In this Retreat, the monastery provided free lodging and food 
and we need to pay only a token sum of NT500 (S$22) for 
the tuition fee.  Men’s clothing, which includes the kasaya 
robe, two pairs each of shirt, trousers and arhat socks, was 
on loan from the monastery. We immediately changed to a 
monk’s attire, which also included the monastic shoes, which 
we had bought at a nearby shop a day earlier.  Next, each of 
the men had his head shaved over a pot of clean water while 
chanting the name of Sakyamuni Buddha.  After that, we 
were divided into groups of twelve where a Guiding Teacher 
led us to our respective dormitory.  All of us removed our 
personal belongings including valuables, hand phone and 
clothing. Our Guiding Teacher kept these items safely for us. 

The program started in the afternoon.  In this Retreat, we 
have to observe the rules and regulations and constantly 
keep normal silence and deportation while walking or sitting.  
Our Guiding Teacher also conducted the etiquette and 
decorum training.  This includes the procedures of putting 
on the kasaya robe and the folding of the sitting mat of a 
monastic ( ).  In the fi rst evening, there was a “Purifying the 
Venue Ceremony” held at the main hall of the Cloud Dwelling 
Building.  The Abbot of Fo Guang Shan, the Most Venerable 
Hsin Bao ( ) led the Ceremony with the recitation of 

the Great Compassion Mantra and invocation of the name of 
Guanyin Bodhisattva. There was also a rehearsal to prepare 
us for the Tonsure Ceremony held on the following morning. 
The Rehearsal Ceremony is an explanation and rehearsal 
of all rules and regulations for the Tonsure Ceremony.  The 
Master of Ceremonies ( ) was Venerable Hui Si (

) who was also the Dean of Men’s Buddhist College.  
He was always present to teach and prepare us for both the 
Tonsure Ceremony and the Ordination Ceremony.  

Every day, the morning call is at 5:15am and by 5.30am, 
we are ready to set off for the day’s program. The Tonsure 
Ceremony started at 5.45am sharp on Day 2 of the Retreat.  
The Venerable Master Hsing Yun ( ) was the Sila 
Upadhyaya ( ).  However, he was not present at the 
ceremony.  The three Acaryas who were offi cially present as 
the Witnessing Masters were the Most Venerable Hsin Bao 
as the Master of Community ( ), Venerable Hui 
Long ( ) as the Karma Acarya ( ), and 
Venerable Hui Ren ( ) as the Instructing Acarya (

).  The Sila Upadhyaya, who is the most virtuous and 

The 81st Short -term Monastic Retreat 
at Fo Guang Shan 
A Preceptee’s Experience 

By Phua Keng Chuan

eminent member of the Sangha in the Monastery transmitted 
the precepts. The Karma Acarya leads the preceptees to 
repent during the Repentance Ceremony. The Instructing 
Acarya teaches the preceptees the precepts, etiquette and 
regulations during the Retreat.  Later, the Most Venerable 
Hsin Bao held a discourse on Precepts for the men, while 
Venerable Man Ti ( ) held the discourse separately 
for the women.  

Venerable Hsin Bao performed a symbolic shaving the head 
of one of the preceptees (photo by courtesy of FGS Tsunglin University)
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All the meals were at the Main Hall of the Cloud Dwelling 
Building.  Monastic meal session called “guo tang” ( ), 
is a daily practise for us to eat with the mindfulness of the 
Five Contemplations ( ).  Every day, the breakfast 
was at 6.30am and Lunch was at 11.30am.  We have to 
recite the Meal Offering Mantra before each meal and the 
Meal Completion Mantra after a meal.  Lunch was a simple 
and sumptuous meal consisting of rice, tofu-vegetable ball, 
glutinous lotus rice, spinach and soup of melon-fungi-gouji. 
The Discipline Master, Venerable Hui Xi ( ) always 
reminded us to maintain silence during mealtime.  We 
should sit straight, not to look around and avoided making 
noises while handling the eating utensils and moving the 
chair.  When taking the meal, we should have right thoughts, 
eliminate greed and fi nish all the food offered to cherish our 
merits.

In the afternoon, there was a lecture on "Training to Eat with 
Alms-bowl" conducted by Venerable Hui Si. He taught us 
what to observe upon entering the Dining Hall.  Our seat and 
the placement of the alms-bowl, spoon, brush and the cloth 
were important.  There were procedures when having meal, 
such as holding the chopsticks and taking the water bowl. 
He also taught us the ways of using the brush to clean the 
alms-bowl, spoon and wiping the alms-bowl with the cloth.  
There was also a rehearsal for the Ordination Ceremony in 
the late afternoon.

In the evening, there was a Dharma talk on "How to Lead a 
Monastic Life" by the Most Venerable Hsin Bao. The Venerable 
advised us to cultivate precepts, concentration and wisdom. 
We should not have greed, hatred, and ignorance.  When there 
is no name, there will be no comparison and differentiation. 
Our business and wealth have all the goodness in the world, 
but because of a material thing such as a car, we have to 
sacrifi ce a lot.  If we could fully understand what the Heart 
Sutra said about the world of emptiness, then we were at 
ease ( ).  When we are greedy, we like it and crave for it.  
Greed should not arise and we must not have the “wanting 
mind.”  Our eyes have the habit of seeking when they are 
open and any good food should not tempt us.  We have to 
observe our mind. 

The Venerable asked, “What is the original face of our mind?” 
We must also remove dual thought.  Without the wholesome 
and unwholesome thoughts, we could see the original face 
of our mind.  When there are no affl ictions, there is no other 
opposite.  We cannot escape birth and death, nor can we 
bring along our body when we die.  We must learn to let 
go, as money cannot solve the problem of birth and death. 
The Buddha spoke about the fi ve skandhas.  We should not 

think too much about the past and future because thoughts 
of the past cannot be held on to. The thought of the present 
cannot be held on to.  And the thought of the future cannot be 
held on to. There were also many types of affl ictions.  What 
is a time?  If there is no different in thoughts, where else 
is the time? The arising of the thought moments resulted in 
affl ictions.  Venerable Hsin Bao also reminded us to think 
deeply. “Before your parents gave birth to you, what is your 
original face?” He asked again.  He said that the Venerable 
Master always mentioned about enduring suffering which 
are both training and educational lessons. At the back of 
suffering is great wisdom. Preceptees should observe and 
cultivate so that wisdom can arise.   After the evening lecture, 
we have a Repentance Ceremony in the hall of the Cloud 
Dwelling Building. The Ceremony is an act of confession of 
transgressions for the preceptees before the Triple Gem.  

The Ordination Ceremony began at 5.45am sharp on the 
3rd day of the Retreat. The three worthy Arcayas presided 
over the Ceremony.  As the Ceremony proceeded, the Acarya 
Master read to us each of the ten precepts one at a time and 
asked whether we can uphold it.  All of us, each with our new 
Dharma name given earlier will answer, "Yes, I can".  The 
Acarya Master began to transmit the Sramanera precepts (

) for the men and Siksamana precepts (
) for the women.  We recited a gatha as each preceptee 

walked to the altar to receive the kasaya robe and the sitting 
mat ( ) from the Venerable.  We put on the kasaya robe for 
the fi rst time.  Next, we received the alms-bowl and later put 
it inside the yellow sling bag together with the washing brush, 
spoon and cleaning cloth. After completing the Ordination, 
a novice monk is known as Sramanera ( ), while a 
woman is known as Siksamana ( ), the receiver 
of the six precepts. There were 160 novice monks among the 
participants. Later, there was a group photograph taken at 
the Non-Duality Gate.  

At lunch, during the Meal Offering Ceremony, representatives 
of each group of preceptees knelt in front of the Buddha.  We 
gave thanks and expressed our gratitude to all the donors and 
to Fo Guang Shan for giving us the opportunity to participate 
in this Retreat.  We also ate our meal for the fi rst time with 
the alms-bowl and utensils. 

In the afternoon, Venerable Ru Chang ( ) gave a 
lecture on "Introduction to the Monastery".  She explained 
to us the names of the various landmarks found in the 
monastery.  One notable landmark is the Non-Duality Gate 
( ).  Non-Duality means a kind of cultivation where 
there is no distinction between the young and the old, male 
or female, poor or rich and laymen or monastics.  Later in 

8

J00907 - Buddhist Union 2016 Jan Newsletter_v3(P).indd   8J00907 - Buddhist Union 2016 Jan Newsletter_v3(P).indd   8 3/10/16   10:15 AM3/10/16   10:15 AM



J00907 - Buddhist Union 2016 Jan Newsletter_v3(P).indd   9J00907 - Buddhist Union 2016 Jan Newsletter_v3(P).indd   9 3/10/16   10:15 AM3/10/16   10:15 AM



control our breath, so that the sound is melodious and we 
will not be easily breathless. 

Later, there was a group discussion conducted by our 
Guiding Teacher.  Most preceptees spoke favourably about 
the Retreat. Some of the Indonesian preceptees highlighted 
the language problem. They could not understand Chinese. 
They were also practising Theravada Buddhism in their 
home country and Chinese Buddhism is very new to them. 
Our Guiding Teacher is Venerable Hui Che ( ) 
who is from the African country of Congo.  As a child, he 
had an interest in Buddhism. He spoke about his life and his 
involvement in Buddhism before he came to Taiwan to study 
Chinese and fi nally became a monk. 

is not only for the older generation to pray. He also set up 
the Buddhist Institute and many branch temples. There are 
now about three hundred branch temples with more than a 
thousand monastics in the world.

In the evening, we learned and practiced meditation from 
Venerable Hui Cheng ( ).  We practiced sitting and 
walking meditation in the hall of the Cloud Dwelling Building.  
Meditation quiets the mind and stills our thoughts so that we 
can return to our intrinsic nature.

On Day 5, after the Morning Service, Venerable Miao Fan (
) gave a talk on "Advisement to Generate the Bodhi 

Mind." The Essay “Exhortation to resolve upon Bodhi” was 

In the afternoon, there was a lecture on “Noble Deeds of 
Eminent Masters.” given by Venerable Tzu Jung (

).  The Venerable said that superstitions were the old and 
negative Buddhist beliefs.  However, people need Buddhism 
and Buddhism has to depend on us.  “Believe, learn and 
seek the Buddha, and not pray to Buddha, as Buddha is an 
enlightened person.” she said.  She gave examples of the 
Venerable Master’s cultivation: from nothing to plentiful, from 
void to happiness and from cultural-educational to charity.  
The Venerable Master received royalty from the sales of his 
books. In China, there were more than a hundred titles of 
his books.  He also set up a Foundation to allow banks to 
take care of the fi nance. All the wealth is for everyone.  He 
never goes for alms round. He has great patience. He said 
that patience is nourishment and it is a way of success.  In 
his early years as a monk, he faced the problems of getting 
a meal from a monastery.  He vowed to provide meals and 
comfortable lodgings to all the people whoever visited 
Fo Guang Shan.  Buddhism needs talents and the religion 

Walking Meditation at the main hall of the Cloud Dwelling Building 
(photo by courtesy of FGS Tsunglin University)

With my Guiding Teacher, Venerable Hui Che

written by an enlightened Buddhist monk, the Great Master 
Xing An during the Qing Dynasty in China.  The Great Master 
was the 11th Patriarch of the Pure Land tradition and the 
essay he wrote, encouraged the four-fold assembly in their 
cultivation.  The Sutra says we should not attach our mind to 
the fi ve skandhas.  We have to “fi nd our mind”. We must be 
willing to do good deeds and speak good words.  It is also 
important to practise offering, precepts and concentration. 
Offering is to create an affi nity with people. If we need to 
spend money, just do it as at the end of the day the reward 
is still ours.  In every Dharma door there is no step barrier, 
so everyone can do it.  It is not easy to maintain the Bodhi 
Mind.  Bodhi means awaken, to generate the enlightening 
mind or the vow to reach Buddhahood. In order to generate 
the Bodhi mind, we need to have pure mind, deep faith and 
compassionate heart. 

In the evening of 17 July 2015, there was a Dharma Talk by 
Venerable Master Hsing Yun.  There was a buzz of anticipating 
mood among the preceptees when news that the Venerable 
Master was coming to give a talk.  It was rare for him to 
attend such a function.  The Venerable Master was at the 
Tathagata Building to welcome the participants in the 81st 
Short-term Monastic Retreat.  
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“The life of leaving home is just like having the Buddha in 
our heart,” said the Venerable Master. “When you have 
the intention to spend a few days in the monastery, your 
life would be different.” “Where do you live?  After you 
renounced, you live in emptiness”, added the Venerable 
Master.  He said the Diamond Sutra pointed out that living 
beings are living in the fi ve desires and the six dusts. They 
cannot be lacking these.  Desire is endless and we are not 
satisfi ed.  It is diffi cult to have contentment in the body and 
mind.  At any time, we must understand that the material 
world is changing endlessly. The Venerable Master told us 
the difference between “having home” and “leaving home”. 
“Having home” is like a shackle on our body. “Leaving home” 
because of no home yet everywhere are homes. Living in the 
midst of emptiness only can one have the void of all living 
beings. The compassionate Venerable Master teaches that 
everywhere is home. He later invited Venerable Miao Guang (

) to read the poetry, “Buddha, where are you?” and 
pointing that “Buddha” is in our heart.  Finally, the Venerable 
Master gave every preceptee a copy of his new books, “Hear 
Me Out, The Humble Monk” ( ) and “The Echo 
Of The Humble Monk” ( ).

On the evening of Day 6, there was a Longevity Wishing 
Dharma Service.  We recited the Eighty-Eight Buddha 
Repentance in the hall.  We also performed prostrations while 
reciting the name of the Medicine Buddha. The Instructing 
Acarya advised us to make vow. We vowed to continue 
practicing the Buddha Dharma in many lifetimes and always 
be fi lial to our parents.

On the last day of the Retreat, we assembled at the hall of the 
Tathagata Building for general discussions. The Preceptees 
were encouraged to give their views and experiences 
encountered during the Retreat.  Most gave favourable 
comments. The Venerable Hui Si and Venerable Miao Fan 
were happy with enthusiasm to answer all questions directed 
to them. They also spoke on the courses and programs 
offered and organised by FGS Tsunglin University. 

There was an important Ceremony at the end of the Retreat 
known as the “Relinquishing Precept Ceremony.” The three 
Acaryas Masters were present to offi ciate this last event.  As 
the verse, 

“Good indeed is the robe, alms-bowl and sitting mat, adorned 
the body and mind; with affi nity we receive and uphold it, and 
gratitude to the kindness of the Triple Gem” was sang, all 
the preceptees removed the kasaya robe and together with 
the sitting mat and alms-bowl, ceremoniously handed over 

to the Venerable. The preceptees formally relinquished the 
precepts and returned to the secular life.  We had successfully 
completed the Retreat.  

In the fi nal exhortation, Venerable Miao Fan advised us 
to convert greed, hatred and ignorance into kindness, 
compassion, joy and giving.  She requested us to examine 
our original face, and to refl ect within ourselves.  When a 
person makes us angry, always think, “I am a Buddha.”

Many preceptees participated several times in previous 
Retreats.  This is the fi rst time I participated in the Retreat.  
Some of us found it stressful during the fi rst two days as 
every event and activity was new to us.  However, we felt 
very much relaxed and peaceful in the remaining days of 
the Retreat.  Some of the older participants also found it a 
challenge to climb several staircases many times for the 
several lectures in various buildings and between our fi ve 
storeys high dormitory.  However, we should gratefully take 
comfort to have stayed in an air-conditioned room for six 
people, each with a comfortable bed. The Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun has always wanted to give all guests a comfortable 
stay whenever they visited Fo Guang Shan, though the 
residents in the monastery have always led a simple and 
frugal life.

When we return home from the Retreat, we should be able to 
establish a new set of values and priorities in life.  We should 
have a fresh perspective on things. We should also remove 
self-attachment, generate humility, cultivate with diligence, 
and compassionate for spiritual progress with the purpose 
of helping ourselves and all living beings to attain wisdom. 
It is only through cultivation and purifi cation through the 
precepts that one could wish to fully benefi t from this short-
term ordination and personally learn from this experience.  
As the seed has already been sown, it is in our vow that in 
life after life, we will continue to practise the Buddha-Dharma 
until Buddhahood is attained.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Fo Guang 
Shan for organising this wonderful Retreat and ensuring 
that our stay was comfortable.  I am very grateful to all the 
Venerable in Taiwan for their untiring efforts, loving-kindness 
and patience in guiding us during the Retreat.  I would also 
like to thank our Deputy Abbess, Venerable Miao Mu (

) and Venerable Miao Jue ( ) of Fo Guang Shan 
Singapore for encouraging us and approving our application 
to join the Retreat.  Without their help, I think participating in 
the Retreat is not possible for us. 

11

J00907 - Buddhist Union 2016 Jan Newsletter_v3(P).indd   11J00907 - Buddhist Union 2016 Jan Newsletter_v3(P).indd   11 3/10/16   10:15 AM3/10/16   10:15 AM



Bro G S Tan was invited by the World Fellowship of Buddhist 
(WFB) for a study trip to northern Thailand from 31 Aug 2015 
to 4 Sep 2015. The trip was supported by the Royal Thai 
Government. The objective was to render an understanding 
and appreciation of the history of Buddhism, Culture and 
Traditions in Thailand to the WFB’s Executive Council 
members and invited members.    

Mae Fah Luang University
It was a great opportunity for us to visit Mae Fah Luang 
University.  We had a better appreciation of the University after 
the visit. I was indeed surprised that most of the Courses are 
conducted in English instead of in Thai. This approach is a 
right direction to nurture the younger generation of leaders .  
The University is unique in its construction and structure as it 
was built on the hillsides.  

Being both a regional and national university, I am sure Mae 
Fah Laung University  provides Higher Education not only to 
the populace from Northern Thailand but also to the people 
from the neighbouring countries of the Greater Mekong 
Sub-region. Of signifi cance is The Chinese Language and 
Cultural Center, which will certainly serve as a platform for 
the building of good relationship with China, which is a fast 
growing economic and world power in our Region. 

Due to time constraint, we were not able to tour the whole 
University and mingle with the other Lecturers.  

Chern Tawan Meditation Center
We were warmly received by the Venerables and the 
volunteers from Chern Tawan Meditation Centre.  One of the 
Venerables presented a good introduction of their Centre in 
English.   I was glad to meet Ven V. Vajiramedhi.  The Bangkok 
Post newspaper had recently praised him as “one of the seven 
most infl uential person in the Thailand”.   The Chern Tawan 
Meditation Center is a conducive place for meditation and 
developing mindfulness because of its quite surroundings 
and serene countryside milieu.

At the Meditation Centre, we had ample time to talk to the 
Sangha members and clarify our doubts. Such dialogue is 
useful for better understanding of the Centre and Buddhism 
in particular.  Ven Vajiramedhi was delighted when I told him 

I was from Singapore.  He mentioned that the late Mr Lee 
Kuan Yew was an inspiration in his Dharma Works

Wat Phrathat Pha-ngao
The large prayer hall which was built to cover a partially 
excavated Chiang Saen–era Buddha statue is unique. 
Likewise, the hilltop pagoda and temple give an excellent 
view overlooking the surrounding area and the Mekong 
River.  An ideal place to visit with a beautiful and excellent 
landscape to contend with.  

Phra Borommathat Doi Suthep
An ancient and the most sacred temple in the region. The 
Temple is one of the important shrines in Chang Mai Province.  
It houses a Relic of the Buddha and is a sacred and holy place 
visited throughout the year by Buddhist pilgrims.  Wat Phra 
Borommathat Doi Suthep is a perfect place to get to know 
about the people and culture of Chiang Mai.

Wat Phra Singha
Another revered temple. Well known for its Buddha Statue, the 
Phra Singha Buddha  is an important Buddha image of the Thai 
Lanna people.  The Temple is also built in classic Lanna style and 
the walls are covered in murals illustrating Jataka tales and 
other stories.

Conclusion
In submission, this Study Tour provides WFB members with 
an opportunity to have an insight of the Culture and Buddhism 
as practiced in Northern Thailand.  In fact, over the few days, 
not only did we learn the history of Chang Mai and Chang 
Rai but we also had the opportunity to visit some of the well 
known Temples in Northern Thailand.  

WFB had selected the right temples for our study tour.  Each 
temple has its own unique history and peculiarity on its 
own.  Throughout the tour, we experienced the friendliness 
and hospitability of the Thai People.  This trip enabled us to 
appreciate the rich and beautiful culture of Northern Thailand 
which I may not be able to encounter if I will to go as a tourist.  
Most importantly, during the study tour, I was able to refresh 
my understanding of Buddhism and Thailand.       

The Study Tour was defi nitely well planned and I am adamant 
it benefi tted the members who went on this trip. 

Study trip to Northern Thailand
 

By Bro G S Tan
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Thanksgiving Day (25 Jan 2015)

Da Pei Zhuo Class 
(8 March 2015)

Amitabha & Eight Precepts Retreat (27 Dec 2015)

Kg Kembangan-Chai Chee Harmony Day (9 May 2015)

Activities in 2015
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It may be the case that this 
insistence on some kind of 
moral equity is an illusion, 
an unrealistic demand we 
superimpose on a universe 
cold and indifferent to our 
hopes. There is no logical way 
to prove the validity of rebirth 
and kamma. The naturalist 
might just be right in holding 
that personal existence 
comes to an end at death, 
and with it all prospects for 
moral justice. Nevertheless, I 
believe such a thesis fl ies in 
the face of one of our deepest 
moral intuitions, a sense that 
some kind of moral justice 
must ultimately prevail. To 
show that this is so, let us 
consider two limiting cases 
of ethically decisive action. As 
the limiting case of immoral 
action, let us take Hitler, who 
was directly responsible for 
the dehumanizing deaths of 
perhaps ten million people. As the limiting case of moral 
action, let us consider a man who sacrifi ces his own life to 
save the lives of total strangers. Now if there is not survival 
beyond death, both men reap the same ultimate destiny. 
Before dying, perhaps, Hitler experiences some pangs of 
despair; the self-sacrifi cing hero enjoys a few seconds 
knowing he’s performing a noble deed. Then beyond that — 
nothing, except in others’ memories. Both are obliterated, 
reduced to lifeless fl esh and bones.

Now the naturalist might 
be correct in drawing this 
conclusion, and in holding 
that those who believe in 
survival and retribution are 
just projecting their own 
wishes out upon the world. 
But I think something within 
us resists consigning both 
Hitler and our compassionate 
hero to the same fate. The 
reason we resist is because 
we have a deep intuitive 
sense that a principle of 
moral justice is at work in the 
world, regulating the course 
of events in such a way that 
our good and bad actions 
rebound upon ourselves to 
bring the appropriate fruit. 
Where the naturalist holds 
that this intuition amounts 
to nothing more than a 
projection of our own ideals 
out upon the world, I would 
contend that the very fact 

that we can conceive a demand for moral justice has 
a signifi cance that is more than merely psychological. 
However vaguely, our subjective sense of moral justice 
refl ects an objective reality, a principle of moral equilibrium 
that is not mere projection but is built into the very bedrock 
of actuality.

The above considerations are not intended to make belief 
in rebirth a necessary basis for ethics. The Buddha himself 

 “The Buddha does not posit a divine judge who rules over the workings of 
kamma, rewarding and punishing us for our deeds. The kammic process 
functions autonomously, without a supervisor or director, entirely through 
the intrinsic power of volitional action. 

Interwoven with other orders in the vast, complex web of conditionality, our 
deeds produce their consequences just as naturally as seeds in a fi eld bring 
forth their appropriate herbs and fl owers.”
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law holds sway over our deeds and via our deeds over our 
destiny. It is just the principle of kamma, operating across 
the sequence of rebirths, that locks our volitional actions 
into the dynamics of the cosmos, thus making ethics an 
expression of the cosmos’s own intrinsic orderliness. At this 
point ethics begins to shade into ontology, which we will 
examine in the next part of this essay.

The teaching of rebirth, taken in conjunction with the 
doctrine of kamma, implies that we live in a morally ordered 
universe, one in which our morally determinate actions 
bring forth fruits that in some way correspond to their own 
ethical quality. Though the moral law that links our actions 
with their fruits cannot be demonstrated experimentally 
in the same way that physical and chemical laws can be, 
this does not mean it is not real. It means only that, like 
quarks and quasars, it operates beyond the threshold of 
sensory perception. Far from being a mere projection of our 
subjective ideals, the moral law locks our volitional deeds 
into an all-embracing cosmic order that is perfectly objective 
in that it functions independently of our personal desires, 
views, and beliefs. Thus when we submit our behavior to the 
rule of ethics, we are not simply acting in ways that merit 
moral approval. By conforming to the principles of ethics 
we are doing nothing less than aligning ourselves with 
the Dhamma, the universal law of righteousness and truth 
which stands at the bedrock of the cosmos.

This brings us to the ontological aspect of the Buddhist 
teaching on rebirth, its implications for understanding the 
nature of being. Buddhism sees the process of rebirth as 
integral to the principle of conditionality that runs through 
all existence. The sentient universe is regulated by different 
orders of causation layered in such a way that higher orders 
of causation can exercise dominion over lower ones. Thus 
the order of kamma, which governs the process of rebirth, 
dominates the lower orders of physical and biological 
causation, bending their energies toward the fulfi llment of 
its own potential. The Buddha does not posit a divine judge 
who rules over the workings of kamma, rewarding and 
punishing us for our deeds. The kammic process functions 
autonomously, without a supervisor or director, entirely 
through the intrinsic power of volitional action. Interwoven 
with other orders in the vast, complex web of conditionality, 
our deeds produce their consequences just as naturally 
as seeds in a fi eld bring forth their appropriate herbs and 
fl owers.

To understand how kamma can produce its effects across the 
succession of rebirths we must invert our normal, everyday 

conception of the relationship between consciousness 
and matter. Under the infl uence of materialistic biases 
we assume that material existence is determinative of 
consciousness. Because we witness bodies being born into 
this world and observe how the mind matures in tandem 
with the body, we tacitly take the body to be the foundation 
of our existence and mind or consciousness an evolutionary 
offshoot of blind material processes. Matter wins the 
honored status of “objective reality,” and mind becomes an 
accidental intruder upon an inherently senseless universe.

From the Buddhist perspective, however, consciousness 
and the world coexist in a relationship of mutual creation 
which equally require both terms. Just as there can be 
no consciousness without a body to serve as its physical 
support and a world as its sphere of cognition, so there can 
be no physical organism and no world without some type of 
consciousness to constitute them as an organism and world. 
Though temporally neither mind nor matter can be regarded 
as prior to the other, in terms of practical importance 
the Buddha says that mind is the forerunner. Mind is the 
forerunner, not in the sense that it arises before the body 
or can exist independently of a physical substratum, but 
in the sense that the body and the world in which we fi nd 
ourselves refl ect our mental activity.

It is mental activity, in the form of volition, that constitutes 
kamma, and it is our stock of kamma that steers the stream 
of consciousness from the past life into a new body. Thus 
the Buddha says: “This body, O monks, is old kamma, to be 
seen as generated and fashioned by volition, as something 
to be felt” (SN XI.37). It is not only the body, as a composite 
whole, that is the product of past kamma, but the sense 
faculties too (see SN XXV.146). The eye, ear, nose, tongue, 
body-sense, and mind-base are also fashioned by our past 
kamma, and thus kamma to some degree shapes and 
infl uences all our sensory experience. Since kamma is 
ultimately explained as volition (cetana), this means that 
the particular body with which we are endowed, with all 
its distinguishing features and faculties of sense, is rooted 
in our volitional activities in earlier lives. Precisely how 
past volition can infl uence the development of the zygote 
lies beyond the range of scientifi c explanation, but if the 
Buddha’s words are to be trusted such an infl uence must 
be real.

The channel for the transmission of kammic infl uence from 
life to life across the sequence of rebirths is the individual 
stream of consciousness. Consciousness embraces both 
phases of our being — that in which we generate fresh 
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kamma and that in which we reap the fruits of old kamma 
— and thus in the process of rebirth, consciousness 
bridges the old and new existences. Consciousness is not 
a single transmigrating entity, a self or soul, but a stream 
of evanescent acts of consciousness, each of which arises, 
briefl y subsists, and then passes away. This entire stream, 
however, though made up of evanescent units, is fused into 
a unifi ed whole by the causal relations obtaining between 
all the occasions of consciousness in any individual 
continuum. At a deep level, each occasion of consciousness 
inherits from its predecessor the entire kammic legacy of 
that particular stream; in perishing, it in turn passes that 
content on to its successor, augmented by its own novel 
contribution. Thus our volitional deeds do not exhaust their 
full potential in their immediately visible effects. Every 
volitional deed that we perform, when it passes, leaves 
behind a subtle imprint stamped upon the onward-fl owing 
stream of consciousness. The deed deposits in the stream of 
consciousness a seed capable of bearing fruit, of producing 
a result that matches the ethical quality of the deed.

When we encounter suitable external conditions, the 
kammic seeds deposited in our mental continuum rise up 
from their dormant condition and produce their fruits. The 
most important function performed by kamma is to generate 
rebirth into an appropriate realm, a realm that provides a 
fi eld for it to unfold its stored potentials. The bridge between 
the old existence and the new is, as we said above, the 
evolving stream of consciousness. It is within this stream of 
consciousness that the kamma has been created through the 
exercise of volition; it is this same stream of consciousness, 
fl owing on, that carries the kammic energies into the new 
existence; and it is again this same stream of consciousness 
that experiences the fruit. Conceivably, at the deepest level 
all the individual streams of consciousness are integrated 
into a single all-embracing matrix, so that, beneath the 
surface of events, the separate kammic accumulations 
of all living beings crisscross, overlap, and merge. This 
hypothesis — though speculative — would help account 
for the strange coincidences we sometimes meet that prick 
holes in our assumptions of rational order.

The generative function of kamma in the production of new 
existence is described by the Buddha in a short but pithy 
sutta preserved in the Anguttara Nikaya (AN III.76). Venerable 
Ananda approaches the Master and says, “’Existence, 
existence’ is spoken of, venerable sir. In what way is there 
existence?” The Buddha replies: “If there were no kamma 
ripening in the sensory realm, no sense-sphere existence 
would be discerned. If there where no kamma ripening in the 

form realm, no form-sphere existence would be discerned. 
If there were no kamma ripening in the formless realm, no 
formless-sphere existence would be discerned. Therefore, 
Ananda, kamma is the fi eld, consciousness the seed, and 
craving the moisture for beings obstructed by ignorance 
and fettered by craving to be established in a new realm 
of existence, either low (sense-sphere), middling (form-
sphere), or high (formless-sphere).”

As long as ignorance and craving, the twin roots of the round 
of rebirths, remain intact in our mental continuum, at the 
time of death one especially powerful kamma will become 
ascendant and propel the stream of consciousness to the 
realm of existence that corresponds to its own “vibrational 
frequency.” When consciousness, as the seed, becomes 
planted or “established” in that realm it sprouts forth into 
the rest of the psycho-physical organism, summed up in the 
expression “name and form” (nama-rupa). As the organism 
matures, it provides the site for other past kammas to 
gain the opportunity to produce their results. Then, within 
this new existence, in response to our various kammically 
induced experiences, we engage in actions that engender 
fresh kamma with the capacity to generate still another 
rebirth. Thereby the round of existence keeps turning 
from one life to the next, as the stream of consciousness, 
swept along by craving and steered by kamma, assumes 
successive modes of embodiment.

The ultimate implication of the Buddha’s teaching on kamma 
and rebirth is that human beings are the fi nal masters of 
their own destiny. Through our unwholesome deeds, rooted 
in greed, hatred, and delusion, we create unwholesome 
kamma, the generative cause of bad rebirths, of future 
misery and bondage. Through our wholesome deeds, rooted 
in generosity, kindness, and wisdom, we beautify our minds 
and thereby create kamma productive of a happy rebirth. By 
using wisdom to dig more deeply below the superfi cial face 
of things, we can uncover the subtle truths hidden by our 
preoccupation with appearances. Thereby we can uproot 
the binding defi lements and win the peace of deliverance, 
the freedom beyond the cycle of kamma and its fruit. This 
aspect of the Buddhist teaching on rebirth will be explored 
more fully in the third part of this essay.1  

With permission from The Buddhist Publication Society, 
Sri Lanka

Note1.  As of Summer 2005, the third installment had not 
yet been published — jtb
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A fortunate or unfortunate life depends on individual 
merits and demerits. 

T he performance of good actions gives rise to merit 
(punna), a quality which purifi es and cleanses the mind. 

If the mind is unchecked, it has the tendency to be ruled 
by evil tendencies, leading one to perform bad deeds and 
getting into trouble. Merit purifi es 
the mind of the evil tendencies of 
greed, hatred and delusion. The 
greedy mind encourages a person 
to desire, accumulate and hoard; the 
hating mind drags him to dislike and 
anger; and the deluded mind makes 
one become entangled in greed and 
hatred, thinking that these evil roots 
are right and worthy. Demeritorious 
deeds give rise to more suffering and 
reduce the opportunities for a person 
to know and practise the Dhamma. 

Merit is important to help us along our journey through life. 
It is connected with what are good and benefi cial to oneself 
and others, and can improve the quality of the mind. While 
the material wealth a person gathers can be lost by theft, 
fl ood, fi re, confi scation, etc., the benefi t of merits follows 
him from life to life and cannot be lost, although it can be 
exhausted if no attempts are made to perform more merits. A 
person will experience happiness here and now ass well as 
hereafter through the performance of merit. 

Merit is a great facilitator: It opens the doors of opportunity 
everywhere. A meritorious person will succeed in whatever 
venture he puts his effort into. If he wishes to do business, 
he will meet with the right contacts and friends. If he wishes 
to be a scholar, he will be awarded with scholarships and 
supported by academic mentors. If he wishes to progress 
in meditation, he will meet with a skillful meditation teacher 
who guides him through his spiritual development. His 
dreams will be realized through the grace of his treasury 
of merit. It is merit which enables a person to be reborn in 
the heavens, and provides him with the right conditions and 
support for his attainment of Nibbana. 

There are several rich fi elds of merit (recipients of the deed)
which give rise to bountiful results to the performer of the 

good deed. Just as some soil can yield a better harvest 
(say black fertile soil compared to stony soil), a good deed 
performed to some persons can give rise to more merits than 
to others. The rich fi elds of merits include the Sangha or holy 
people, mother, father and needy. Good deeds performed 
to these persons will manifest in many ways and be the 
fountainhead of many wondrous results. 

The Buddha taught ten meritorious deeds for us to 
perform in order to gain a happy and peaceful life 
as well as to develop knowledge and understanding. 
The ten meritorious deeds are: 

Charity, Morality, Mental culture, 
Reverence or respect, 
Service in helping others, 
Sharing merits with others, 
Rejoicing in the merits of others
Preaching and teaching the Dhamma
Listening to the Dhamma
Straightening one’s views

The performance of these ten meritorious deeds will not only 
benefi t oneself, but others as well, besides giving benefi ts to 
the recipients. Moral conduct benefi ts all beings with whom 
one comes into contact. Mental culture brings peace to 
others and inspires them to practise the Dhamma. Reverence 
gives rise to harmony in society, while service improves 
the lives of others. Sharing merits with others shows that 
one is concerned about others’ welfare, while rejoicing in 
others’ merits encourages others to perform more merits. 
Teaching and listening to the Dhamma are important 
factors for happiness for both the teacher and listener, while 
encouraging both to live in line with Dhamma. Straightening 
one’s views enables a person to show to others the beauty of 
Dhamma. In the Dhammapada, the Buddha taught:   

‘Should a person perform good,
He should do it again and again;
He should fi nd pleasure therein;
For blissful is the accumulation of good.’
‘Think not lightly of good, saying,
‘It will not come near to me’?
Even by the falling of drops a water-jar is fi lled.
Likewise the wise man, gathering little by little,
Fills himself with good.’ 

Ten Meritorious and Ten Evil Actions
Extracted From What Buddhists Believe

By Venerable K. Sri Dhammananda Maha Thera
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saying we are wealth slaves.  How can this be?” They wanted 
to get even, and do me in. In their delegation there was a 
left-home person named the Ven. K. Sri Dhammananda. They 
consulted this advisor and asked him if they could struggle 
with me and throw me over. Ven. Dhammananda comes from 
Sri Lanka, and is a Theravada monk.

He blew up and said, “You people have been studying 
Buddhism for decades, some of you are eighty and seventy 
years old. Your hair is already white and you still don’t 
understand the Buddha-dharma! I have sat next to Dharma 
Master Hsuan Hua, and the words he says, every word and 
every phrase, refl ect the Proper Dharma. If you go overthrow 
him, I will never have anything to do with you again. You go 
your way, and I’ll go mine. I won’t be your advisor any longer.” 
This speech subdued them, and I wasn’t forced to go through 
the inquisition. That was the end of CTTB’s relationship with 
rich people. As a result, rich people never came to CTTB. The 
left-home people all said I was too clumsy. “Saying that cuts 
off your access to money!” So the CTTB is still as poor as 
ever, even to this day. We eat left-over, salvaged rice and 
vegetables. Time now for questions. Don’t ask me questions 
that are too intelligent, because I am a stupid person, and I 
can’t handle the tough questions. Stupid questions I can deal 
with, after a fashion.

Q:  Lots of people are habituated to eating meat. How 
can you change them?

A:  “There are two people inside the word for meat. The one 
inside is stuck to the one outside. Living beings in turn 
eating the fl esh of other living beings: Isn’t this just a 
form of cannibalism?”

Q: Can we give euthanasia to “vegetable people?” 
(“Joyful peace mercy death.”)

A:  I am not a vegetable person, so I won’t answer this 
question. But if I put a person to sleep, I offend heaven 
and earth’s preference for life. If you don’t kill him, and 
he has no chance to live happily? I can’t answer your 
question.

Q:  How do I open the fi ve eyes and the six powers?
A:  What in the world for? Why would you want to do that?

Q:  To walk the Bodhisattva Path.
A:  Why do you want to do that? If you know what you are 

walking it for, then you know how to get the eyes and 
powers. Look at a baby. He knows how to drink milk 
very naturally. If you can cut off desire and put down all 
worldly dharmas, and can be adorned with the myriad 
virtues, then you can get them. If you only know to seek 
shortcuts, forget it. It’s not possible for you.

Q:  How can you cultivate the world-transcending path 
at home?

A: Layman Pang off the T’ang Dynasty succeeded in 
cultivation while at home. Don’t forever be asking “How? 
How? How?” Use your time well. Don’t ask about the fi ve 

eyes and six powers. This is like climbing a tree to look 
for fi sh. You won’t fi nd any fi sh there.

Q:  How can you make all living beings seek the Tao?
A: If you yourself cultivate the Way and seek Buddhahood, 
just this is “all living beings seeking the Tao.”

Q:  What is the ultimate Dharma?
A:  Sweep out all dharmas and leave all traces behind.

Q:  How can I leave home?
A:  Think it over carefully. Leaving home is not done on the 

spur of the moment, or briefl y.

Q:  I brought a glass of water. Can you bless it so I can 
use it to cure sick people?

A:  Bless it yourself. This is much better than relying on 
external conditions. Don’t rely on me, don’t rely on 
yourself. Recite the Da Bei Jou sincerely, and use your 
own will-power. You will naturally get a response.

Q:  I have a patient who seems to get better, and then 
gets worse. What is going on?

A:  This is diffi cult. If a demon of illness comes and goes, 
it can be a pig ghost or a horse ghost, who comes and 
says, “You ate too much off my fl esh and now it’s time 
to pay it back.” Cancer comes from having done too 
much killing. If you are afraid of getting sick, then eat 
less meat. If you don’t fear sickness, eat all the meat you 
want.

Q:  Does the Off to Rebirth Mantra really work? Do you 
have to be enlightened?

A:  It doesn’t take eight hours, eight hours is not apart from 
one single thought. If you have gung fu, then with the 
fi rst recitation, a person can be crossed over. Without 
gung fu, you can recite until your throat breaks and it 
won’t be effective.

Q:  How about holding the precepts?
A:  Taking them is one thing, holding them is another. If you 

truly understand, then do no evil and do all good deeds. 
Get rid of desire. If you can end desire and have no lust, 
then just that is it. If you can’t cut off sexual desire, then 
whatever good you do is still considered demonic karma.

Q:  If I recite the Buddha’s name will it solve all my
 problems?
A:  We don’t recite the Buddha’s name to solve problems. 

It’s to be reborn in Amitabha’s Land of Utmost Happiness. 
Reciting sutras builds your wisdom. If you have enough 
wisdom, then all problems are solved at the fi rst touch of 
the blade.

Q:  What does it mean to not seek?
A:  Try your best. Don’t take what you don’t deserve.

Q:  How do I get rid of greed, hatred, and stupidity?
A: Kill them. 

With permission from City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, USA
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