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Welcome!

Revised August 12, 2019; August 16, 2020; May 28, 2022; July 4, 2022; February 21, 2023

Welcome to the pure dhamma website! This website explains critical concepts in Buddhism (Buddha Dhamma) per the Pāli Canon, Tipiṭaka.

Note: Now, you can select the “dark mode” (suitable for nighttime reading) or the “regular mode” by clicking the “crescent Moon icon” at the bottom right.

Buddhism (Buddha Dhamma) describes the “laws of nature” as discovered by the Buddha 2500 years ago. This website presents those teaching per the Pāli Canon, Tipiṭaka. Even though I was a Buddhist by birth, I never bothered to consider why I was a Buddhist. When I retired several years ago, I started reading widely on many subjects, including science, philosophy, and religion.

▪When I started to glean the profound message of the Buddha, I realized that I had not known much about my own “religion.” Furthermore, it had been “contaminated” over its long history. Since 2009, I have been trying to find the essence of the message of the Buddha. I wanted to share the results with the rest of the world; see, “About.”

There seem to be three types of people who become interested in “Buddhism”:

1.Those who have endured hardships see “suffering in this world” and seek solutions.

2.Those getting to old age are beginning to see signs of possible problems looming in the future. That includes aging, various ailments, not being able to get satisfaction from those things that provided comfort before, etc.

3.Those who are intellectually motivated and exposed to Dhammapada verses or some other types of sayings by the Buddha see a glimpse of a broader worldview of the Buddha.

Some who have been to meditation retreats realize there is a second option than seeking material wealth and indulging in sensory pleasures. Especially for those people in categories 1 and 2, it becomes clear that indulging in sense pleasures does not have staying power. On the other hand, the sense of well-being achieved via insight meditation (not breath meditation) has staying power and does not go down as one gets old.

▪It is a good idea for people in any category first to understand Buddha’s message. Those who are intellectually motivated will be able to get a complete picture and thus better intellectual satisfaction. For those in categories 1 and 2, a much better idea of focusing their efforts will become apparent with an insight into why focusing on purifying the mind will be beneficial.

▪January 30, 2019: For those new to Buddha Dhamma (or want to look at the essential fundamentals, see “Essential Buddhism.”

▪Today, there are many incorrect interpretations of Buddha’s teachings. See the new section on “Elephants in the Room.”

I believe anyone could benefit in some way by first getting a complete worldview of the Buddha Dhamma, which is much more expansive and complex than the one we perceive with our senses. The mind is the precursor to everything in this world: “Manopubbangamā Dhammā...”

This website was launched in early January 2014. As of August 2020, it has around 600 posts. You may want to look at some new sections listed at the end of this post. Some early posts may need revisions.

▪I discuss many “scientific aspects” to illustrate that Buddha Dhamma is a complete worldview that withstood all scrutiny for 2500 years. However, my main goal is to convey the benefits of actual practice.

I have experienced much of what I discuss here. The reason that I started this website is to share that experience with anyone interested. The “practice” part will emerge as I lay down the basic ideas. To practice something, one needs to know what to practice. See “Bhāvanā (Meditation).”

▪Buddha Dhamma is NOT a religion to be followed by following rituals or blindly following a few precepts. It describes laws of nature that need to be “grasped” and “lived.” Dhamma here means “teachings.” First, the correct teachings must be understood. Then it becomes clear WHY one must live life in a certain way.

▪This website is not a blog but a Content Management System (CMS). The material does not belong to me, but to the Buddha. What I try to do is to keep the information accurate to the best of my ability. I will change the format and contents to revise as needed or present better. So, please go back and read “old topics” occasionally.

▪Also, one needs to contemplate the ideas presented; just quickly going through them may not yield many benefits.

Another aspect that I try to highlight is the CONSISTENCY of Buddha Dhamma. You will see links from any given area to other sections. The Buddha is called “Bhaghavath” [bhagava] because he analyzed the same in many ways. They are all self-consistent with the primary axioms, such as 31 realms of existence, kamma/vipāka, and rebirth.

▪As science has progressed mainly over the past hundred years, consistency with science is also becoming apparent. But science has not yet grasped the mind’s importance (over matter.). In some of the posts, I am making predictions about what science will discover in the future. To have a timestamp, I started putting the publication date of new posts beginning in late October 2015.

▪Please send your suggestions/comments/questions and let me know of any technical issues with the site using the “Comments” tab. I do not plan to have a discussion forum, so your comments will not be published.

▪I usually write four to five essays a month. They are listed in the “New/Revised Posts” menu at the bottom of each page. Engaging/relevant news articles are also on that menu.

▪I started posting the publication date in new posts starting on October 23, 2015. Thus, if a web post is not dated, it must have been published before October 23, 2015.

The Buddha said, “Sabba dānaṁ Dhamma dānaṁ jināti,” or “Gift of Dhamma excels all other gifts.” Please inform others about this site if you benefit from it. [Sabba-rasaṁ dhamma-raso jināti. All taste(s) the dhamma-taste excels.]

▪However, we should only inform others. Humanity has suffered enough from those who have tried to force their views on others. As the Buddha said, “Come and see for yourself!.”

The Buddha also said, “Sabba ratin Dhamma ratin jināti,” or “Taste of Dhamma excels all other tastes (pleasures).” I hope you will be patient to look around the site to learn enough pure Dhamma to enjoy its taste.

Note added/revised December 7, 2016: I have added a “Font Size Selector” on the top right so that any reader can control the font size.

▪There are two other possible tools: 1. Each post can be printed using the PRINT button below that post. 2. All the posts on the site can be downloaded using three eBook formats. One can read them on electronic devices like Amazon Kindle: Pure Dhamma Essays in Book Format.

Note added June 8, 2017: As of today, there are over 450 posts on the website. Recently, I have been getting inquiries on “where to start?.” I just added the following post to summarize various sections and how to locate posts of interest: “User’s Guide to Pure Dhamma Website.”

April 14, 2018: Discussion forum initiated in December of 2017: “Forum.” Updates and new posts at “New / Revised Posts.”

March 2018: New section on “Quantum Mechanics and Dhamma.”

November 20, 2018: I have disabled comments on individual posts. You can comment at the “Forum” or email me at lal@puredhamma.net.

July 10, 2019: New section on “Origin of Life.”

July 31, 2020: New section on “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.”

February 19, 2021: New subsection on “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Essential Concepts.”

July 2, 2021: New subsection on “Basic Framework of Buddha Dhamma.”

February 28, 2022: New section on “Elephants in the Room.”

It is important to know that there is a special convention for writing Pāli words: “Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.” There is also a “Pāli Glossary – (A-K).”
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June 8, 2017; revised October 1, 2017; August 28, 2022

As of August 2022, there are over 700 posts on the website. Recently, I have been getting inquiries on “where to start?” when one first comes to the website.

1. First, there are a few general tools that can be used to navigate the website:

▪Following is what the home page of the site should look like.

[image: Home-Page-2]

▪If you do not see it like that with the menu system, you should update your browser (Google Chrome, Microsoft Explorer, Firefox, etc) so that you would be able to see the menu as shown above.

▪Another way to look at the whole menu is “Pure Dhamma – Sitemap.” All posts are categorized under sections and subsections there. One could scan through it to locate relevant posts of interest.

▪The “Search” button at the top right is also good at extracting relevant posts for a given keyword or keywords.

▪I have added a “bread crumbs” link at the top of each page so you can see which section/subsection the page belongs to. You can go to that section/subsection and read more on that topic.

▪January 30, 2019: For those new to Buddha Dhamma (or just want to look at the essential fundamentals, see “Essential Buddhism.”

▪February 28, 2022: New section pointing out the glaring inconsistencies (with the Tipiṭaka) in the current Theravāda texts: “Elephants in the Room.”

2. First, for those familiar with Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism), I like to point out that three main misconceptions are prevalent today. They not only block the path to Nibbāna but are micchā diṭṭhi that could be responsible for rebirth in the apāyā. I am not trying to scare anyone, but “making adhamma to be dhamma is a serious offense.”

▪Misinterpretation of anicca, dukkha, anatta: “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪Misinterpretation of breath meditation as Ānāpānasati: “Is Ānāpānasati Breath Meditation?.”

▪Insisting that the gandhabba (manomaya kāya) is a Mahāyāna concept: “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

▪These misconceptions are not the fault of current Theravādins; they have been handed down for hundreds of years, as explained in the “Historical Background.” However, it makes no sense to adhere to them when solid evidence is presented, per the above posts and many others on this website.

▪Of course, no one should be able to insist, “this is the only truth, and nothing else is the truth,” but the truth can be verified to one’s satisfaction by critically examining the evidence. I am open to discussing any valid contrary evidence. We need to sort out the truth for the benefit of all.

3. Now, let us discuss which sections could interest people with different backgrounds on their exposure to Buddha Dhamma.

▪The “Moral Living and Fundamentals” section is a good start for anyone since the fundamentals of Buddha Dhamma are discussed. In particular, the subsections, “Buddha Dhamma and Buddhism” and “Dhamma Concepts” could be informative.

▪The subsection on “Working Towards Good Rebirths” broadens the concepts discussed in the above subsection to indicate how one’s actions need to be tailored to seek rebirths in higher realms and to avoid births in the lower realms (apāyā) in case one is unable to attain any stages of Nibbāna in this life.

▪Even those exposed to “Buddhism” may realize that some fundamental aspects have been misrepresented in many textbooks and websites.

4. The “Buddha Dhamma” section is a more advanced version of the above-mentioned sections. It discusses the basis of the Buddha Dhamma, i.e., the importance of purifying one’s mind in the first few posts.

▪The Buddha described a wider world of 31 realms of which we know only two: the animal and human realms: “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪Then it discusses how the Buddha could see that “bigger picture” in the post, “Buddha Dhamma: Non-Perceivability and Self-Consistency.”

▪The two posts “Saṁsāric Time Scale, Buddhist Cosmology, and the Big Bang Theory” and “Evidence for Rebirth” discuss how we have been going through the birth/death/rebirth process from the beginning-less time.

5. For those who have had exposure mainly to “Mahāyāna Buddhism,” the following two posts will provide an idea of why Mahāyāna sutrās are very different from the suttā that the Buddha delivered: “Saddharma Pundarika Sutra (Lotus Sutra) – A Focused Analysis” and “What is Sunyata or Sunnata (Emptiness)?.”

▪Further details on how various “schools of Buddhism” — like Mahāyāna, Vajrayāna (Tibetan), Zen, etc. — evolved within the first 1000 years after the Buddha can be found in the “Historical Background” section.

6. Even Theravāda Buddhism — which is supposed to be closest to the Buddha’s original teachings — has been contaminated over the years, mainly due to three key reasons. The first reason is losing the true interpretations of ten types of micchā diṭṭhi (wrong views).

▪There are two types of Eightfold Paths: mundane and transcendental (lokuttara). One needs to first get into the mundane Path by getting rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi; see “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).”

▪One of the ten micchā diṭṭhi is “para loka (“paralowa” in Sinhala) or the world of gandhabba does not exist.” Many people think that gandhabba is a Mahāyāna concept, but that is a big mistake; see below.

▪One cannot even get into the mundane Eightfold Path if one believes that para loka and gandhabba are not real.

7. Second, various Hindu meditation techniques — including wrong interpretations of kasiṇa meditation and Ānāpānasati (as breath meditation) — were incorporated into Theravāda teachings especially after Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga; see, “Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga – A Focused Analysis,” and the posts referred to there.

8. Third and most important reason is the incorrect translation of key Pāli words like anicca and anatta by the Early European scholars in the 1800s, see, “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.”

▪Let us briefly discuss each of those three and point to a few more relevant posts.

9. Many people don’t realize that the concept of gandhabba (mental body) is a critical component in explaining how life functions in human and animal realms.

▪First, it is a misconception that gandhabba is a Mahāyāna concept; see “Antarabhava and Gandhabba” and “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

▪Without the concepts of gandhabba, it is not possible to explain so many rebirth stories and out-of-body experiences that have been widely reported in recent years; see, “Evidence for Rebirth” and “Manomaya Kāya and Out-of-Body Experience (OBE).”

▪The main opposition to the concept of gandhabba in current Theravāda circles is the misconception that it is an “antarābhava,” i.e., between two bhava. But a human gandhabba is in the same “human bhava.”This is clarified in “Antarabhava and Gandhabba.”

▪The critical role of the mental body (gandhabba) in giving rise to multiple births (jāti) within human and animal existences (bhava) has been disregarded. However, not believing in the existence of gandhabba is a micchā diṭṭhi, and is a hindrance to attaining the Sotāpanna stage; see, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪Because of its high importance, gandhabba is discussed in two main sections: “Mental Body – Gandhabba” and “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”

10. Regarding the problems with Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga — published 1500 years ago — the two issues mentioned above are:

▪Regarding kasiṇa meditations discussed in the Visuddhimagga, there is not a single sutta in the Tipiṭaka that discusses kasiṇa meditation.

▪Regarding the breath meditation discussed in the Visuddgimagga, no suttā in the Tipiṭaka discusses BREATH MEDITATION. Those suttā have been mistranslated. Furthermore, there is a sutta in the Tipiṭaka that specifically says breath meditation is not Ānāpānasati meditation, see, “Is Ānāpānasati Breath Meditation?.”

11. The critical problem of incorrect translation of anicca and anatta has prevented so many people from making progress over the past 200 years. I strongly recommend the post, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪More posts can be found in the section “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.” The correct interpretation of many relevant key suttā is discussed in that section.

▪The introductory timeline on those historical developments is given in “Incorrect Theravāda Interpretations – Historical Timeline,” and all relevant posts are in the “Historical Background” section.

12. Now let us turn to an issue of relevance to many new to Buddha Dhamma. Many people — especially in Western countries — have a hard time believing in rebirth; see, “Buddhism without Rebirth and Nibbāna?.”

▪The section, “Living Dhamma,” is specially designed for one to start following Buddha Dhamma even without believing in the concept of rebirth.

▪The first two subsections there are good to be read by everyone. One can experience a real “cooling down” even without believing in rebirth.

▪The latter subsections gradually take one to advanced concepts, and the latter sections are appropriate even for people with advanced backgrounds in Buddha Dhamma. One would be able to clarify advanced concepts in later subsections.

13. Once one starts looking into Buddha Dhamma seriously, it is a good idea to learn a few basic things about the Pāli language. The Pāli Canon, first transmitted orally and then written 2000 years ago, still has all the suttā composed by the Buddha and memorized by Ven. Ānanda.

▪See “Preservation of the Dhamma” and other relevant posts in the “Historical Background.”

▪While the Buddha encouraged delivering Dhamma to others in their native language, there are some advantages to learning at least some key Pāli words, see, “Why is it Necessary to Learn Key Pāli Words?.”

▪In particular, learning the meanings behind some key roots like “saŋ” makes a huge difference in gaining an understanding of keywords like saṁsāra and sammā, see, the subsection on “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

14. Learning the correct meanings of the suttā in the Tipiṭaka is essential to learning Buddha Dhamma. Most existing literature, even on Theravāda, has incorrect translations.

▪The section “Sutta Interpretations” discusses some key suttā in the Tipiṭaka.

▪It is a good idea first to read two important posts in that section, “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa” and “Pāli Dictionaries – Are They Reliable?.”

▪Short and succinct sayings of the Buddha in the Dhammapada provide deep insights in short verses. Some of these are discussed in the “Dhammapada” section.

15. Meditation (both formal and informal) is essential to following the Path of the Buddha. The “Bhāvanā (Meditation)” provides a series of posts on the fundamentals of meditation and also on advanced topics.

▪A critical misconception that is prevalent today is that Ānāpānasati bhāvanā is breath meditation. Several posts discuss the correct version, and the post, “Is Ānāpānasati Breath Meditation?” discusses evidence from the Tipiṭaka that breath meditation is not Ānāpāna.

▪The Satipaṭṭhāna bhāvanā is discussed in the subsection, “Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta.”

16. Buddha Dhamma is based on the principle of causation (cause and effect), which in Pāli is Paṭicca Samuppāda. The principles are discussed in the section “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪While the meaning of Paṭicca Samuppāda is clear from its name itself, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha”+“Sama+uppāda”,” the main concepts are discussed in plain English: “Paṭicca Samuppāda in Plain English.”

▪Comprehension of the Four Noble Truths requires understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda and Tilakkhaṇa. See “Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, Four Noble Truths.”

▪Just because causes exist does not necessarily mean that effects (results) will follow. There must be suitable conditions for those results (also called vipāka). This is discussed in detail in the subsection “Paṭṭhāna Dhamma.”

17. Chanting of suttā and reciting the virtues of Buddha, Dhamma, and Saṅgha can prepare one’s mind to be receptive to learning Dhamma and thus could be an important part of the practice, see, “Buddhist Chanting.”

▪The section on “Myths or Realities?” is also important since it discusses many concepts and practices that some consider to not belong to Buddha Dhamma.

18. For those who would like to see how compatible Buddha Dhamma is with modern science, the “Dhamma and Science” section is a good resource.

▪That section points out both consistencies and inconsistencies with modern science.

▪Modern science has had to revise or come up with new theories to explain many phenomena over the past 500 years, but Buddha Dhamma (in the Tipiṭaka) has remained the same for over 2500 years.

▪I predict the remaining inconsistencies will also be resolved in favor of Buddha Dhamma.

19. The section on “Tables and Summaries” is an important collection of posts summarizing bits of information or “data” that are not necessary to be memorized but could be needed to explain things in detail.

▪There are several posts with listings of types of citta, cetasika, 28 types of rūpa, etc., in this section.

▪There is also a Pāli glossary with pronunciation: “Pāli Glossary – (A-K)” and “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z).”



20. Some either have already learned Abhidhamma, or would like to learn. For them, the “Abhidhamma” section could be useful. There are several subsections in this section on various topics.

▪The “Abhidhamma via Science” section highlights some overlaps between Abhidhamma Science.

▪One of my favorite subjects is Abhidhamma. When one has proceeded along the Path to some extent, it could be useful to learn Abhidhamma, which will help gain a deeper understanding.

21. Finally, but most importantly, three important subsections discuss issues involved in attaining magga phala (stages of Nibbāna). The primary goal of this website is to provide enough material for one to attain the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna.

▪First, the concept of Nibbāna is a puzzle to many. It is discussed in several posts in the subsection: “Nibbāna.”

▪Some critical points to consider by those making an effort in that direction are discussed in the subsection: “Seeking Nibbāna.”

▪The first goal of those who seek Nibbāna is the Sotāpanna stage. Many concepts are requirements for achieving that goal are discussed in the subsection: “Sotāpanna Stage of Nibbāna.”

▪The section “Living Dhamma” is specially designed for one to start following Buddha Dhamma even without believing in the concept of rebirth, all the way to the Sotāpanna stage. People with a more advanced background can start at later subsections, skipping the early ones.
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February 16, 2023 

This series of short posts with charts presents fundamental concepts of Buddhism (Buddha Dhamma) and helps clarify major misconceptions.

What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma? (with chart A)

Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind

True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering (with chart B)

Uncovering the Suffering-Free (Pabhassara) Mind (with chart B1)

Each Citta Starts with Distorted Saññā (with chart B2)

Contamination of the Human Mind Based on a Sensory Input (with chart B3)

Contamination of a Human Mind – Detailed Analysis (with chart B3)

Pāli Words – Writing and Pronunciation (with chart C)

Buddha Dhamma – Foundation (with chart #1)

Buddhism without Rebirth and Nibbāna? (with chart #2)

Evidence for Rebirth (with chart #3)

Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta (with chart #4)

Five Aggregates – Introduction (with chart #5)

Loka Sutta – Origin and Cessation of the World (with chart #6)

Saṅkhāra – An Introduction (with chart #7)

Kamma And Saṅkhāra, Cetanā And Sañcetanā (with chart #8)

Nāmarūpa in Vipāka Viññāṇa (with chart #9)

Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda (with chart #10)

Saḷāyatana Are Not Sense Faculties (with chart #11)

Difference between Phassa and Samphassa (with chart #12)

Anuseti – How Anusaya Grows with Saṅkhāra (with chart #13)

Rūpa, Dhammā (Appaṭigha Rūpa) and Nāmagotta (Memories) (with chart #14)

 







Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind





Recovering the suffering-free pure mind requires comprehension of Buddha’s broader worldview and his analysis of mental phenomena.

August 9, 2023

True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering (with chart B)

Uncovering the Suffering-Free (Pabhassara) Mind (with chart B1)

Each Citta Starts with Distorted Saññā (with chart B2)

Contamination of the Human Mind Based on a Sensory Input (with chart B3)

Contamination of a Human Mind – Detailed Analysis (with chart B3)





True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering





July 29, 2023; revised August 1, 2023 (#7); revised August 9, 2023 (#7)

True happiness is the complete absence of suffering, per the Buddha. In contrast, people seek to maximize their sensory experiences, but the Buddha showed that such efforts only lead to suffering in the end.
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Average Humans (Puthujjana) and Noble Persons (Ariya)

1. Average humans (puthujjana) are those who have not heard (or heard but not understood) the teachings of the Buddha.

▪The eight types of Noble Persons (Ariya) are those who have understood the teachings of the Buddha (Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa) at various levels. 

▪The worldviews of the Ariya are the exact opposite of those of the puthujjana.

▪One becomes a Sotāpanna Anugāmi (first stage of Ariya) by comprehending the worldview of the Buddha.

Exactly Opposite Worldviews

2. A puthujjana believes that one’s happiness grows with the accumulation of external things that provide sensory pleasures; the Buddha referred to sensory pleasures at various levels in various ways: sukha/somanassa vedanā, kāma assāda, sāmisa sukha, nirāmisa sukha, etc. 

▪Sensory pleasures are highest in the kāma loka, where five senses (eyes, ears, nose. tongue, and the body) can bring “pañca kāma” (“pañca” means “five” and “kāma” means “sensory pleasure.”) The human realm belongs to kāma loka. 

▪However, the Buddha taught that true and ultimate happiness (complete absence of suffering) lies HIDDEN in one’s own mind. That is the mind DEVOID OF rāga, dosa, moha. It is the “pabhassara citta,” or a mind with “undefiled thoughts,” as explained below.

▪Thoughts (or citta) of a puthujjana are contaminated with rāga, dosa, and moha. That means the natural “suffering-free mind” gets covered further by the actions of a puthujjana trying to maximize sensual pleasures.

Puthujjana Are Only Aware of “Sāmisa Vedanā” Due to “Pañca Kāma”

3. We humans generate pleasant (sukha/somanassa), stressful (dukha/domanassa), and neutral (adukkhamasukha) vedanā based on our experiences with the five senses (eyes, ears, nose. tongue, and the body.)

▪Puthujjana would like to maximize the sukha/somanassa vedanā and minimize the dukha/domanassa vedanā. Most puthujjana are not aware of any other types of vedanā.

▪Therefore, whenever they encounter dukha/domanassa vedanā, they try to overcome them by engaging in activities that provide sukha/somanassa vedanā.

▪For example, when depressed many resort to consuming alcohol or taking drugs, assuming that is the only way to get rid of that depression. When getting depressed about not having enough sex, some resort to rape. The “solution” is always associated with another sensory input. 

4. Therefore, puthujjana believe that happiness is in the external things that we experience with the five senses: rūpa (things we see), sadda (sounds we hear), gandha (smells), rasa (food), and phoṭṭhabba (bodily touches.) 

▪They try accumulating external things that seem to provide sukha/somanassa vedanā. Those things (houses, cars, music, fragrances, tasty food, sexual pleasure) cost money. Thus, considerable effort is undertaken to acquire material wealth. 

▪The process of wealth accumulation MAY lead to immoral deeds and WILL also keep one trapped in the kāma loka (apāyās, the human realm, and the six Deva realms.) Kāma loka is where all five senses are active. In the higher Brahma lokās, three close contacts of gandha (smells), rasa (food), and phoṭṭhabba (bodily touches) are not there.

▪Kāma loka, with the five types of “sensual pleasures” (“pañca kāma”), is where “kāma” is optimum and one is furthest from Nibbāna.

Relatively Few Puthujjana Are Aware of “Nirāmisa Sukha” 

5. Even before the Buddha, some ascetics realized that “pañca kāma” leads to “net suffering” even though they provide immediate sukha/somanassa vedanā. 

▪For example, a depressed person may take drugs and “get high.” However, taking drugs will lead to dangerous health issues. With time, higher doses of drugs will be needed to overcome depression, and that will accelerate the downward spiral in health. It is pretty common to hear about “deaths due to drug overdose” these days.

▪Some ancient yogis (even before the Buddha) realized such “bad consequences (ādīnava)” of “kāma assāda.” Their solution was to hide in deep forests (away from sensual temptations) and cultivate “anariya jhāna.” That involved distracting the mind from sensual thoughts by focusing it on “neutral objects” like clay balls or fires; that is “kasiṇa meditation.” A very popular version of that is “breath meditation,” where the mind is focused on the breath.

▪Such efforts can lead to “jhānās,” which as mental states that transcend the “kāma loka” on a temporary basis by suppressing “kāma rāga” or the “desires for sensual pleasures.” While that will lead to a birth in a Brahma loka after death, one’s future rebirth in apāyās is not avoided; see “Elephant in the Room 2 – Jhāna and Kasiṇa.”

▪To be free of the rebirths in the apāyās, one must first remove the wrong worldview that “pleasures are inherent in external objects”; see #1 above. 

Worldview of a Noble Person (Ariya)

6. The Buddha taught that the “natural state of mind” is free of defilements of rāga, dosa, and moha. Another way to say that is “only pabhassara citta” can arise in such a purified mind. 

First, what is meant by “pabhassara”?

▪The word comes from three sounds at the root: “pa” means again and again, “bha” is related to” bhava”; and “sara” or “chara” means “to engage/participate” (“සැරිසැරීම” in Sinhala.) Thus a “pabhasara citta” with only one “s” in the word (NOT pabhassara) is a contaminated citta that will lead to the saṁsāric journey or the rebirth process.

▪The opposite of “pabha sara” is “pabha assara,” where “assara” means “not take part in.” It rhymes with “pabhassara.”

▪Thus, someone who cleansed the mind to generate “pabhassara citta” is not liable to be reborn among the 31 realms, i.e., an Arahant generates “pabhassara citta.” See “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

▪This is why I say that Pāli is a phonetic language. Meanings come based on sounds. I have given many examples throughout the website.

Pabhassara Citta (Defilement-Free “Thought”)

7. The “pabhassara citta” is succinctly described in two verses (#51 and #52) of “WebLink: suttacentral: Accharāsaṅghātavagga (AN 1.51-60)” of Anguttara Nikaya.

▪There, #51 states “Pabhassaramidaṁ (Pabhassaraṁ idaṁ) bhikkhave, cittaṁ. Tañca kho āgantukehi upakkilesehi upakkiliṭṭhaṁ. Taṁ assutavā puthujjano yathābhūtaṁ nappajānāti. Tasmā ‘assutavato puthujjanassa cittabhāvanā natthī’ti vadāmī”ti.” meaning, “Bhikkhus, the mind is (inherently) without defilements and thus is not conducive to rebirth. But it is (normally) corrupted by the defilements. An ignorant ordinary person (puthujjano) does not truly understand that. So I don’t teach meditation (citta bhāvanā) to an ignorant ordinary person.”

▪Then #52 states “Pabhassaramidaṁ, bhikkhave, cittaṁ. Tañca kho āgantukehi upakkilesehi vippamuttaṁ. Taṁ sutavā ariyasāvako yathābhūtaṁ pajānāti. Tasmā ‘sutavato ariyasāvakassa cittabhāvanā atthī’ti vadāmī”ti.” meaning “Bhikkhus, the mind is (inherently) without defilements and thus is not conducive to rebirth. A mind can be freed from the defilements. A learned Noble Disciple (sutavā ariyasāvako) truly understands that. So I teach meditation (citta bhāvanā) to a Noble Disciple.”

▪The baseline “pure mind” generates only pabhassara cittās. However, it remains hidden under layers of defilement.  The critical point is that it is possible to “peel off those layers” and recover the “pure mind.” We will discuss that in the next several posts.  See posts under the “Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind” section of “Buddhism – In Charts.”

Attaining Nibbāna (Arahanthood) Involves Uncovering the Hidden “Pure Mind”

8. Therefore, the “suffering-free” status of a mind is within us all. It has been thoroughly covered with many layers of defilements in our long saṁsāric journey. All we need to do is to uncover that “pure mind.”

▪Until that is understood, one would be an “assutavā puthujjano” who has not yet grasped the worldview of the Buddha. 

▪Once one “sees” (with wisdom) that what we need to do is NOT to change the external world but to cleanse our own mind, it will become much easier to grasp what Nibbāna is. That is a paradigm change in the worldview.

9. In Paṭicca Samuppāda, one meaning of avijjā is not to understand the above. Thus, a puthujjana would strive to acquire wealth by engaging in abhisaṅkhāra (“avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra”) and seeking sensory pleasures. But such efforts ALWAYS lead to suffering: “..upādāna paccayā bhavo, bhava paccayā jāti, jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa, soka-parideva-dukkha-domanassupāyasā sambhavan’ti.”

▪Therefore, it is critical to understand the things we attach to (and generate abhisaṅkhāra based on such attachments) do not have the power to keep us attached to them. 

▪Instead, it is our “upside-down worldview” that makes us think that those external things have “attractive qualities” (kāma guṇa.) 

▪One cannot truly meditate (and get to Nibbāna) without understanding that first, as the Buddha stated in #7 above. 

Uncovering the “Pure Mind” (Pabhassara Citta) Is like Cleansing a Gem covered with Dirt

10. Even the most precious gem is indistinguishable from a regular stone if it is covered with many layers of dirt. 

▪We must start uncovering our “hidden gem” (“pure mind” that generates only pabhassara citta) by starting peeling off layers of dust that have been accumulated.

▪The first (and the thickest) layer of dust covering our “hidden gem” is the wrong view that worldly things have inherently (intrinsic) attractive nature. This is also a version of “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi.”

▪Once that layer is removed, one can glimpse the hidden shiny gem. That is the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage of Nibbāna. After that, there is no turning away from Nibbāna because one has confirmation of the “hidden gem.” Attaining this Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage involves only UNDERSTANDING Buddha Dhamma (“dassanena pahātabbā.”) Pahātabbā means “removal”; thus, “dassanena pahātabbā” means “removal with vision.”

▪The removal of the rest of the dirt requires Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā (“bhāvanāya pahātabbā” or “removal via formal meditation” as in “citta bhāvanā” in #7 above.)

True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering

11. Have you noticed that there is no mention in the entire Tipiṭaka about Buddha teaching about how to enhance the “sukha vedanā“? The “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbāna Sukha Sutta (AN 9.34)” explains that “Nibbāna sukha” is the “absence of any vedanā.”

▪The Buddha always talked about “eliminating dukha vedanā.” He pointed out that dukha (with one k) or suffering can be eliminated. That is why the First Noble Truth is about “suffering that can be removed,” i.e., “Dukkha Sacca.” Here, dukkha (with two k’s) (dukha + khaya) implies “dukha that can be can be eliminated (khaya.)

▪He did not dispute that there are many types of sukha vedanā to be had in this world (experienced with the five senses.) These five means of enjoying sensual pleasures are “pañca kāma.”

▪But he pointed out that “pañca kāma” can only be experienced at the expense of giving up the “suffering-free Nibbāna” or the “pure mind” that generates only “pabhassara citta.” A mind that enjoys “pañca kāma” is ALWAYS a “defiled mind.” 

▪The word “kāma” comes from “kha + ama,” where “kha” means to “stop or remove,” and “ama” is another name for Nibbāna. The more kāma one enjoys, the further removed one is from Nibbāna, the complete absence of suffering.

▪“Pañca kāma” means “five types of kāma” (experienced with the five physical senses) available in the 11 lower realms (four apāyās, the human realm, and the six Deva realms.) Since they provide the highest number of avenues for “sensual pleasures” (sāmisa sukha), those realms are said to be in “kāma loka” (where kāma predominates.)

12.  I briefly discussed the “nirāmisa sukha” experienced by yogis who give up pañca kāma and cultivate anariya jhāna. Their mindset is the same as that of a Brahma. Pañca kāma (and associated sāmisa sukha) is absent in the Brahma realms. 

▪“Nirāmisa vedanā” means transcending the “sāmisa vedanā” or the “stronger vedanā.” However, both belong to the world of 31 realms and keep one away from Nibbāna.

▪There are two types of kāma (attachment to rūpa and sadda) still present for the rūpāvacara Brahmās (or the yogis who experience jhāna.) But those rūpās and saddās do not involve “close (oḷārika) contacts” like food, smell, or sex.

▪Even those two types are absent for the arūpāvacara Brahmās (or the yogis who experience arūpāvacara samāpatti.) But they still have a trace of “vedanā” left, as explained in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbāna Sukha Sutta (AN 9.34).” Any type of vedanā is associated with the world of 31 realms.

13. Then what is meant by “Nibbāna sukha” or “Nibbānic bliss”?

▪As explained in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbāna Sukha Sutta (AN 9.34),” the Nibbānic bliss is the absence of any vedanā (or even citta.) A citta cannot arise without the involvement of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa (five aggregates.) All five are absent in Nibbāna.

▪The Nibbānic bliss can be experienced even in this life by an Arahant in nirodha samāpatti (or saññāvedayita nirodha.) However, any Arahant would experience sukha and dukha vedanā that come to the physical body if they are not in nirodha samāpatti.

▪The closest analogy for the “Nibbāna sukha” or “Nibbānic bliss” is the following: Think of someone who has had a chronic headache from the time as a baby. That person has never experienced a moment without a headache. How would that person feel if that headache went away? That relief is not a vedanā but a “blissful experience” for that person. “Nibbānic bliss” is such a relief (which holds permanently, forever, for an Arahant after death.)

▪Nibbānic bliss starts with a trace of it at the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage and grows as one makes progress on the Noble Path. There will not be even a trace of suffering left after the death of the Arahant.




Uncovering the Suffering-Free (Pabhassara) Mind
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Suffering-free (pabhassara) mind is the baseline state of mind for all. It is covered with layers of dirt (defilements of rāga, dosa, and moha), but they can be removed, and the ‘pure mind’ can be recovered.
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Suffering-Free (Pabhassara) Mind

1. The baseline state of the mind of any sentient being is pure and incapable of generating rāga, dosa, and moha. 

▪The Buddha used several gauges to quantify the “level of contamination” of a defiled mind. The common ones are saṁyojanā, anusaya, āsava, and gati; we will focus on saṁyojanā since it is easier to visualize.

▪Saṁyojanās are ten “mental bonds” that bind a mind to the rebirth process (saṁsāra.) These “mental bonds” are formed with rāga, dosa, and moha (simplistically translated as greed, anger, and ignorance.) See “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process.”

▪Such a defiled mind can generate only pabhasara cittas (pabhasara is the opposite of pabhassara,) where cittās as commonly translated as “thoughts.”

2. In the previous post, “True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering,” I pointed out three critical points:

i.A pabhassara (with two s’s) citta is a “pure citta” not subjected to the rebirth process, but a pabhasara (with only one “s”) citta does perpetuate the rebirth process. Attaining the Arahant stage means the mind will start generating only pabhassara cittas. 

ii.A pure, undefiled mind that generates only pabhassara citta, i.e., a “pure citta,” is hidden deep inside a defiled mind. It remains hidden due to avijjā, anusaya, saṁyojanā, gati, etc.  

iii.The Buddha showed how to stop that contamination. That leads to a stress-free mind during this life itself; furthermore, it stops the rebirth process, eliminating even a trace of future suffering.

▪In upcoming posts in this series, we will discuss these in detail with a pabhassara citta (pure mind) as the baseline. See “Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind.”

A Defiled Mind (Pabhasara) Can Generate Suffering and Joy

3. A defiled mind will generate pabhasara (defiled) cittās at varying degrees depending on the sensory input (ārammaṇa.) 

▪A “mind-pleasing” ārammaṇa will lead to the rising of rāga and moha. A “disliked” ārammaṇa leads to the rising of dosa and moha. A “neutral” ārammaṇa may lead to the rising citta contaminated with only moha.

▪Furthermore, an uncontaminated pabhassara citta will NEVER manifest for anyone below the Arahant stage. 

▪Anyone below the Arahant stage has a mind associated with a number of saṁyojanā (mental bonds) still intact: a puthujjana would have ten, a Sotāpanna/Sakadāgāmi seven, and an Anāgāmi five.

4. An average person (puthujjana) becomes joyful when encountering “mind-pleasing” ārammaṇa but becomes distraught/distressed with “disliked” ārammaṇa. They may get confused with a “neutral” ārammaṇa. 

▪Any “pleasurable experience” will eventually end, and that will lead to distress. In addition, a “disliked” ārammaṇa will cause distress too.

▪When distressed, a puthujjana would seek refuge in “pleasurable activities” to overcome the distress. That is the only way they know of “relieving stress.” 

▪We discussed that in #2 of the previous post: “True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering.”

A Defiled Mind Wanders Among the 31 Realms

5. As we know, a lifestream wanders among the 31 realms: “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.” Out of those 31, 11 are in “kāma loka,” 16 are in rūpāvacara Brahma loka and 4 in arūpāvacara Brahma loka. The latter 20 are collectively in “Brahma loka.”

▪Joyful vedanās are sukha/somanassa vedanā that may arise either as “sāmisa or sensual pleasures in kāma loka” or as “nirāmisa or jhānic pleasures in Brahma loka.” 

▪Stressful/painful vedanās are dukha/domanassa vedanā arising in the realms of kāma loka. 

▪Details in “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?” and “Nirāmisa Sukha.”

6. Thus, in the realms of kāma loka, both sukha/somanassa and dukha/domanassa vedanā can arise. In the six Deva realms, mostly sukha/somanassa vedanā arise.  In the human realm, both types can arise. However, most beings in the kāma loka are in the apāyās, where mostly dukha/domanassa vedanā arise.

▪Even though lives in the six Deva realms and the Brahma realms are relatively free of dukha/domanassa vedanā, rebirth in the apāyās is inevitable after that. All existences have finite lifetimes. 

▪Thus, pain/suffering is inevitable (for long stretches of time) in the rebirth process.

▪A given lifestream moves back and forth among the “good and bad” realms, subjected to “unbearable suffering” while in the apāyās. 

Suffering Dominates the Rebirth Process

7. We cannot assess the level of suffering in the rebirth process by “human standards.” Humans experience both sukha and dukha. Even if someone is currently experiencing dukha, their mindset is “I will be able to overcome this situation and be happy again.” 

▪Such a “positive mindset” is extreme in the Deva realms: There is little suffering to be seen or experienced until the end of that lifetime. Devās don’t worry at all about suffering.

▪The same is true of the Brahmās, who experience mostly “jhānic sukha” throughout their lifetime.

▪However, once the true nature of the apāyās is understood, one would be willing to trade the joys of millions of years in a Deva or a Brahma realm for not being subject to suffering in an apāya, even for a short time!

8. Imagine the worst suffering you encountered during this life. Now, think about being continuously subjected to even worse suffering for millions of years. That is what happens in an apāya. 

▪The animal realm is the best of the four apāyās. Think about the suffering of animals in the wild; they are eaten alive. Even though their lifetimes are short, they keep being reborn as the same animal for millions of years until released from that particular existence (bhava.) 

▪The Buddha has described the unimaginable suffering of the apāyās in several suttās. However, it is succinctly summarized in the Sattisata Sutta.

Sattisata Sutta – Take the Offer of Torture for a Hundred Years for Nibbāna

9. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Sattisata Sutta (SN 56.35)” provides a good idea of the suffering in the rebirth process. 

▪In that sutta, the Buddha says: “Bhikkhus, suppose there was a man with a lifespan of a hundred years. Suppose the following promise is given to that man: ” Each day in your life (for the hundred years), you will be stricken with a hundred spears in the morning, at midday, and in the late afternoon. But after a hundred years have passed, you will comprehend the four Noble Truths.” The Buddha told the Bhikkhus that the man should accept that offer, for the suffering to be experienced without comprehending the Noble Truths (i.e., not getting to Nibbāna) will be unimaginably worse.”

▪Therefore, it will be a small sacrifice to try to spend the rest of this life trying to comprehend the Noble Truths!

10. As I tried to point out in many posts, any “pleasurable existence” (in human, Deva, and Brahma realms) is mind-made: All births (jāti) arise via kammic energies accumulated via the Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) process (via puññābhisaṅkhāra due to ignorance.) They all have finite lifetimes.

▪The same indeed holds for births in the apāyās; they also arise via the PS process via apuññābhisaṅkhāra due to ignorance and will come to an end once the kammic energy runs out.

▪But the problem is that bearing the suffering in an apāya — even for a short time — cannot be balanced even if one gets MUCH LONGER times in a “good realm,” as pointed out in #9 above. To make matter worse, births in a “good realm” are extremely difficult to obtain.

Any Pleasure Is Countered by Much More Suffering in the Rebirth Process

11. Joyful thoughts arise (mind becomes joyful) when attaching to a “pleasurable sense input” with rāga. Stressful thoughts arise with “distasteful sense inputs” that trigger dosa.

▪We attach to external sense objects with mind-made kāmaguṇa that we attribute to them. That is the root cause of suffering. See “Kāma Guṇa – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).”

▪Furthermore, even when a defiled mind may not attach to a sense input, the neutral (adukkhamasukha) vedanā experienced still has a subtle “agitation” associated. This is typically not noticeable by puthujjana but can increasingly be experienced by those on the Noble Path (i.e., above the Sotāpanna stage.) That “agitation of mind” rises due to moha or ignorance.

A Purified Mind (Pabhassara) Cannot Generate Pain or Joy

12. In a pure mind, rāga, dosa, or moha cannot arise, i.e., pabhassara cittas are devoid of rāga, dosa, and moha. 

▪Pabhassara cittas generated by a purified mind can not generate either joyful or stressful thoughts. It only experiences the world as it is without getting attached to the world with rāga, dosa, or moha. 

▪That is the key message of the Buddha. The ascetic Bāhiya understood that whole concept with just a few verses starting with “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati, sute sutamattaṁ bhavissati,..”  [see ‘Diṭṭhe Diṭṭhamattaṁ Bhavissati’ – Connection to Saññā]

▪See, for example, #11 and #12 in “Seeing Is a Series of ‘Snapshots’.” I need to write on the Bāhiya Sutta to explain it in detail.

▪A pure mind of an Arahant generates only pabhassara cittas devoid of rāga, dosa, and moha. It is the ultimate “cooled down” state of the mind. See “Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?”

▪(Of course, a living Arahant is still subjected to physical suffering experienced with the physical body; that suffering will also stop at the death of the Arahant. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbānadhātu Sutta (Iti 44)” explains the difference between the mindset of a living Arahant (saupādisesā Nibbāna) and that an Arahant will not be reborn to experience any mindset upon death (anupādisesā Nibbāna.) At marker 4.3, the Buddha says, “Tassa idheva, bhikkhave, sabbavedayitāni anabhinanditāni sīti bhavissanti,” or “(at anupādisesā Nibbāna) an Arahant will be “fully cooled down.” That is the ultimate release from even a trace of suffering!) An ubhatobhāgavimutta Arahant can experience Anupādisesa Nibbāna (full Nibbāna) even during life.

A Puthujjana Depends on “Sensual Pleasures” to Overcome Distress/Suffering

13. When faced with a specific stressful/hurtful situation, an average person (puthujjana) needs to figure out how to overcome that situation. The “standard response” of a puthujjana is to seek solutions from the external, material world. We discussed that in #2 of the previous post: “True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering.”

Let us consider some more examples.

▪If we get sick, we need to visit a physician, and they will prescribe medication. When we get hungry, we must find food, and if we are thirsty, we must find water. When a boyfriend or girlfriend breaks up, they will likely seek another. The death of a loved one will lead to a depressed mind.

▪Many such situations lead to “mental suffering,” and the standard solutions vary from taking aspirin to seeking psychiatric help. In some extreme cases, the burden becomes unbearable and leads to suicide.

▪It’s an excellent idea to contemplate that. Aren’t our lives constantly moving back and forth between pleasure and pain? We will NEVER be able to maintain any “pleasurable experience” or avoid “painful/stressful” situations. 

▪It is essential to grasp the following primary message of the Buddha. 

“Pleasure Seeking” Moves One Away from “Real Happiness” with Pabhassara Citta

14. The “pure mind” (that automatically generates pabhassara cittās) is ALWAYS within us, hidden. Efforts to “seek happiness from the external world” keep it hidden. All we need to do is to understand that critical point and follow Buddha’s instructions to cleanse our defiled minds and uncover the “hidden gem.” 

▪True happiness has ALWAYS been with us, hidden. We have been looking for happiness in “things” in the external world. All we need to do is to cleanse our minds to recover the “hidden gem” of the “pure mind” that generates only pabhassara citta.

▪Understanding the above is the only requirement to become a Sotāpanna Anugāmi. 

▪Once that “new vision” is fully confirmed via comprehending Paṭicca Samuppāda and Tilakkhaṇa, that understanding will be complete, i.e., one becomes a Sotāpanna. That “change of worldview” is enough to break the first three saṁsāric bonds or saṁyojanās and to get to lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi.

▪A Sotāpanna can then begin following the Noble Eightfold Path, starting with the newly-gained lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi. At this point, one needs to fully engage in formal meditation (Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpānasati) to break the remaining seven saṁyojanās.

▪However, as discussed in “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?” there is a mundane eightfold path with “mundane versions” that must be completed first, especially to eliminate the ten wrong views; see #4 and #5 of that post.

All Minds Have the “Pabhassara Mind” Deeply Embedded

15. At the core of all minds (including those in the apāyās) is the “pabhassara mind,” but it is covered by ten layers of sansāric bonds (saṁyojana.)

▪Furthermore, in any realm in this world, a mind falls first on the kāma dhātu, rūpa dhātu, or arūpa dhātu. Each has its associated “distorted saññā,” and a mind WILL attach to it. The only exception is when all ten saṁyojana have been broken, i.e., when one has become an Arahant. 

▪Once attached to that “distorted saññā,” the mind falls into the “ajjhatta viññāṇa state” and starts contaminating rapidly in the “nava kamma” stage. If it reaches the “purāṇa kamma” stage, stronger kammic energies can be accumulated that can lead to future rebirths. This is explained in many posts since 8/5/2023 in “New / Revised Posts.”

▪That “mind contamination process” is extremely fast, especially in the “nava kamma” stage. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṇihitaacchavagga (AN 1.41-50),” where in #48, the Buddha states, “Bhikkhus, I do not see a single thing that’s as quick to change/evolve as the mind. So much so that it’s not easy to give a simile for how quickly the mind contaminates/evolves (upon receiving a sensory input).”




Each Citta Starts with Distorted Saññā
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A citta arises with a distorted saññā. Then it may further contaminate within its short life depending on the ārammaṇa.
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A Citta Does Not Start as a Pabhassara Citta

1. In the two previous posts of the new series on “Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind,” we discussed the fact that a “pure mind” is covered by defilements, which can be discussed in various ways. For example, rāga, dosa, moha or saṁyojana, or anusaya, etc.

▪As we discussed in the first post there, the Buddha stated: “Pabhassaramidaṁ (Pabhassaraṁ idaṁ) bhikkhave, cittaṁ. Tañca kho āgantukehi upakkilesehi upakkiliṭṭhaṁ” OR “Bhikkhus, the mind is (inherently) without defilements and thus is not conducive to rebirth. But it is (normally) corrupted by the defilements.”

▪However, that does not mean that each citta starts as a pabhassara citta and gets contaminated during its brief lifetime. Instead, it starts in a contaminated state, and that initial “contamination level”  can be roughly separated into three main categories, as we will discuss below.

The Analogy of a Four-Story House

2. The Buddha separated the 31 realms in the world (loka) into three lokās: kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka. We can visualize those three categories as the first three stories of a four-story house.

▪The first story corresponds to kāma loka with the lowest 11 realms: four realms of the apāyās, the human realm, and the six Deva realms. “Kāma loka” also means “kāma bhava.” All five physical sense faculties (and the mind) are present in kāma loka.

▪The second story is analogous to the 16 rūpāvacara Brahma realms: “rūpa loka” or “rūpa bhava” with generally two physical sense faculties (sight and sound.)

▪The third level corresponds to the arūpa loka with the highest four arūpāvacara Brahma realms, where no physical sense faculties are present, and only the mind is present.

▪As one climbs to higher floors, in general, the level of suffering is reduced.

3. The close sensory contacts of taste, smell, and touch are present only at the lowest level, i.e., kāma loka Those are the leading avenues for experiencing “sensual pleasures” (kāma assāda); the other three sense faculties (sight, sound, mind) are also employed to optimize kāma assāda.

▪However, seeking such kāma assāda leads to committing immoral deeds, which lead to mental suffering and also bad rebirths, i.e., those in the apāyās. Some ancient yogis (even before the Buddha) realized that and deliberately avoided kāma assāda (by living in remote jungles) and cultivated anariya jhānās. When the mind is removed from kāma assāda, it automatically moves to the next higher level with less stress. In our analogy, that is equivalent to moving to the second story of the house. Upon death, such a yogi is born in a rūpāvacara Brahma realm.

▪One could cultivate progressively higher jhānās and then cross over to the third level of “arūpa samāpatti” in arūpa loka. Only the mind remains here, and sight and sound faculties also become ineffective. This is where even the “mental suffering/stress” is minimal. At death, such a yogi is born in an arūpāvacara Brahma realm with a long lifetime.

▪Before the Buddha, that was all known to the world. Those yogis who attained rūpāvacara jhānās or arūpāvacara samāpatti thought they had eliminated suffering permanently.

▪However, the Buddha taught that the lifetimes in the rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara Brahma realms were finite; at the end of those lives, they “come back down” to the lower levels and can end up in the apāyās too. 

▪He showed that there is a “fourth level” where there is not even a trace of suffering; that is the “suffering-free state” (pabhassara citta) attained at Arahanthood. Furthermore, once one reaches that state, a return to the suffering-filled lower levels will never happen.

“Three Lower Levels” Have Distorted Saññā

4. Saññā (together with vedanā) is a fundamental mental characteristic. Even though vedanā and saññā belong to the general category of mental factors (cetasika), they are highlighted as two of the five aggregates (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa), whereas the rest of the 50 cetasika are aggregated under saṅkhāra. It is necessary to get a good idea of saññā: “Saññā – What It Really Means.”

▪“Kāma rāga,” or “preference for sensual pleasures,” dominates on the first floor of the “four-level house” in our analogy. Of course, the qualities of this “kāma saññā” vary drastically from the apāyās to the human realm to the six Deva realms. It can be further analyzed at subtle levels, even within the human realm. Each sentient being in the kāma loka has their intrinsic level of “kāma saññā” that one is born with. That is related to the “natural bhavaṅga state”; see #3 of “Upaya and Upādāna – Two Stages of Attachment.”  The critical point is that they all have a standard root level, “rūpa saññā” based on all six senses or five physical senses, i.e., pañca kāma. Since the mind is present in all realms, the distinction here is the availability of five types of “sensual pleasures” or “pañca kāma.”

▪A mind can overcome the “kāma dhātu” and move to the next level of “rūpa dhātu” where it will only experience sights and sounds that are not “close contacts.” These sensory contacts do not require “dense physical bodies,” and thus, rūpāvacara Brahmās have invisible, subtle bodies made of only a few suddhaṭṭhaka. The burdens associated with a physical body are absent, and they enjoy long-lasting “jhānic pleasures.” They do not have any perception of tastes, smells, or touches. Even though physical suffering is absent, there is still “mental stress” stress in the rūpa loka. Here the “rūpa saññā” is based on only three senses.

▪Even that mental stress will become less for yogis who proceed to the next — third level — of “arūpa loka” with a subtle “arūpa saññā” based on only the mind. However, even that state is not permanent. Those yogis born there have long lifetimes, but their lives end, and they will be reborn in lower realms. However, they did not know how to reach the next higher fourth level. Only a Buddha can discover the way to get to that fourth level.

▪Only at that fourth level would one have the root level of saññā associated with a pabhassara citta. Only the defilement-free, pure mind of an Arahant has access to that pabhassara citta.

Ascendance to Higher Levels – Anariya and Ariya Methods

5. One can overcome kāma rāga and move up to the mindset of a rūpāvacara Brahma in “rūpa loka” (starting with “rūpa dhātu”) by forcefully keeping the mind away from sensual thoughts. That is impossible to do while living in a normal society, where one is constantly subjected to sensory attractions. Ancient yogis moved away from women and other mind-pleasing ārammaṇa to cultivate anariya jhāna. 

▪Some yogis could even move up to the third level by continuing their anariya meditations (kasiṇa/breath meditations), which kept their minds on “neutral objects” like balls of clay, fires, and the breath.

▪However, since those methods did not help REMOVE the hidden defilements in their minds (saṁyojana, anusaya, etc.), they were forced to “come down” to lower levels once their lifetimes in the higher levels expired.

▪The Buddha realized that suppressing defilements was not enough. To attain permanent release from all 31 realms, they must be eliminated.

Back to the Analogy of a Four-Story House

6. We can visualize that as follows. Imagine a four-story house with stairways to climb to the higher floors and “sliding ramps” (like those in parks where kids slide down) to slide down to lower levels.

▪In the case of anariya yogis, they would have access to only the first three floors, with two stairways for climbing up and two downward ramps (for a quick descent.)

▪With much effort, some get to the second floor and stay there even after death by having a rebirth in a rūpāvacara Brahma realm. However, at the end of the lifetime, the floor will shrink, and they will be directed automatically to the downward ramp, and will fall to the ground level.

▪Some yogis may make an extra effort to reach the third floor and live there for a long time, even after death, until that arūpāvacara Brahma lifespan comes to an end. Then they will also end up on the ground floor via the downward ramp.

7. In contrast, when a Noble Person (Ariya) gets to the second floor, any connection to the first floor will be permanently removed, i.e., both the staircase and the downward ramp connecting to the ground floor will disappear, in our “house analogy.” That is equivalent to breaking off the first FIVE saṁyojana and permanently separating from the realms of the “kāma loka” with “kāma saññā.” At that point, one would be an Anāgāmi.

▪That Anāgāmi can further cultivate the Path and break the “rūpa rāga saṁyojana” and get to the third floor or the “arūpa loka.” At that point, both the staircase and the downward ramp connecting to the second floor will disappear, in our “house analogy.”

▪From there, the Anāgāmi can further cultivate the Path, break the remaining four saṁyojana and get to the top floor or to “saupādisesā Nibbāna,” i.e., “Nibbāna within this life.” At that point, both the staircase and the downward ramp connecting to the third floor will disappear, in our “house analogy.” That is a living Arahant.

▪Once the remaining lifetime of that Arahant runs out, the whole house will disappear. There will be no trace of that Arahant “in this world.” That is “anupādisesā Nibbāna,” the end of suffering!

▪The two types of Nibbāna discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbānadhātu Sutta (Iti 44).”

Difference Between Ubhatobhāgavimutta and Paññāvimutta Arahants

8. The “stepwise ascendance” to Nibbāna described above holds only for one set of Arahants. Just like the anariya yogis, they proceed up the “jhāna/samāpatti ladder” (but with the Ariya versions). They complete all jhānic/samāpatti stages and also attain the highest wisdom (Sammā Ñāṇa.) Thus, they are “ubhatobhāgavimutta” (released both ways: “ubhato” meaning “both ways” and “vimutta” meaning “released”) Arahants. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Ubhatobhāgavimutta Sutta (AN 9.45).”

▪However, some may ascend to the Arahant stage directly without spending time in any intermediate jhāna/samāpatti stage; they pass through those stages quickly. However, there may be others in this category who may have spent time in one or more of the intermediate jhānic/samāpatti stages.  These Arahants make progress mostly with paññā (wisdom) and thus are “paññāvimutta Arahants.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Paññāvimutta Sutta (AN 9.44).”

A Citta Arises with the Corresponding Saññā Associated with Each “Floor”

9. As we discussed above, the 31 realms in the world (loka) can be divided into three main categories: kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka.

The word “dhātu” usually means the “beginning stage” or “initial point.” For example, a citta in kāma loka arises with kāma saññā at the kāma dhātu stage. This citta then rapidly gets contaminated within its lifetime and ends up in the viññāṇa stage; see #11 below.

i.Kāma loka beings perceive the world based on all six senses (i.e., five physical senses or pañca kāma.) Any citta arises from the initial kāma dhātu stage with its characteristic “kāma saññā” and then may further contaminate when kāmaguṇa comes into play; we will discuss this in future posts. However, beings in different levels will have their own “kāma saññā;” for example, while an animal and a human both will have “kāma saññā,” they will be different. 

ii.Beings in the rūpa loka have perceptions based on only three senses. Thus, a citta in rūpa loka arises at the rūpa dhātu stage with “rūpa saññā.” They don’t have saññā for taste, smell, and touch, i.e., they have no perception of taste, smell, and touch.

iii.Similarly, a citta of an arūpāvacara being starts at the “arūpa dhātu stage” with “arūpa saññā.” They don’t have saññā for sights and sounds either. That is why the minds there are relatively free of stress.

Contamination of a Citta Happens Mostly in the Human Realm

10. Those beings in the apāyās are mostly like robots; they cannot contaminate or cleanse their cittās. Simply put, they mainly undergo suffering (some level of relief in the animal realm) but are unable to generate puññābhisaṅkhāra or apuññābhisaṅkhāra (or kusala/akusala) to a significant extent.

▪Those in the Deva and Brahma realms (who have not attained any magga phala) are in a similar situation. They do not have much suffering to deal with but mainly spend their lifetimes without accumulating puññābhisaṅkhāra or apuññābhisaṅkhāra (or kusala/akusala) to a significant extent.

▪The human realm is unique. A human has the ability to “access” any realm ranging from the lowest niraya to the highest arūpāvacara realms by cultivating corresponding types of saṅkhāra. Not only that, a human can attain Arahanthood as well. That is why human birth is so precious and must not be wasted!

11. From now on, we will focus on the development of a citta (within its brief lifetime) in the kāma loka, where pañca kāma comes into play.

▪Even though a citta starts at the kāma dhātu stage with its characteristic kāma saññā, it will then undergo “further contamination,” incorporating more defilements within an astonishingly short time (a billionth of a second), ending up in the thoroughly defiled “viññāṇa stage” and then incorporated into the “viññāṇa khandha” or “viññāṇakkhandha.” See “Citta, Mano, Viññāṇa – Nine Stages of Mind Contamination.”

▪The amount of defilements incorporated depends on the sensory input. Some “neutral inputs” do not lead to much further contamination, but an attractive or repulsive input can lead to significant contamination.

Further Contamination of a Citta with Kāmaguṇa

12. Now we have the background to discuss how a citta starting from the kāma dhātu stage with kāma saññā gets further contaminated WITHIN the lifetime of the citta due to kāmaguṇa (or kāma guṇa) that may arise in mind.

▪The critical point is that it is possible to stop the mind from contaminating the initial kāma dhātu (with kāma saññā) to the further defiled states where one does immoral deeds with the mind, speech, and the physical body. That is the basis of the correct Satipaṭṭhāna. 

▪We will discuss that in the upcoming posts.

All posts in this series: “Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind.”
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August 20, 2023; revised August 21, 2023 (#4, #13)

Contamination of the human mind can happen quickly. The “extent of contamination” depends on the sensory input and one’s gati at that moment.
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Background

1. Mind is not active all the time. When we sleep, we don’t have “thoughts.” For the mind to be active/busy, it must receive sensory input from one of the five physical senses (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, body); or the mind itself must receive a dhammā. In our waking hours, we are bombarded with numerous sensory inputs, and that is why it feels like the mind is fully occupied in our waking hours.

▪Even though it feels like we experience multiple sensory inputs simultaneously, the mind can process only one input at a time. Sensory inputs come to the mind in “packets,” each packet processed by the brain. The brain can process the five sensory inputs in parallel, but the mind processes only one “packet” at a time. Yet, since they happen very fast, we feel they happen simultaneously. 

▪Each “packet” gives rise to a citta vīthi which lasts only a billionth of a second. The mind can alternate among different types (for the six senses) and sort them out and very fast. It is a good idea to read “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta),” “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy,” and the references therein.

▪The brain is much slower than the mind. The brain takes at least a hundredth of a second to process a “data packet,” which is processed by the “seat of the mind” (hadaya vatthu) in a billionth of a second. Thus, the mind is roughly a million times faster than the brain. See “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy.”

The “Natural Bhavaṅga State” 

2. The “natural bhavaṅga state” is the bhavaṅga that one is born with. Even after attaining Arahanthood, that does not change. 

▪At the very beginning of the first citta vīthi focusing on new sensory input, the mind switches from the “natural bhavaṅga state” to focus on the incoming sensory input. 

▪However, the “base level” or “initial” rūpa saññā is based on the “natural bhavaṅga state.”

Connection Between “Gati” and the “Natural Bhavaṅga State”

3. Births in different realms are according to the gati at the moment of grasping a new bhava. The Buddha pointed out five major gati in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Gati Sutta (AN 9.68).” The first three (niraya, tiracchāna meaning animal, pettivisaya) lead to births in the apāyās; the fourth (manussa) refers to the human realm, and the fifth (deva) lead to births in the six Deva realms and the 20 Brahma realms. In many suttas, the Buddha referred to all Devas and Brahmas as just “Devas.” (Note: In the English translation of the sutta, “gati” is translated as “place of rebirth”; but gati is a more general term that does not have a corresponding word in English, with only “strong gati” leading rebirth. If you search with the word “gati” using the “Search box” on the top right, you will see many posts.)

▪The five primary “gati” listed above are drastically different.

▪Even within each major category of “gati,” there can be variations. Humans have a wide variety and overlapping of gati, and the gati of each person can and will change too. Within animals, there are numerous variations.

▪Since we are familiar with only the human and animal realms, let us take those two for comparison. 

Initial “Rūpa Saññā” of a Sensory Input Depends on “Natural Bhavaṅga”

4. Since both humans and animals are in “kāma bhava,” the mind of a human or an animal (or any living being in kāma loka) will start at the “kāma dhātu” stage with an “initial rūpa saññā” based on the “natural bhavaṅga state” that it was in.

▪However, since they have different gati, the “natural bhavaṅga state” of an animal is very different from that of a human.

▪Therefore, the same sensory input will give rise to very different types of “initial rūpa saññā” in a human compared to an animal.

▪They are common only in the sense that both belong to “kāma bhava” based on the five physical senses. But within the “kāma bhava,” the “initial rūpa saññā” experienced among different realms will differ.

5. To clarify, let us consider a human and a tiger. A human is born with “human gati,” and a tiger is born with the “gati of a tiger.” Gati, in turn, is based on the types of kamma responsible for that birth. To be born a tiger, the kamma responsible must have involved the tendency engage in “violent deeds.” A tiger tends to try to kill and eat other animals. On the other hand, human birth is due to “good kamma.”

▪Thus, the base level of “initial rūpa saññā” for humans is thus very different from that of a tiger; the gati of a tiger is also different from that of a pig, even though both are in the same animal realm.

▪These differences in “initial rūpa saññā” show up in the types of “base level saññā” associated with all five senses. Thus, species with different types of gati have very different “initial rūpa saññā” for sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches.

6. When a mind receives a new sensory input, it “breaks away” from the “natural bhavaṅga state” and goes to the beginning stage (“dhātu stage”) of analyzing that sensory input. See the previous post, “Each Citta Starts with Distorted Saññā.”

▪However, at that early stage, the mind still has the gati it was born in (corresponding to the “natural bhavaṅga state.”) Thus, it perceives the world with those earlier gati, not the gati that one currently has. 

▪That is why the initial level of saññā is roughly common to all humans, whether a puthujjana or an Arahant. 

▪They all will experience the sweetness of sugar or the foul smell of feces.

Sweetness, Saltiness, etc. are not Vedanā; They are Saññā!

7. Vedanā are normally five main types: sukha/somanassa, dukkha/domanassa, and adukkhamasukha (neutral.) Those under various situations may fall under sāmisa, nirāmisa, or nirāmisatara categories too. 

▪However, sweetness, saltiness, odors, etc., are saññā based on the “base level or initial rūpa saññā.” 

▪As discussed above, “initial rūpa saññā” for animals can be very different from those for humans. For example, when a pig sees a pile of foul-smelling feces, a “mind-pleasing rūpa saññā” arises in the pig. When a human sees the same, a “repulsive rūpa saññā” arises. 

▪Within the human realm, too, there can be minor divisions. Different males are attracted to different females, and vice versa. All those variations can be ultimately tied to one’s gati. Since gati can change, one’s preferences can change too. 

Initial “Rūpa Saññā” Does Not Have “Kāma Rāga”

8. It is critical to understand that this “initial rūpa saññā” does not have any “kāma rāga” associated. 

▪This “initial rūpa/kāma saññā” is merely a “characteristic” of the particular realm. Humans perceive the world differently from animals. We can speculate that our physical bodies are made to be compatible with that “initial rūpa saññā.”

▪For example, cows have an innate liking for grass. No one has to teach them that they need to eat grass and not fruits; their digestive system can handle grass and not fruits. On the other hand, humans don’t like to eat grass; their digestive systems can’t handle grass, either.

▪However, it is only at this very early stage that one’s “rūpa saññā” is not defiled.

▪We must also note that only a Buddha could “see” these rapid processes; we can only see that it makes sense after being explained.

After the “Initial Rūpa Saññā” Stage, Current Gati Takes Over

9. As the mind evolves, kāma rāga starts to take effect based on one’s current gati.

•As the processing of the sensory input evolves, the mind starts “preparing its own version of the “external rūpa” based on one’s current gati.” 

•All types of “defiled gati” would have gradually disappeared as one progressed on the Noble Path. An Arahant has no “defiled gati” left. 

•The “mind-made impression of the external rūpa” (“cakkhuviññeyyā rūpā,” “sotaviññeyyā saddā,” through “kāyaviññeyyā phoṭṭhabbā”) that finally emerges (within a split second) depends on the current gati. 

The “Mind-Made Rūpa” (Cakkhuviññeyyā Rūpā)

10. Therefore, each person’s mind will make its own version of the “mind-made impression of the external rūpa” based on the “level of value” (or kāma guṇa) its mind places on the sensory input. That will be based on one’s current gati.

▪This is succinctly stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kāmaguṇa Sutta (AN 9.65).”

▪Depending on the five sensual sensory inputs (pañca kāma), the mind prepares its own version of the external sensory input: “cakkhuviññeyyā rūpā,” “sotaviññeyyā saddā,” through “kāyaviññeyyā phoṭṭhabbā.”

▪Thus, a puthujjana may attach to the sensory input with kāma guṇa and start generating a mind-made somanassa and domanassa vedanā.

▪However, an Arahant “who sees the world in its real nature” does not have kāma guṇa; thus, such somanassa or domanassa vedanā will not arise.

Somanassa/Domanassa Vedanā Are Mind-Made

11. Sukha, dukkha, and adukkhamasukha (neutral) vedanā are real in the sense that they are bodily (sārīrika) vedanā (like those due to injuries) arising due to kamma vipāka;  they arise in Arahants as well.

▪On the other hand, somanassa and domanassa vedanā are “mind-made” and do not arise in Arahants. They arise when one becomes joyful or depressed due to sukha, dukkha vedanā. In addition, they can also arise due to the “initial rūpa saññā” that arises in the “kāma dhātu” stage of the mind.

▪Such “somanassa/domanassa vedanā” (mind-made vedanā) will increase rapidly if one attaches to the “initial rūpa saññā” coming with the sensory input. That happens in a split second!

12. For example, somanassa vedanā can arise in a pig seeing a pile of feces; the same sight would lead to a domanassa vedanā in a puthujjana (average human.) Both may attach to it differently: a pig will pursue it with somanassa vedanā, and a human may act on it (try to get rid of it or move away from it) with a domanassa vedanā. 

▪It is possible for anyone below the Arahant stage to attach to such somanassa and domanassa vedanā with kāma rāga. It happens often in a puthujjana and much less in a Sotāpanna.

▪Progressive defilement of the mind starts with that attachment to the “kāma saññā”  (based on one’s kāma guṇa), as we will discuss.

Somanassa/Domanassa Vedanā Arise Based on the “Initial Kāma Saññā”

13. The first step is to stop cultivating existing “defiled gati.” To do that, one must understand how a thought process (via citta vīthi) gets progressively contaminated when the mind gets “attached” to an ārammaṇa. Of course, one can get attached via a liking, dislike, or ignorance. It is easier to start with the first two since it is easy to see the contamination process.

▪For example, suppose you see your worse enemy. That starts a series of thoughts (citta vīthi) which leads to an increasingly agitated/angry mind. The opposite happens when seeing a delicious meal or an attractive person. The mind attaches with a “pleasurable feeling” but that can also lead to an agitated mind and unwise actions. 

▪If neither of those is stopped, one’s tendency to do the same again will only increase, i.e., gati will be strengthened. 

Anusotagāmī (Puthujjana) and Paṭisotagāmī (Noble Persons)

14. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Anusota Sutta (AN 4.5)” explains four types of people in the world.

▪Those who “go with the flow” (i.e., pursue sensual pleasures) and let the viññāṇa get defiled are called “anusotagāmi,” taking one away from Nibbāna. 

▪Next are two types: Those who have started on the journey “against the tide” or “paṭisotagāmī”  (i.e., on the Noble Path) who have made it halfway through the Path.

▪The last category is those who have completed the journey (Arahants.)

15. We must resist the tendency to “go with the flow” and “go against the flow/tide.” Thus, to overcome suffering, we must become paṭisotagāmī (“paṭisota” means “against the flow,” and “gāmī” refers to one who does it.) 

▪Initially, it seems to be a not-so-easy process since one must start abstaining from sensual pleasures. However, this must be done gradually: “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?” Alcoholics/drug addicts must first understand the consequences of seeking “pleasure” in drinking or drugs. That there is a better way to overcome distress and depression. Seeking “stronger doses of sensual pleasures” makes one “go with the flow” away from the “hidden suffering-free pabhassara citta”; there is no easy way out!

▪“Giving up sensual pleasures” becomes easy when one starts comprehending that one will be mired in suffering for perpetuity otherwise. Furthermore, one will start experiencing relief from at least “mental suffering” in the initial stages. Then one would start seeing that “sensual pleasures are suffering.” That “seeing” is not with the eyes but with wisdom (paññā.)

The Path of a Paṭisotagāmī

16. That journey towards “less contaminated” states of mind (i.e., uncovering the hidden “pabhassara citta”) is the basis of Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna. 

▪It will be tremendously informative to understand the steps involved in “progressive contamination of the mind” via “chasing an ārammaṇa” (a sensory input.) A rough outline will be discussed in the next post. 

▪Those who are interested need to keep their own notes so that they make the connections. I have rewritten this post several times, trying to make it as clear as possible. It is impossible to review the complete background material necessary in a post like this one. Feel free to ask questions at the forum: “WebLink: puredhamma.net: Forums.”

▪All posts in this section: “Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind.”




Contamination of a Human Mind – Detailed Analysis
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Contamination of the human mind can happen within a split second. Buddha’s description is discussed in detail.
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Summary of the Previous Post

1. The mind of an average human (puthujjana) can become defiled within a split second of receiving sensory input (ārammaṇa.) In the previous post, “Contamination of the Human Mind Based on a Sensory Input,” we discussed the basic framework of the rapid contamination of the mind. We will use the same chart to continue with that discussion. The following are the essential concepts.

i.The “default state” of a human mind is its “natural bhavaṅga state,” which automatically leads to a characteristic “initial rūpa saññā” arising in a human mind. Humans have certain types of “rūpa saññā” associated with external sensory inputs. “Rūpa saññā” of humans are drastically different from those in other realms of kāma loka, for example, animals. 

ii.We are focusing on the five physical senses. They come through the five “sense doors” of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and the physical body (touch.) The brain processes such signals in discrete “data packets” of roughly a hundredth of a second and sends them to the hadaya vatthu (“seat of the mind”) via one of the five pasāda rūpa. 

iii.As the mind receives the few initial “data packets,” a vague impression of the incoming signal starts to form in the mind, and the corresponding “rūpa saññā” about the ārammaṇa grows, too. 

iv.The mind will start making its own impression of the “external rūpa” based on the gati associated with the “natural bhavaṅga state.” Since all humans are born with associated common “rūpa saññā” for sensory inputs, they tend to like/dislike certain types: we all perceive “sugar to be sweet” and “feces to be bad smelling.” Such “rūpa saññā” are common to all humans, including Arahants. They can be collectively called “kāma saññā” too.

v.If the “initial rūpa saññā” is “mind-grabbing,” the mind will keep monitoring it. Thus, the “external rūpa” leads to “rūpa āyatana,” which is the “mind’s version” of the external rūpa. For example, the “visual rūpa” of a woman may become an “āyatana” (specifically an external āyatana.) Accordingly, the mind will start using the cakkhu indriya as “cakkhu āyatana” (an internal āyatana.) That is the origin of the 12 types of āyatana, six external and six internal. They are all “mental;” Arahants do not have āyatana.

vi.That “mind-made rūpa” (“mind’s impression of the external rūpa”) prepared by the mind can be of six types based on the sensory inputs: “cakkhu viññeyyā rūpa” through “manoviññeyyā dhammā.” The mind attaches NOT to the external rūpa but the “mind-made versions” or “cakkhu viññeyyā rūpa” through “manoviññeyyā dhammā.”

vii.In the suttas, unless specifically stated, “rūpa” means this “mind-made rūpa,” which arises based on the mind’s attachment to that initial “rūpa saññā.” For example, when you see the verse “rūpaṁ aniccaṁ” that refers to “mind-made rūpa” and NOT to the external rūpa.

viii.That “mind-made rūpa” gives rise to an “initial rūpa saññā” characteristic of the human realm for ANY human.

“Initial Rūpa Saññā” Arises Without Kāma Rāga

2. Thus, it is critical to note that there is no “kāma rāga” involved in the initial step of generating the “rūpa saññā.”

▪That “initial rūpa saññā” (the sweetness of sugar, say) can trigger kāma rāga in a puthujjana, and they may attach to it.  That leads to the arising of rasa āyatana and jivhā āyatana based on the “mind-made taste” (rasa.) 

▪If the ārammaṇa was a visual rūpa (attractive sight), that leads to the arising of rūpa āyatana and cakkhu āyatana based on the “mind-made visual” (rūpa.) Ditto for the other types of ārammaṇa.

▪ In addition to such “initial rūpa saññā” associated with sights, sounds, smells, and tastes (which lead only to neutral vedanā), contacts with the physical body can generate “sukha vedanā” or “dukkha vedanā.” Thus, bodily contact (phoṭṭhabba) can trigger attachment via vedanā, as discussed in #6 below.

▪An Arahant’s mind will stop at the initial “rūpa saññā” (or the sukha/dukkha bodily vedanā) stage and will not lead to “āyatana formation” since there is no kāma rāga left in that mind.

▪For an Arahant, even the sight of the most beautiful person or the most delicious meal will not lead to an attachment to it since “kāma rāga anusaya” is non-existent. That is expressed as “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati” in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bāhiya Sutta (Ud 1.10).” [see ‘Diṭṭhe Diṭṭhamattaṁ Bhavissati’ – Connection to Saññā]

Brain Is What Makes Human Life Unique and Precious

3. The “seat of the mind” (hadaya vatthu) receives all sensory inputs via the brain. The brain is the intermediary between the external rūpa and the mind. The brain is much slower than the mind. The brain takes at least a hundredth of a second to process a “data packet,” which is processed by the “seat of the mind” (hadaya vatthu) in a billionth of a second. Thus, the mind is roughly a million times faster than the brain. See “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy.”

▪Therefore, the mind can be inactive while it waits for “more data from the brain” to analyze.  In between processing “data packets,” the mind may fall back to “bhavaṅga state.” See “State of Mind in the Absence of Citta Vīthi – Bhavaṅga.”

▪However, for those who have learned to be mindful, this gives them an opportunity/time to reason about the sensory input being processed.

▪Others (average humans or puthujjana) just “go with the flow” and don’t take advantage of “being human” with a fully functional brain. See “Triune Brain: How the Mind Rewires the Brain via Meditation/Habits.”

Further Details

4. Basic Abhidhamma makes it appear that all those things take place in a single citta vīthi. At some point, we will discuss that issue. It is sufficient to say that it will take numerous citta vīthi (within a split second) for a mind to be contaminated.

▪It will be worthwhile to review the analysis in “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy” using vision as an example. The identification of an external rūpa will take several “data packets” coming through the eyes and processed by the brain.

5. As discussed in that post, the brain processes “data packets” of roughly a hundredth of a second in duration (according to modern science.) As it processes the data packets, the brain keeps sending them to the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu) in the gandhabba. For example, let us consider a “taste input” coming through the tongue. It comes to the mind via the “jivhā pasāda rūpa” (jivhā indriya) and is passed over to the hadaya vatthu. The mind itself processes the data, but since it comes through the jivhā pasāda, it is called a “rasa rūpa” processed by the jivhā indriya.

i.It may take a few such “data packets” for the mind to start to identify what that rūpa is: in this case, whether it is tasty or distasteful. Thus, the “initial rūpa saññā” about the “rasa rūpa” develops as data packets come in, and accordingly, the “rasa rūpa” starts to  transform into “rasa āyatana” or “rasāyatana” gradually. The internal jivhā indriya also gradually transforms into “jivhā āyatana” or “jivhāyatana.” 

ii.We discussed that in the previous post, “Contamination of the Human Mind Based on a Sensory Input.”

iii.While the external rūpa (taste or rasa) and internal indriya (jivhā) transform into rasāyatana and jivhāyatana, the cittās gradually transform into “jivhā viññāṇa.” In the “visual input” example analyzed in “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy,” the corresponding entities are rūpāyatana, cakkhāyatana, and cakkhu viññāṇa. 

iv.It is critically important to realize that the “external āyatana” (rūpa, sadda, rasa, gandha, phoṭṭhabba) are NOT the corresponding external rūpa (object, sound, food, odor, touch); the “external āyatana” are mind-made impressions of the external rūpa. In the same way, the “internal āyatana” is NOT the corresponding pasāda rūpa (a set of suddhaṭṭhaka.) Furthermore, the cittās (just experiencing) transform into viññāṇa (experience with expectations.) 

▪What we discussed in the above steps happens in a split second, and we are not aware of it. Only a Buddha can “see” such fast processes. 

Sārīrika Vedanā Can Also Trigger “Attachment”

6. In the above, we discussed the role of the “initial rūpa saññā” (like the “sweetness of sugar” or the “foul odor of rotten meat”) giving rise to attachment in a puthujjana. 

▪In general, the sensory inputs via four of the five types of physical sensory contacts only lead to “adukkhamasukha vedanā” or “neutral vedanā.” Thus, any attachment to such sensory events is based on the “initial rūpa saññā” (for example, attractive sights, pleasing music, tasty foods, and perfumes on one side and repulsive versions of those on the other side.)

▪In contrast, bodily feelings (sārīrika vedanā) like the comfort of a cushioned seat or the pain associated with an injury are two types of vedanā that can lead to attachment via like/dislike. Just like “initial rūpa saññā” for the other four physical sensory inputs, Arahants also experience these sārīrika vedanā but don’t attach to them. See “Vipāka Vedanā and “Samphassa jā Vedanā” in a Sensory Event” and specifically #11 onward.

▪As pointed out in that post, the following sutta specifically used sārīrika vedanā to describe the physical pain felt by the Buddha with an injury: “WebLink: suttacentral: Sakalika Sutta (SN 1.38).” The point is that a puthujjana (or even a Sotāpanna) is likely to generate mind-made domanassa vedanā, but the Buddha (or an Arahant) will not.

Sutta References on the Contamination of the Mind

7. The progression of “mind contamination” based on the six types of rūpa is discussed in many suttas in SN 14. It is succinctly stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Saññānānatta Sutta (SN 14.7).”

It says: “Rūpa dhātuṁ, bhikkhave, paṭicca uppajjati rūpa saññā, rūpa saññaṁ paṭicca uppajjati rūpa saṅkappo, rūpa saṅkappaṁ paṭicca uppajjati rūpacchando, rūpacchandaṁ paṭicca uppajjati rūpapariḷāho, rūpapariḷāhaṁ paṭicca uppajjati rūpapariyesanā” OR “Rūpa dhātu gives rise to the perception of that sight (rūpa saññā.) That perception (if mind-attaching) gives rise to thoughts about it (rūpa saṅkappa.) Thoughts give rise to the desire for such sights (rūpacchanda.) The desire for sights gives rise to the passion for sights (rūpa pariḷāha.) The passion for sights gives rise to pursuing/investigating sights (rūpa pariyesanā.) In the last one, “pariyesanā” means “investigations;” when one becomes interested in something, one investigates how to use it optimally.

▪Then the verse is repeated for all SIX senses ending with “dhamma dhātuṁ paṭicca uppajjati dhamma saññā, dhamma saññaṁ paṭicca uppajjati dhamma saṅkappo, dhamma saṅkappaṁ paṭicca uppajjati dhammacchando, dhammacchandaṁ paṭicca uppajjati dhamma pariḷāho, dhammapariḷāhaṁ paṭicca uppajjati dhamma pariyesanā.”

▪For example, when hearing a sound, sadda dhātu comes into play: “Sadda dhātu gives rise to the perception of that sound (sadda saññā.) That perception (if mind-attaching) gives rise to thoughts about that sound (sadda saṅkappa.) Thinking about it gives rise to a desire for such sounds (saddacchanda.) The desire for sounds gives rise to the passion for sights (sadda pariḷāha), or a “sense of urgency to act on it.” The passion for such sounds gives rise to pursuing/investigating such sounds (sadda pariyesanā.)

▪In the discussion of kāma guṇa for pañca kāma, only the first five apply. But it is the same process for dhammā coming directly to the mind.

8. The above sutta lays out the broader view, where the mind starts off at the dhātu stage and progressively gets contaminated to a stage where one could engage in even apāyagāmi kamma (those can lead to rebirth in apāyās.)

▪Note that it starts at the “rūpa dhātu” stage for sensory input on a “rūpa rūpa” or a “visual object,” “sadda dhātu” for a “sound,” “rasa dhātu” for a taste, .. to “dhamma dhātu” for a “memory or a thought object.”

▪The word “rūpa” sometimes represents all five types of physical rūpa. Strictly speaking, sights are “vaṇṇa rūpa,” but in many places, “rūpa rūpa” (or just rūpa) is used to represent sights.

Steps in the Contamination Process

9. Let us briefly go over the steps in “WebLink: suttacentral: Saññānānatta Sutta (SN 14.7)”:

▪First step: “Rūpa saññā” (in this particular example, “rasa saññā”) about the sensory object arises according to one’s “natural bhavaṅga” (the bhavaṅga one is born with.) That is where even an Arahant will experience the “sweetness of sugar” or any other “mind-pleasing saññā” common to all born into the human realm.

▪Second step: The average person (puthujjana) is likely to be attached (paṭicca) to that “rasa saññā.” This is the next step of “rūpa saññaṁ paṭicca uppajjati rūpa saṅkappo.” As we have discussed, “saṅkappa rāgo purisassa kāmo” or “kāma rāga” is present when “kāma vitakka/vicāra” arise with “kāma saṅkappa.” See #2 of “Vitakka, Vicāra, Savitakka, Savicāra, and Avitakka, Avicāra.”

▪Subsequent steps: As the mind attaches further, the viññāṇa (expectations for that ārammaṇa) grows, with kāmaguṇa (or kāma guṇa) arising (“WebLink: suttacentral: Kāmaguṇa Sutta (AN 9.65)”) and leading to stronger attachment. Then the mind gets further contaminated through the rūpa chanda, rūpa pariḷāha, and rūpa pariyesanā stages. Here, chanda means a liking for that ārammaṇa. That liking grows into a stage where the mind generates an urgency to act on it (pariḷāha.) Then, it starts exploring ways to get it done (pariyesanā.)

▪Once the mind reaches the pariyesanā stage, the kamma generation starts: “Kāmapariyesanaṁ, bhikkhave, pariyesamāno assutavā puthujjano tīhi ṭhānehi micchā paṭipajjati—kāyena, vācāya, manasā” OR “An unlearned ordinary person on a search for sensual pleasures generates kamma in three ways: by body, speech, and mind. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Sanidāna Sutta (SN 14.12).”

▪All that can happen in a short time. For example, the decision to lie, steal, sexually misbehave, or even kill can happen in a split second. Depending on the situation, a mind may focus on a sensory event for seconds, hours or days, depending on the “level of planning” involved.

All posts in this subsection: “Recovering the Suffering-Free Pure Mind.”

All posts in the section: “Buddhism – In Charts.”





Pāli Words – Writing and Pronunciation
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Pāli words written in Latin (Roman) script use a unique convention adopted by the British Government in 1866. I call it “Tipiṭaka English convention” to differentiate it from writing in “Standard English,” where the same letter can be pronounced in several different ways. Many today are unaware of this “Tipiṭaka English convention.”
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Download/Print: “WebLink: PDF Download: C. Pāli Words – Writing and Pronunciation.”

Pronunciation of English Words

1. The same letter in the English alphabet (Latin/Roman script) could be pronounced differently in different words. For example, “cat” is pronounced as “kat” while “cent” is pronounced as “sent.” There are many other examples; some are given below.

G: In “game,” it’s a hard “g” sound, but in “gem,” it softens to a “j” sound.

A: In “cat,” it’s that short “a” sound, but in “cake,” it stretches to a long “ay” sound.

H: In “hat,” it’s a breathy “h,” in “hour,” it’s silent.

▪Therefore, it was necessary to adopt a convention to assign a given sound with a specific letter when writing a Pāli word using the English alphabet.

▪It is possible to adopt a convention to combine a few letters to make it sound. This explanation is a bit complicated since Pāli does not have a script and is written with the Sinhala script, but it will become apparent below. For example, the word අනිච්ච if written in such a “natural-sounding way” would be “anichcha.” However, then words can become very long, as we discuss below.

▪In the 1800s, the Pāli Text Society adopted a specific writing convention to avoid those issues. In that convention, the word අනිච්ච is written as “anicca.” Those not familiar with the convention could pronounce the word “anicca” incorrectly as “anikka” (as when pronouncing “cat” as “kat”).

“Tipiṭaka English” Writing Convention

2. The convention adopted in the late 1800s was to represent the “ch” sound with “c.” Thus, “anicca” should be pronounced as “anichcha.”

▪These days, many people are unaware of that writing convention adopted by early European scholars to write Pāli words with the Latin/Roman script (English alphabet). 

▪I often see this writing problem when some Sinhalese (adding English subtitles in YouTube Wahraka Desanās, for example) write “anicca” as “anichcha.” That is because that is how it sounds (අනිච්ච)! 

▪Since the convention was adopted over 150 years ago, many are unaware of it today. 

▪By the way, the transliterated Pāli texts at Sutta Central are correct; they are taken from the early work of the Pāli Text Society. 

▪Also, see “Preservation of the Dhamma,” “Background on the Current Revival of Buddha Dhamma,” and “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars” to better understand the historical background.

3. Another good example word is “Satipaṭṭhāna.” Per the convention, the “t” must be pronounced as “th” (as in thief) and “ṭ” as “t” (as in trip); in “ṭh,” the “t” sound is even more emphasized. I suggest carefully going through the two posts referred to in #7.

▪Similarly, the Pāli word “gati” was in the Tipiṭaka as “ගති.” If they wrote that in English letters with the correct pronunciation, it would be “gathi.” However, with the adopted “Tipiṭaka Convention,” it is written as “gati,” and now it rhymes like the “th” in “thief.” Even in the Sinhala language, one unaware of the “Tipiṭaka English Convention” may mispronounce gati in Sinhala as “ගටි.”

▪I have used “gathi” in parenthesis with “gati” in some posts to show the correct pronunciation.

Translation and Transliteration

4. Transliteration means converting letters or words from one script or alphabet into another. Unlike translation, which communicates the meaning of a text from one language to another, transliteration is concerned with representing the phonetic sounds of the original language using the script of another language. Another related word is transcription, which is recording phonetic sounds using script in the same language. See “WebLink: oneskyapp.com: Translation vs. Transliteration vs. Transcription Differences & Examples.”

▪Let us consider the “WebLink: suttacentral: Taṇhā Sutta (SN 27.8)” as an example. On the right is the transliteration version, and on the left is the English translation at Sutta Central. Since Pāli does not have its own script, we cannot make a transcription of it. 

▪In the transliteration version, the Pāli words are written in the Latin (Roman) script. The Latin script is used here to transliterate (not translate) the Pāli text. This enables people familiar with the Latin script (e.g., English speakers) to read and pronounce Pāli words.

▪On the other hand, a translation provides the meaning in any given language (English in the above example.)

Transliteration of Pāli Tipiṭaka in Sinhala and Latin Scripts

5. The Pāli Tipiṭaka was transliterated with the Sinhala (Sinhalese) script in the 1st century BCE since Pāli does not have a script (alphabet.) Thus, it was the first transliteration of the Pāli Tipiṭaka. See “Preservation of the Dhamma.”  The Sinhala language is based on Pāli and shares many common words, including all the keywords in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪In the late 1800s, the Pāli Text Society transliterated the Pāli Tipiṭaka with the Latin (Roman) script. That version is also available at Sutta Central and other websites. For example, the transliterated version of the “Taṇhā sutta (SN 27.8)” is at “WebLink: suttacentral: Taṇhā sutta (SN 27.8).” See #3 below for details.

Transliteration of Pāli Suttas Do Not Follow Standard English Pronunciations

6. Some of you familiar with Pāli’s pronunciation may have noticed that the pronunciation does not follow the standard pronunciation of English words. 

▪Let us consider the word “citta” in the verse.”Yo, bhikkhave, rūpataṇhāya chandarāgo, cittasseso upakkileso” in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Taṇhā Sutta (SN 27.8).”

▪The letter “c” can make different sounds depending on the word it is in. The most common sound for “c” is the “hard k” sound, as in “cat.” However, when the letter “c” is followed by an “e,” “i,” or “y,” it usually makes the soft “s” sound as in “cent” or “city.”

▪Furthermore, the “t” is usually pronounced as in “Tom.”

▪However, the correct Pāli pronunciation of “citta” is in Table #13 below.

▪The “c” in “citta” is pronounced with the “ch” sound instead of the “hard k” sound in “cat” OR the soft “s” sound in “cent” or “city.” 

▪What is the reason for that? That particular writing/pronunciation was adopted in the 1800s by early European scholars who took a keen interest in the Tipiṭaka. There were two reasons for adopting that unique convention.

Two Reasons for Adopting a New Convention for Transliterating Pāli Texts

7. There are two specific issues in writing Pāli words with the Latin script. Note that this is not about translating into English. It is about transliterating Pāli texts with the Latin (Roman) script, as mentioned above. There are also issues with translation into English, which are addressed in #12 below.

▪First, it is critical to pronounce Pāli words correctly; their original sounds embed the meaning of many keywords. Many words have their meanings explicit in the way they sound. See “Why is it Necessary to Learn Key Pāli Words?” However, as explained, English (with Latin script) can generate different sounds with the same letter.

▪Secondly, transliterated Pāli words can become long without adopting a specific convention for sounding Latin script, as explained in #9 below.

Problem: One Sound, Many Letters in English

8. English is notorious for having one letter represent multiple sounds. For example, the letter “c” can make a “k” sound (cat) or a “s” sound (cent). This inconsistency wouldn’t work well for transliterating Pāli, where precise representation of sounds is crucial. 

▪In another example, “th” is pronounced differently in “them” than in “thief.” In #4 above, we saw how “c” can be pronounced in two ways in English words. 

▪Therefore, using “Standard English” to transliterate Pāli texts will lead to problems in getting the correct pronunciation sounds. A specific convention that PRESERVES Pāli pronunciation must be adopted.

▪Now, let us look at the second issue. 

Pāli Words Are Too Long When Written with the Latin Script

9. The word “citta” is written as “චිත්ත” in the Sinhala script. However, if it is written in a “natural way” to provide the correct sound, it should be “chiththa,” which is pretty long. The word “cittasseso” in #4 above becomes “chiththasseso.”

▪Some longer Pāli words can become VERY LONG!

▪That is the second reason for adopting a new convention for transliterating the Pāli text.

▪The historical account is discussed in detail — with references — in ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.”

▪Let us go over the historical account briefly.

Adoption of “Tipiṭaka English Convention”

10. When the early Europeans started writing the Pāli Tipiṭaka using the English alphabet (a Latin alphabet), they ran into the above two problems. They realized the importance of preserving the original sounds (pronunciations.) They also wanted to keep the “word length” manageable. They adopted a new convention in the 1800s to address both issues. The Pāli Text Society — established by pioneering scholars like Rhys Davids — has done an excellent job of transliterating Pāli texts; see “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Pāli Text Society.” (However, the errors made in the English translations continue to be a huge problem: “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.”) 

▪We will call the writing convention they adopted “Tipiṭaka English convention.” 

▪All current posts on the website are written per the “Tipiṭaka English writing Convention.” Almost all other English websites also use that convention.

▪The above issues are discussed in detail in two posts: ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1” and ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 2.”

11. The first version of the “Tipiṭaka English writing convention” for writing Pāli words in English is summarized in the Table below (that specific name was not used at the time; I came up with the name “Tipiṭaka English writing convention”). It is from the book “A Descriptive Catalogue of Sanskrit, Pāli, and Sinhalese Literary Works of Ceylon, Volume I” by James D’Alwis (1870), p. 234.
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	Consonants





	Gutterals


	ක k


	බ kh


	ග g


	ඝ gh


	ඩ ṅ





	Palatals


	ච ch


	ඡ chh


	ජ j


	ඣ jh


	ඤ ñ





	Linguals


	ට ṭ


	ඨ ṭh


	ඩ ḍ


	ඪ ḍh


	ණ ṇ





	Dentals


	න t


	ථ th


	ද d


	ධ dh


	න n





	Labials


	ප p


	ඪ ph


	ඛ b


	භ bh


	ම m





	Semi vowels


	ය y


	ර r


	ල l


	ළ ḷ


	ව v





	Sibilants


	ස s


	ශ s'


	ෂ sh


	හ h
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▪One change to the above Table took place later.  The decision to use “c” to represent the “ච” sound was made later. See ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1”

▪ It could be a good idea to consult “Pāli Glossary – (A-K)” and “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z)” to listen to the correct pronunciations while perusing the above two posts or whenever necessary.

Translation of Pāli Tipiṭaka to Other Languages

12. Many translations at Sutta Central and other websites like “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: Access to Insight” are incorrect (they follow the original incorrect translations by scholars like Rhys Davids); see “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.” Pāli Tipiṭaka was not meant to be translated word-by-word for two reasons:

(i.)It is mainly in summary (uddesa) form; see “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.” 

(ii.)Some key Pāli words (like anicca and anatta) do not have a corresponding word in other languages; see “Word-for-Word Translation of the Tipiṭaka.”

▪The Tipiṭaka was not directly translated into even the Sinhala language until about 20 years ago (following the mistake made by the Pāli Text Society in translating it into English in the 1800s.)

▪Instead, in the early days, parts of the Tipiṭaka (e.g., individual suttā) were discussed in long-form translations with examples and analogies. For example, I translate a given sutta in detail. See “Sutta Interpretations.”

Writing/Pronunciation of Common Pāli Words

13. The following short table provides the correct writing/pronunciation of some common Pāli words in “Tipiṭaka English Convention” versus “Standard English”—more pronunciations are in “Pāli Glossary – (A-K)” and “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z).”

 



	Pāli Word (Tipiṭaka English)


	Pāli Word (Standard English)


	Pronunciation





	Anatta


	Anaththa
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	Anicca


	Anichcha
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	Atta


	Aththa
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	Cetanā


	Chethanā
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	Citta


	Ciththa
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	Gati


	Gathi
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	Jāti


	Jāthi
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	Mettā


	Meththā


	[image: PlayBlack30x24T]





	Nimitta        


	Nimiththa
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	Paccayā


	Pachchayā
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	Paṭicca


	Patichcha
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	Sacca (Truth)


	Sachcha
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	Satipaṭṭhāna


	Sathipatthāna
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	Sotāpanna


	Sothapanna
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	Taṇhā


	Thaṇhā
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▪This post is in the “Buddhism – In Charts” section. However, I will also include it in the new “Buddha Dhamma – Advanced” section since it is essential to understand this issue. 

▪If anyone has questions/comments on this post, please comment on the thread, “WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Post on ‘Pāli Words – Writing and Pronunciation.’“




Buddha Dhamma – Foundation





February 16, 2023

The foundation of Buddha Dhamma (Buddha’s teachings) is the Four Noble Truths. Paṭicca Samuppāda explains the teachings in detail.
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▪The Buddha described the Four Noble Truths in his first discourse: “Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta”

▪The analysis of the Four Noble Truths is with “Paṭicca Samuppāda”




Saḷāyatana Are Not Sense Faculties





May 1, 2023; revised May 2, 2023

Saḷāyatana is incorrectly translated into English as the “six sense fields.” Arahants do not have saḷāyatana but have the six sense fields.
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Introduction

1. Most English translations of suttas incorrectly translate “saḷāyatana” as the “six sense fields.” See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Sutta (SN 12.1),” where.”saḷāyatana nirodhā phassa nirodho” is translated as “When the six sense fields cease, contact ceases.” Arahants (or the Buddha) would have their sense fields working at optimum levels but do not have “saḷāyatana,” as I explain below.

▪In most cases, it is best to look at the “definitions” of key Pāli words in the three Commentaries included with the Tipiṭaka (Paṭisambhidāmagga, Peṭakopadesa, and Nettippakarana) or the “Vibhaṅga” in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪Other Commentaries written later (and not included in the Tipiṭaka) have apparent contradictions with the Tipiṭaka; see “Tipiṭaka Commentaries – Helpful or Misleading?“

Twelve Āyatana, Not Six

2. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Āyatana vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 2)” section of the Vibhaṅga explains that there are 12 āyatana not just six: “cakkhāyatanaṁ, rūpāyatanaṁ, sotāyatanaṁ, saddāyatanaṁ, ghānāyatanaṁ, gandhāyatanaṁ, jivhāyatanaṁ, rasāyatanaṁ, kāyāyatanaṁ, phoṭṭhabbāyatanaṁ, manāyatanaṁ, dhammāyatanaṁ.”

▪They are explained as six internal (cakkhāyatanaṁ, sotāyatanaṁ, ghānāyatanaṁ, jivhāyatanaṁ, kāyāyatanaṁ, manāyatanaṁ) and six external āyatana (rūpāyatanaṁ, saddāyatanaṁ, gandhāyatanaṁ, rasāyatanaṁ, phoṭṭhabbāyatanaṁ, dhammāyatanaṁ) in the “Saḷāyatana Vagga” in WebLink: suttacentral: Saṁyutta Nikāya (SN 4th Group.)

▪Obviously, the six internal āyatana are associated with the six senses (five physical senses and the mind), and the six external āyatana are associated with the external world. The six senses BECOME six internal āyatana when interacting with the external world and accumulating kamma for the Saṁsāric journey (rebirth process.)

▪The brief explanation: When we attach to things in the external world, we convert our senses into āyatana (ajjhatta āyatana), i.e., we start using them to enjoy “pleasurable things” in the external world. Those “pleasurable things” then become “external āyatana” (bāhira āyatana.)

▪The WebLink: suttacentral: Saṁyutta Nikāya (SN 4th Group) starts with three suttas (SN 35.1 through 35.3), stating the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of the internal āyatana. The next three state the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of the external āyatana.

Pada Nirutti of “Āyatana”

3. The Pāli word “āyatana” comes from “āya” + “thana,” where “āya” means “to acquire” and “thana” means “place” or “location.” Note that “āyatana” is pronounced as “āyathana,” as in “thief.” [āya [m.], income; profit. ṭhāna [nt.], place; locality; condition; reason; office; cause; standing up; stay.]

▪In this specific case, “āyatana” is where one “collects (defilements)” for the rebirth process (Saṁsāra.) 

▪Defilements at an intense level are lobha, dosa, and moha. Those reduce to rāga, paṭigha, and avijjā with the dispelling of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. See, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪When the six sense faculties are used for “collecting,” they BECOME “āyatana.” The incentive for “collecting defilements” is attachment to things in this world (rūpā, saddā, gandha, rasa, phoṭṭhabba, dhammā.) Thus, they are external āyatana.

▪Of course, Arahants do not engage in “collecting,” and thus, their sense faculties do not become āyatana; furthermore, external rūpa of all six types do not become āyatana either.

Āyatana Are Not “Sense Faculties”

4. Since internal āyatana takes into account all past, present, and future (perceived) sense faculties, our current sense faculties are only a minute fraction of the category of “internal āyatana.”

▪Furthermore, the sense faculties of living Arahants (or living Buddha) are NOT āyatana. They are mere “sense faculties.”

▪The sense faculties BECOME āyatana ONLY IF one views/perceives them as one’s own. With that wrong view/perception, they use the sense faculties to “enjoy worldly things.” That is how sense faculties become āyatana.

▪To get rid of wrong view/perception, we must see the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of the sense faculties (past, present, and future) as stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattāyatanaanicca Sutta (SN 35.222)” through “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattāyatanaanatta Sutta (SN 35.224).”

▪Another revelation is that “anicca” does not mean “impermanence,” and “anatta” does not mean “no-self.”

The whole World is Comprised of Twelve Āyatana 

5. The sutta #23 of the Saḷāyatana Vagga states that “all” (“sabba”) in this world is included in the twelve āyatana: “WebLink: suttacentral: Sabba Sutta (SN 35.23).”

▪A series of 59 short suttas from “WebLink: suttacentral: SN 35.168” through “WebLink: suttacentral: SN 35.227” explain that past, present, and paccuppanna (“present”) versions of internal and external āyatana are included in the category of āyatana. 

▪They further explain that they ALL have the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature.

▪The reason is that the description of “the world” in terms of twelve āyatana is equivalent to the description of the five aggregates, for example. 

“The World” Can be Represented in Many Ways

6. As in the case of the five aggregates, the twelve āyatana are categorized as past, present, and paccuppanna (“present”), as pointed out above.

▪That makes sense since the six internal and five external āyatana takes into account the rūpakkhandha. 

▪The sixth external āyatana (dhammā) incorporates the kamma viññāṇa; thus, it can be represented by the viññāṇa aggregate.) Nāmagotta contains all records of the vipāka viññāṇa, and thus, can be represented by the first three mental aggregates.

▪The sixth external āyatana (dhammā) incorporates the four mental aggregates. Nāmagotta contains all records of the four mental aggregates. 

▪Even though nāmagotta are not dhammā, they come to mind as dhammā when we recall them. I have explained that in the forum (but I should write a post to explain it fully.) See comment #40356 (on September 14, 2022, at 2:42 pm) in the thread “WebLink: PureDhamma Forums: Post on ‘Nāmagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane)’”

▪You may want to think about this carefully. See the analysis of the five aggregates in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).” We can discuss any questions in the forum.

Craving Āyatana Is Equivalent to “Pañca Upādānakkhandhā”

7. In the section “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha),” we discussed the fact that we get attached to only a fraction of the five aggregates (things in this world.)

▪In this “analysis in terms of the twelve āyatana,” we can see that we attach to the same pañca upādānakkhandā (pañcupādānakkhandā.)

▪We attach to all six internal āyatana. That happens for all average humans who view/perceive all internal sense faculties as “mine.” As we discussed, that view is sakkāya diṭṭhi.

▪However, we attach to only a fraction of external āyatana. For example, we attach only to a fraction of external rūpa, sadda, gandha, rasa, and phoṭṭhabba.

▪With the above background, we can now discuss some critical facts.

Wrong Translations of Anicca 

8. I mentioned above (#4, #5) that the twelve āyatana are categorized as past, present, and paccuppanna (“present.”) That is elaborated in a series of suttas from SN 35. 186 through SN 35. 227.

▪The three suttas “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattātītānicca Sutta (SN 35.186),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattānāgatānicca Sutta (SN 35.187),” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattapaccuppannānicca Sutta (SN 35.188)” state that the six internal āyatana belonging to the past, future and present are of the anicca nature.

▪Obviously, the past āyatana refers to those that one had in previous lives, i.e., one’s past āyatana ARE of anicca nature. It does not make sense to say, “One’s past āyatana ARE impermanent.”

▪The point is that some yogis who can look at previous lives and see their births in Deva or Brahma realms may boast about them. Yet, those “seemingly valuable existences” could not be maintained. Any existence among the 31 realms (whether now, in the past, or in the future) is of anicca nature; not one can be maintained in that state. 

▪Therefore, it should be clear that the translation of “anicca” as “impermanence” does not make sense.

9. The three suttas “WebLink: suttacentral: Bāhirātītādianicca Sutta (SN 35.195-197)” state that the six external āyatana belonging to the past, future and present are of the anicca nature: “Rūpā, bhikkhave, aniccā atītā anāgatā paccuppannā. Saddā … gandhā … rasā … phoṭṭhabbā … dhammā aniccā atītā anāgatā paccuppannā.”

▪Again, all three tenses are shown without distinction.

▪That verse should be translated as, “Bhikkhus, any rūpa, whether past, future, or present, has the anicca nature. The same applies to any sadda (sounds,) .., and dhammā.” Also, note that dhammā is incorrectly translated as “thoughts.” That error seems to be in all the suttas in SN 35.

▪That is what happens when the translator does not understand the fundamentals of Buddha Dhamma!

Wrong Translations of Anatta

10. In most English texts, “anatta” is translated as “no-self.” Here we also find evidence to the contrary.

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Bāhirāyatanaanatta Sutta (SN 35. 227)” states, “Rūpā, bhikkhave, anattā. Saddā … gandhā … rasā … phoṭṭhabbā … dhammā anattā.” That is translated word by word as, “Mendicants, sights, sounds, smells, tastes, touches, and thoughts are not-self.” 

▪What does it mean to say “sights” are “no-self”? Touches are “no-self”? How can sights, sounds, ..touches have a “self”?

▪“WebLink: suttacentral: Bāhirānattachandādi Sutta (SN 35.183-185)” has similar verses for saddā … gandhā … rasā … phoṭṭhabbā … dhammā.

▪The correct meaning of anatta is explained in “Anatta – A Systematic Analysis.”

“Cakkhu Aniccaṁ” Means “Cakkhāyatana Is of Anicca Nature”

11. Many think “Cakkhu, bhikkhave, aniccaṁ” Means “Bhikkhus, the eye is impermanent.” That is how most translators have translated it. So, many people meditate, saying, “My eyes are impermanent.” 

▪But the meaning is more profound: “The use of eye faculty to accumulate sensory pleasures will not lead to the intended outcome in the long run. Furthermore, it will lead to unintended detrimental outcomes in the long run.”

▪I specifically mention “in the long run” because some outcomes materialize only in future lives.

▪Any cakkhu (set of physical eyes with associated cakkhu pasāda rūpa) that we ever had, we have now, or may have in the future, HAVE the anicca nature!

▪Of course, the same hold for all 12 internal and external āyatana.

Connection to Three Diṭṭhis

12. “WebLink: suttacentral: Micchādiṭṭhipahāna Sutta (SN 35. 165),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Sakkāyadiṭṭhipahāna Sutta (SN 35. 166),” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Attānudiṭṭhipahāna Sutta (SN 35. 167)” describe that one can get rid of micchā diṭṭhi, sakkāya diṭṭhi, and attānu diṭṭhi by realizing the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of the 12 āyatana respectively.

▪As I pointed out in #10 above, “anatta” is not about a “self.” The wrong view of an “unchanging self” is in the three views of micchā diṭṭhi, sakkāya diṭṭhi, and attānu diṭṭhi. 

▪Note that “atta” (related to “anatta”) is different from “attā” in attānu diṭṭhi. Sakkāya diṭṭhi and attānu diṭṭhi are about a “self” or “me” (attā) traversing the rebirth process. See “Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?“

▪On the other hand, “anatta nature” means that “anything in this world has no value; one becomes helpless in the long run when such things are pursued.”

13. As we know, a Sotāpanna gets on the Noble Eightfold Path by just comprehending the “wider worldview” of the Buddha. Paṭicca Samuppāda explains that no “permanent self” (attā) traverses the rebirth process. That leads to the removal of sakkāya diṭṭhi and attānu diṭṭhi.

▪Concomitantly, one realizes anything in this world is of anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature (Tilakkhaṇa.)

▪Those two realizations involve two types of atta. Sakkāya diṭṭhi involves “attā” (with a long “a”), and anatta in Tilakkhaṇa involves atta (with a long “a.”)

14. This post is packed with many subtle issues. Please take the time to review the links provided. Don’t hesitate to ask questions in the forum. It is not possible to include details in a single post.

▪All posts in the new section with charts: “Buddhism – In Charts.”




Anuseti – How Anusaya Grows with Saṅkhāra





May 13, 2023; revised May 17, 2023 (mislabelling in #6); rewritten February 9, 2024 ; revised April 2, 2024 ; revised March 16, 2025

Anuseti means engaging in maintaining/growing anusaya. Nānuseti (na anuseti) means reversing that process by cultivating Satipaṭṭhāna.
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Anusaya – Hidden Defilements

1. Anusaya is a critical concept. The word “gati” (pronounced “gathi”) is hardly mentioned in current texts but is also a critical concept in Buddha Dhamma; it refers to one’s habits/character. Āsava means cravings arising at a given time when anusaya is triggered by a sensory input (ārammaṇa.)

▪ Anusaya is usually translated as “latent/hidden defilements.” They accumulate via “mental fermentations,” just like alcohol concentration builds up with fermenting. As we see below, “mental defilements” can similarly “ferment/condense” when one spends time thinking (generating vacī abhisaṅkhāra) about an ārammaṇa with greed, anger, and ignorance. This process is intensified when one starts speaking and engaging in immoral actions and speech.

▪Accumulation of anusaya is comparable to mud accumulating at the bottom of a glass of water over time if one keeps dropping tiny bits of dirt into it. That dirt sinks to the bottom of the glass and may not be apparent. But some dirt comes to the surface if the water is disturbed with a straw. That is like āsava (desire) bubbling up when anusaya is triggered by a robust sensory event. When that happens, we display our true character/habits or gati (pronounced “gathi”).

2. For example, one may not be bribed with a hundred dollars, but until kāma rāga anusaya is wholly removed, one may be tempted with a million-dollar bribe. Thus, one’s level of anusaya is relative (for example, some may be bribed only with ten dollars). However, anusaya is entirely removed only via magga phala.

▪In other words, some gati and āsava lay hidden (sleeping) and are called “anusaya.” With a strong enough “trigger” or “ārammaṇa,” an ingrained anusaya can be brought to the surface. 

▪It is a good idea to read “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi)” first. In the following, we will discuss in detail the accumulation/strengthening of the seven types of anusaya: diṭṭhi, vicikicchā, kāma rāga, paṭigha, bhava rāga, māna, avijjā. See “Conditions for the Four Stages of Nibbāna.”

How Anusaya Grows via Kamma Viññāṇa

3. The fundamental mechanism by which any type of anusaya grows is via the establishment/growth of RELATED kamma viññāṇa. As we have discussed, kamma viññāṇa is an “expectation for worldly things” that arises when one attaches to sensory inputs (ārammaṇa.)

▪For example, if one craves delicious foods, that is part of the “kāma rāga anusaya.” Suppose person X eats a particular meal and forms a craving for it; now, X expects/hopes to taste that food in the near future, and it becomes a kamma viññāṇa. If X starts thinking about it and telling others how good it was, such actions strengthen that kamma viññāṇa. 

▪The idea of “eating it again” may come to X’s mind randomly, making X think about how good it was and look into ways of enjoying it again. Any thinking, speaking, or actions (i.e., mano, vacī, kāya kamma) are based on mano, vacī, and kāya (abhi)saṅkhāra.: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.”

▪That last sentence captures the meaning of “anuseti.” It means “cultivating and maintaining anusaya” by generating various types of NEW kamma. or “nava kamma” consciously; see “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.”

Cetanā Sutta – Succinct Description

4. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Cetanā Sutta (SN 12.38)” explains anuseti with the following steps:

▪“Yañca, bhikkhave, ceteti yañca pakappeti yañca anuseti, ārammaṇametaṁ hoti viññāṇassa ṭhitiyā.” OR “Bhikkhus, what you think about, plan, and take action regarding a ārammaṇa will establish/grow (kamma) viññāṇa. That is how “anusaya grows” via “anuseti.” 

▪“Ārammaṇe sati patiṭṭhā viññāṇassa hoti” OR “When the mind is focused on an ārammaṇa, (kamma) viññāṇa becomes established.”

▪“Tasmiṁ patiṭṭhite viññāṇe virūḷhe āyatiṁ punabbhavābhinibbatti hoti” OR “When (kamma) viññāṇa is established and grows, kamma bhava (which can lead to rebirth) grows.” That latter part is equivalent to “anusaya grows.” Therefore it is a feedback loop. The more one CONSCIOUSLY engages in “anuseti” (in the “nava kamma” stage,) it leads to the strengthening of “anusaya.” 

▪“Āyatiṁ punabbhavābhinibbattiyā sati āyatiṁ jāti jarāmaraṇaṁ sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupāyāsā sambhavanti” OR “When kamma bhava (related to anusaya) is established, future rebirth, old age, and death come to be, as do sorrow, lamentation, pain, sadness, and distress.”

▪Starting at marker 3.1, the solution is to stop thinking about/planning around such immoral temptations (ārammaṇa.) While it is imperative to stop attaching to such temptations (assāda,) that can be done only within limits. Without comprehending the dangers (ādīnava) of temptations (assāda), it is impossible to eradicate them. [eradicate : to pull up by the roots.]

▪As we discussed recently, any “assāda” (cravings) arise based on mind-made “distorted saññā”; see “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā)” and other posts in “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).”

Anuseti = The Longer One Dwells on an Ārammaṇa, the Stronger the Anusaya Becomes

5. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Lekha Sutta (AN 3.132)” provides a good analogy of how a defilement can “sink in the mind” due to staying on a related ārammaṇa for a long time.

It says there are three types of minds.

i.One mind captures an ārammaṇa tightly and maintains it for long like a line drawn in stone.

ii.In the second type of mind, an ārammaṇa does not linger too long, like a line drawn in the sand.

iii.In the third type, an ārammaṇa does not linger at all, like a line drawn in water.

Of course, that depends on the person and ALSO on the ārammaṇa. The following analogy is given for an ārammaṇa causing anger.

i.(@ marker 1.5): If a person habitually gets angry (abhiṇhaṁ kujjhati) and the anger lingers long contributing to anusaya (dīgharattaṁ anuseti,)  then it contributes much to paṭigha anusaya. It’s like a line drawn in stone, which is not quickly worn away by wind and water but lasts for a long time.

ii.(@ marker 2.2): If a person habitually gets angry but does not linger (na dīgharattaṁ anuseti,) it contributes less to paṭigha anusaya. It’s like a line drawn in the sand, quickly worn away by wind and water.

iii.(@ marker 3.1): But there are those who, even if spoken to by another in an abusive manner, stay calm and are not angered. Just as a line drawn in water is not registered, anger does not register in such minds (no anusaya and no anuseti.)

6. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Āsīvisa Sutta (AN 4.11),” an analogy is provided with four types of snakes: (i) One whose venom is fast-acting but not lethal, (ii) venom is lethal but not fast-acting, (iii) venom is both fast-acting and lethal, and (iv) venom is neither fast-acting nor lethal.

▪Similarly, there are four types of minds: (i) habitually gets angry, but anger doesn’t linger long, (ii) does not get angry habitually, but anger lingers for a long time, (iii) habitually gets angry (abhiṇhaṁ kujjhati,) and anger linger for a long time (dīgharattaṁ anuseti), (iv) does not get angry (no anusaya and thus also no anuseti.)

▪The point is that minds of type (i) in #5 and (iii) in #6 have strong paṭigha anusaya. Unfortunately, those are the same minds that “hold that anger for long times” (thinking about how to retaliate); that only makes that paṭigha anusaya grow! These people must be mindful of such situations and control their anger the most.

▪Another critical point is that it is dangerous to “stay in that angry mindset for a long time.” Then one would be “contributing to anusaya” (anuseti) by cultivating at least vacī saṅkhāra (talking to himself) even if not engaging in speech or physical action. We discuss this below.

▪An Arahant or an Anāgāmi is at the other end of type (iii) in #5 and (iv) in #6. There is no paṭigha anusaya left in the mind of an Arahant. Thus, another person’s words of anger will not even register in such a mind. That is like a line drawn in water (see #5(iii) above.)

Lingering on an Ārammaṇa Leads to Vacī and Kāya Abhisaṅkhāra

7. The above two analogies are about the paṭigha anusaya. But it works the same way for other types of anusaya. For example, “kāma rāga anusaya” works the same way. Anyone below the Anāgāmi stage could be triggered by one or another ārammaṇa laced with kāma rāga. If they dwell in that ārammaṇa, their kāma rāga anusaya will grow.

▪We can further clarify the verses in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cetanā Sutta (SN 12.38)” in #4 above. The first verse says, “Bhikkhus, what you think about and plan regarding an ārammaṇa will establish/grow (kamma) viññāṇa.”

▪Note that “cetanā” in suttās does not refer to “all intentions” but “defiled intentions” or “sañcetanā.” See #5 of “Kamma and Saṅkhāra, Cetanā and Sañcetanā.”

▪That is the same as “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in Paṭicca Samuppāda! As discussed in “Loka Sutta – Origin and Cessation of the World (with chart #6),” See #8 of that post and the links provided. Another earlier relevant post is “Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna.” 

Review of the Loka Sutta

8. The point is that Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) is triggered ONLY by a sensory event, i.e., an ārammaṇa.

▪Once attached, the mind likes to dwell in that ārammaṇa. It would first start “talking internally”; if attachment gets stronger, speech comes out; both those belong to vacī saṅkhāra. If attachment becomes stronger, one may start physical actions with kāya saṅkhāra!

▪That is how the PS cycles start with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” AFTER the mind gets attached to an ārammaṇa. That is also how we accumulate kammic energy to sustain the saṁsāric journey!

▪Thus, we must stop the process of “anuseti” (consciously cultivating abhisaṅkhāra in the “nava kamma” stage) as soon as we realize attachment to a ārammaṇa; that means stopping the “nava kamma.” See  “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.”

▪That must be done first to stop “purāṇa kamma” which can be stopped only by cultivating wisdom (paññā); this is the basis of Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna. See “Sotāpanna Stage from Kāma Loka.”

▪I cannot emphasize enough the importance of understanding this point. Please read the links and ask questions at the forum if they are unclear.

▪It is a good idea to review the recently rewritten post “Loka Sutta – Origin and Cessation of the World (with chart #6).”

Analysis of the Cūḷavedalla Sutta

9. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44)”: “Idhāvuso visākha, bhikkhu vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati. Rāgaṁ tena pajahati, na tattha rāgānusayo anuseti.”

Translated: “Consider a bhikkhu, who enters and remains in the first jhāna. He is engaged in eliminating rāga and stopping cultivating rāga anusaya further.”

▪Since one is in a jhāna, kāma rāga does not manifest.  Thus, “rāga” in the above (Rāgaṁ tena pajahati) refers to rūpa rāga. 

▪Then, @ marker 28.9: “Idhāvuso visākha, bhikkhu sukhassa ca pahānā, dukkhassa ca pahānā, pubbeva somanassadomanassānaṁ atthaṅgamā, adukkhamasukhaṁ upekkhāsatipārisuddhiṁ catutthaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati. Avijjaṁ tena pajahati, na tattha avijjānusayo anusetī”ti.” 

Translated: “Consider a bhikkhu, who enters and remains in the fourth jhāna. He is engaged in eliminating avijjā and stop cultivating avijjā anusaya.”

▪Here, in the fourth jhāna, avijjā anusaya is present, but an Ariya in that jhāna will not “feed that avijjā anusaya”; that is what is meant by “na tattha avijjānusayo anusetī.” Instead, he/she will strive to eliminate avijjā (Avijjaṁ tena pajahati.)

▪Once the avijjā anusaya is removed, that will automatically remove the “kāma rāga anusaya.” 

▪However, it is not necessary to get to the fourth jhāna to remove any anusaya. It just becomes easier to remove any anusaya at higher jhānās. One could attain even the Arahant stage from any jhāna: “WebLink: suttacentral: Jhāna Sutta (AN 9.36).”

▪Furthermore, all anusaya can be removed without getting into any jhāna. Many examples in the Tipiṭaka: Bāhiya, Minister Santati, King Suddhodana.. all attained Arahanthood without jhāna. Also see, “Sammā Samādhi – How to Define It?” and “Sotāpanna Stage from Kāma Loka.”

Kāma Rāga Cannot be Triggered in Brahma Loka 

10. Even if the kāma rāga anusaya remains intact, it cannot be triggered while in a Brahma realm. This is a critical point.

▪As we know, sensory inputs with pañca kāma (sensual pleasures) are absent in Brahma realms. A Brahma cannot taste food, smell odors, or have bodily contact (including sex). An anariya Brahma gets that birth because he had abstained from pañca kāma while cultivating a jhāna.

▪Therefore, as long he is in that Brahma realm, his kāma rāga anusaya cannot be triggered (or “awakened”) even with a strong sensual input. Think about a year-old baby. That baby has not removed kāma rāga anusaya but has no idea about sensual pleasures, i.e., kāma rāga cannot arise. A Brahma is like that baby; he has no idea about food, smells, or sex. (The Buddha gave a similar example in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāmālukya Sutta (MN 64)” regarding the non-manifestation of “sakkāya diṭṭhi” in a baby.)

▪Thus, even if kāma rāga anusaya is intact for an anariya Brahma, it never gets triggered, i.e., kāma rāga cannot arise in even an anariya Brahma.

Five “Rūpa Dhātu” and One “Mental Dhātu”

11. The following basic setup is also helpful to understand. The essence of a human is not the physical body but the unimaginably tiny manomaya kāya made of a few suddhaṭṭhaka: hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa, each a suddhaṭṭhaka.

▪With those six “internal rūpa,” we experience six types of rūpa in the external world: rūpa, sadda, gandha, rasa, phoṭṭhabba, and dhammā.

▪Thoughts can arise only in hadaya vatthu when it directly detects dhammā or detects the other five types of external rūpa with the help of the five pasāda rūpa.

▪All six types of internal rūpās (hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa) are made with pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, and ākāsa and located in ākāsa dhātu.

▪There are six dhātus that comprise the world: pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, and ākāsa are in the “physical realm.”

▪The sixth type, i.e., sukuma rūpās (dhammā), is in viññāṇa dhātu. The nāmagotta (records of vedanā, saññā, and saṅkhāra that arose with all previous sensory interactions) are also in viññāṇa dhātu. See “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu.”

Anusaya, Gati, Saṁyojana Stay with Hadaya Vatthu

12. Our anusaya, gati, and saṁsāric bonds (saṁyojana) are associated with the hadaya vatthu. 

▪They are not located in what we usually call “the external world” with rūpa, sadda,gandha, rasa, and phoṭṭhabba. They are also not located in viññāṇa dhātu. Only memories are in viññāṇa dhātu. See “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu.” 

▪Each time a new hadaya vatthu (and a set of pasāda rūpa) created by kammic energy at a cuti-paṭisandhi moment, those anusaya, gati, and saṁyojana get “transferred” to that new set.

Anusaya Can be Hidden

13. Anusaya (hidden defilements) can be hidden for the duration of some existences. For example, those who cultivate anariya jhāna and are born in Brahma realms have their “kāma rāga anusaya” hidden for the duration of that life. Thus, kāma rāga cannot be triggered in a Brahma, as discussed in #10 above.

▪For an asañña Brahma in the asañña realm, no anusaya (of any type) can be triggered since no cittās arise for the whole duration of 500 mahā kappās!

▪Of course, all saṁsāric bonds (saṁyojana) — and anusaya — remain intact until one comprehends the Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa.

▪As we know, three saṁyojana and two anusaya are removed at the Sotāpanna stage, and correspondingly future rebirths in the apāyās are prevented by that. By the Anāgāmi stage, two more saṁyojana and two anusaya would have been removed, and no more rebirths in the kāma loka. At the Arahant stage, none of the saṁyojana, gati, or anusaya remain, and that is the end of rebirths, i.e., the end of even a trace of suffering! See “Conditions for the Four Stages of Nibbāna.”

All posts in the new section “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).”
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Rūpa are two types: The 28 types of rūpa are sappaṭigha rūpa. Dhammā are appaṭigha rūpa. Nāmagotta (rūpakkhandha) are not rūpa. [There are twelves oḷārika rūpa (gross/coarse) or sappaṭigha rūpa (impinging mental phenomena) and sixteen sukhuma rūpa (subtle/fine) or appaṭigha rūpa (non-impinging mental phenomena).]
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Two Types of Rūpa in Buddha Dhamma

1. In Buddha Dhamma, any rūpa detected with the five physical senses is a “rūpa.” Those five types are rūpa (vaṇṇa), sadda, gandha, rasa, and phoṭṭhabba. Note that a “visually-detected rūpa” is a “rūpa rūpa” (sometimes called “vaṇṇa rūpa” to avoid confusion.) Thus, a tree or an animal is a “rūpa rūpa.” The sound of a firecracker or someone’s voice is due to a “sadda rūpa.” The smell of a flower is due to small fragrant particles emanating from the flower. The taste of salt is due to the salt molecules. The touch of a tree or a pencil is due to the solidity of that object. 

▪Those five types are rūpa are made of suddhaṭṭhaka, the smallest “particle” in Buddha Dhamma. A hundred years ago, scientists thought everything in the world was made of atoms, but now they realize that atoms have internal structure. 

▪In fact, Einstein showed that no distinction can be made between particles and energy. Scientists were unable to distinguish between “particles” and “energy” when they started probing subatomic particles (those that make up the atoms.)

▪However, the Buddha taught that a suddhaṭṭhaka is the smallest rūpa that can be detected with the five senses. In Buddha Dhamma, energies below that of a suddhaṭṭhaka is a “dhammā.” Such dhammā may be called “kamma bīja” or “kamma viññāṇa” or even “paṭisandhi viññāṇa” depending on the context. They all have energies created by javana cittā that arise in the mind. Of course, there is no corresponding word in English for dhammā because the concept of a dhammā is not there in science or common usage.

Science Deals with Only Five Dhātus

2. The five types of “dense” (oḷārika) rūpa detectable by the five physical senses belong to the 28 types described in Abhidhamma. They are also called “sappaṭigha rūpa.” 

▪Dhammās have energies below that of a suddhaṭṭhaka; they are “subtle” (sukuma) rūpās that can be detected with only the mind; thus, they are called “appaṭigha rūpa.” They are not in the physical world (rūpa aloka) but in nāma loka (viññāṇa dhātu.) Again, the idea of a nāma loka separate from the physical world (rūpa aloka) is not in science.

▪Another way to see this categorization is as follows. The world is made of six dhātus: paṭhavī, āpo, tejo, vāyo, ākāsa, and viññāṇa. We are familiar with our “physical world” made of paṭhavī, āpo, tejo, and vāyo spread out in space (ākāsa dhātu.) Therefore, those five dhātu are associated with the rūpa loka.

▪The sixth, viññāṇa dhātu, is associated with the nāma loka. See #3 of “Nāma Loka and Rūpa Loka – Two Parts of Our World.”

▪Therefore, there are SIX types of rūpa in Buddha Dhamma. The sixth is dhammā which cannot be monitored with scientific instruments or the five physical senses. They can be detected only by the mind. Thus the name “appaṭigha rūpa.”

Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha

3. A “khandha” means a “collection.” Rūpakkhandha is not a “collection of rūpa” but a “collection of mental imprints of external rūpa.”  

▪When you see a tree, only a “snapshot” of that tree is processed by the brain and sent to the hadaya vatthu (via cakkhu pasāda rūpa.) The registration of that image in mind is vedanā, and recognition of that image as a tree is saññā. Thus, the registration of the tree in mind happens with the aid of vedanā and saññā. However, that “registration process” takes a collection of several such images, i.e., involves vedanākkhandha and saññākkhandha.

▪Even if we don’t realize it, multiple fast images are needed to get a “full picture” of the tree with saccadic eye movements. The lens in the eye automatically moves around to capture several “snapshots” within a second, and this saccadic eye movement is well-known to science; see  “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Saccade.”  Thus, several such “snapshots” combine to give the image of the tree. When the object moves, things get even more complicated; see  “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy.” What we “see” as a smoothly moving object is a mental construct! These are critical points needing deep contemplation (vipassanā.)

▪Thus, the tree is recognized with vedanākkhandha and saññākkhandha.  If no further “mind actions” take place, that vedanākkhandha and saññākkhandha are all that is recorded in viññāṇa dhātu. But that also includes saṅkhārakkhandha since vedanā/saññā are mano saṅkhāra! 

How Memories Are Recorded in Viññāṇa Dhātu

4. The point is that rūpakkhandha is registered as the three aggregates of vedanā, saññā, and saṅkhāra in viññāṇa dhātu. Note that viññāṇakkhandha, in this case, comprises only vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, and saṅkhārakkhandha (with only mano saṅkhāra.)

▪Thus, in this case, nāmagotta preserves a recording of the rūpakkhandha. Only when we try to recall that memory that it COMES BACK to our mind as rūpakkhandha that was experienced at that time, i.e., nāmagotta is not the same as rūpakkhandha. Still, it comes back as rūpakkhandha (corresponding to that time) when recalled. We discuss memory recall below.

▪Again, to emphasize: what is preserved is vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, and saṅkhārakkhandha. But it contains all the necessary information to re-create a “mental image” of the rūpa that was seen, i.e., the rūpakkhandha.

Nāmagotta (Memories) With Kammic Energy Are Dhammā

5. Now, suppose instead of a tree, you see an attractive person, and lust arises in you. In this case, cetanā becomes sañcetanā (including kāma rāga) and is now more than a “seeing event.” Now a “kamma viññāṇa” arises, and that involves abhisaṅkhāra. Therefore, drastic changes take place in both saṅkhārakkhandha and viññāṇakkhandha. Thus, the namagotta now has an associated kammic energy! 

▪Thus, now a memory of seeing that person is in viññāṇa dhātu, but, in addition, there is also an associated kamma bīja, i.e., it is now a dhammā!

Viññāṇa Dhātu includes Records With and Without Kammic Energy

6. Therefore, memory records may or may not have associated kammic energy. Each sensory experience and our response to them are included in nāmagotta (all vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa associated with every experience AND response). 

▪Some had embedded kammic energy when abhisaṅkhāra was involved, i.e., when kamma viññāṇa was involved. Those latter kinds are nāmagotta with energy, i.e., dhammā or “kamma bīja.”

▪Those events without abhisaṅkhāra are mere “memory records,” i.e., nāmagotta without energy.

How do we recall memories?

7. Since dhammā have energies, they can “come to a mind” on their own. That is how kamma bījās bring their vipāka. For example, suppose you hit someone and injured him last year. It was an incident, and a memory of it is in viññāṇa dhātu. But besides being a memory, it has kammic energy associated with it so that it can bring vipāka at some point. They bring vipāka under suitable conditions, and we have some control over that by being aware of that; see “Anantara and Samanantara Paccayā.”

▪Nāmagotta (records of memories) are also in viññāṇa dhātu, but they don’t have any energy. Therefore, they don’t come to our minds randomly. But we can willfully recall them. For example, consider another incident that also happened last year, say meeting a famous person and shaking his hand. That is only a memory because there is no kammic energy associated with it. But you can probably recall that incident. If someone tells you, “Didn’t you meet that person last year?” you take a moment to recall it, and that memory comes back to your mind. That is a nāmagotta that came back as a dhammā when you tried to recall it.

8. When we try to recall a past event, the mind SENDS OUT a request to nāma loka or viññāṇa dhātu. In other words, we must exert an effort to retrieve that memory. 

▪Depending on the strength of that “signal” sent out, it MAY reflect that particular memory back to our mind. If the strength of the “reflected signal” is enough, it is captured by the mind via “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.” Thus, it comes back as a dhammā because it gained energy from the signal the mind sent out.

▪ Let me give an analogy to explain the difference between nāmagotta and dhammā.

Memory Recall - An analogy

9. Suppose we enter a dark room in a dark house with a chair sitting in a corner. We cannot see the chair or anything else in that room. That is the analogy of a nāmagotta that we are trying to recall.

• Now, if we had a flashlight, we could turn it on and direct it to the chair. Now, that light will bounce back from the chair, and we will be able to see it.

• That light beam from the flashlight is analogous to the “mind signal” we sent out to nāmaloka in #8 above.

•Now, let us consider an analogy for a dhammā. Suppose we enter the same dark room where a small lighted candle sits in a corner. We can see that lighted candle without the aid of a flashlight. Light from the candle itself is enough for us to see it. That lighted candle is like dhammā can “come back” to our minds on their own (as in #7)

Memory Recall Is Complex

10. Some ordinary people can recall events in their current lives in great detail. See, for example, “Recent Evidence for Unbroken Memory Records (HSAM).”

▪Of course, there is a wealth of supporting data from all over the world on children being able to recall events from their previous lives; see “Evidence for Rebirth  (with chart #3).” That would not be possible without those memory records permanently preserved in viññāṇa dhātu. Of course, Buddha Gotama was able to recall his own past lives and also those of many other Buddhas; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāpadāna Sutta (DN 14).”

▪Those who cultivate higher jhānās and develop abhiññā powers can recall many past lives, for example. In the earlier analogy, this corresponds to having a “stronger flashlight.” A Buddha can recall as many past lives as he wishes.

▪This is a fascinating subject. It is also an informative subject where one can gain insight.

Viññāṇakkhandha - Two Components

11. Nāma loka (viññāṇa dhātu) consists of the four mental aggregates: vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, and viññāṇakkhandha.

▪Part of it (associated with kamma viññāṇa) is “energized.” It has kammic energies created by kamma viññāṇa.

▪The rest has no associated energy; those are only memory records. Only the 28 types of rūpa (above the suddhaṭṭhaka level) or the “sukhuma rūpa” or dhammā (below the suddhaṭṭhaka level) depend on their energy for “storage to take place.” Pure “nāma” do not have energy and can last forever in the nāma loka or viññāṇa dhātu. 

▪We also need to realize that “memory records with kammic energy” keep losing kammic energy with time and get added to the part without energy.

Summary

12. There are two types of entities in the nāma loka or viññāṇa dhātu: (i) dhammā with kammic energy and (ii) nāmagotta without energy.

▪Dhammā can “come back” to our minds on their own. That is how kamma vipāka takes place. When the conditions are right, they bring vipāka.

▪Nāmagotta CAN NOT come back on their own. If we want to recall something, we must forcefully recall that particular memory.

▪Further details in “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood,” “Nāma Loka and Rūpa Loka – Two Parts of Our World,” “What are Rūpa? – Dhammā are Rūpa too!” and “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu.”

All posts in the new section on “Buddhism – In Charts.”
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A Scientific Approach to Buddha Dhamma

1. Buddha Dhamma is the Grand Unified Theory (a theory that explains everything about this world) that scientists are seeking. They do not realize it because the correct version of it, with its deeper aspects, has not been available in English. There are two major relevant points.

▪First, scientists will never get to a Grand Unified Theory until they realize that mental phenomena must be a part of such a theory. Modern science only focuses on just “material phenomena.” The reason is the following incorrect assumption by them: Psychological (mental) aspects arise from matter. The Buddha taught that it is the other way around: Mind is the forerunner of ALL phenomena, mental and material. 

▪The second point is the following. When scientists propose a brand new theory, they just use a set of assumptions. Some assumptions (axioms) are revolutionary and opposed by other scientists at the beginning. We will discuss such a prominent case below. The point is that they are not starting off with a truly essential set of axioms that cover mental as well as physical phenomena.

I will use the standard scientific method in this series of posts. I will start with a set of “assumptions,” even though those are NOT ASSUMPTIONS for a Buddha. Upon attaining the Buddhahood, a Buddha DISCOVERS those fundamental laws of Nature.

What Is a Scientific Approach?

2. Most of the time, science makes progress in a gradual step-by-step way. An existing scientific theory is “tweaked” to get a better agreement with new experimental results.

▪However, In some cases, scientists come with “previously unheard” theories to explain new observations. Most other scientists are first skeptical about such a drastically new approach. But if it turns out to be able to explain observations, then it becomes accepted over time.

▪Such a “revolutionary change” is a paradigm change. A good example is theories on atomic structure. There, paradigm changes happened twice within the past 100 years, as we will see below.

Western Theories of the Atom Started with Democritus

3. Around the time of the Buddha, Democritus (400 B.C.E.) proposed that all matter is made of indivisible particles called atoms. But nothing much was known about atoms at that time.

▪Democritus just assumed that if one keeps cutting in half a piece of a given material (say, an aluminum foil), it will reach a stage where it would not be possible to cut. That ultimate “indivisible” unit, he called an “atom.”

▪That picture has changed drastically over the years, especially within the past 150 years or so.

▪Of course, Buddha’s ultimate unit of matter was a suddhaṭṭhaka. It is also electrically-neutral, just as Democritus’ atom. However, a mind can create a suddhaṭṭhaka with javana citta. A suddhaṭṭhaka is a billionth times smaller than an atom in modern science. See, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

Modern Theories of the Atom

4. John Dalton, in 1803, proposed a modern theory of the atom. He suggested that different materials are made of different atoms and that a given atom cannot be broken down into smaller parts.

▪For example, an oxygen atom would be eight times bigger than a hydrogen atom, but an oxygen atom CANNOT be made by combining eight hydrogen atoms. Hydrogen and oxygen have different types of “building blocks” or different atoms.

▪Dalton was able to make some progress with his model.

Plum-Pudding Model of the Atom by J. J. Thomson

5. In the late 1800s, there were many experiments on electrical discharges. J. J. Thomson discovered that negatively-charged electrons could be removed from an atom. Since atoms are electrically neutral, in 1904, he proposed that an atom is made of a positively-charged material with electrons embedded in it.

▪That is analogous to plums embedded in a pudding. Thus, it came to be known as the “plum-pudding model” of an atom. See, “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Plum Pudding Model” for that model of an atom.

The following video illustrates this point:

WebLink: youtube: Discovery of the Electron: Cathode Ray Tube Experiment
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We will first briefly discuss three main theories of our world. Then we will start a broader discussion of Buddha’s description of this world.

Theories of Our World – According to Modern Science

1. Western science has been studying our world since the time of the ancient Greeks. But its focus has been on the material world. There have been investigations on TWO fronts. The structure of matter and the origin of life.

▪Investigations on the structure of matter started with Socrates and Aristotle. As discussed in the previous post, Democritus proposed the first atomic theory, which has evolved into current studies on quantum physics. See “Introduction – A Scientific Approach to Buddha Dhamma” and Ref. 1 below.

▪The second front is on the origin of life or the study of the living world. That includes plants and conscious life. See “WebLink: wikipedia.org: History of biology.” Modern science believes that living cells evolved FROM inert matter (“abiogenesis.”) See Ref. 2 for more details.

▪Both conscious and non-conscious (plant) life have living cells as the basis. See “Origin of Life – There is No Traceable Origin.”

▪A separate area of research looks into how consciousness (or mental phenomena) can arise from inert matter. See “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Consciousness.” As discussed, modern science CAN NOT explain the origin of conscious life.

Theories of Our World – Religious Explanation

2. Of course, the other prevailing explanation of the origin of life is that a Creator created the whole world, including all the stars, planets, our Earth, and the first forms of life on Earth.

▪Even though easiest to state, this explanation has no factual basis. One HAS TO accept it based purely on the faith of a Creator.

▪See, for example, “WebLink: answersingenesis.org: Evidence for Creation.”

Theories of Our World – Buddhist Explanation

3. Even though Buddha Dhamma (commonly known as Buddhism) is normally considered a religion, it is NOT a religion, as described in #2. It can be treated as a scientific theory, as we will do in this series of posts.

▪Buddha Dhamma provides a complete description of our world.

▪However, the Buddha did not try to provide detailed descriptions of material phenomena. He taught that finding such details will only take precious time away from the urgent need to find the truth about the unimaginable suffering associated with the rebirth process.

▪Therefore, much of the Sutta Piṭaka and the Vinaya Piṭaka focus on the “problem of suffering” and how to stop future suffering in the rebirth process.

▪As we know, Buddha’s teachings are contained in three Piṭaka or Tipiṭaka. The third one, Abhidhamma Piṭaka, describes the building blocks of our world in great detail. That includes material (rūpa) and mental (citta and cetasika) aspects. If one is interested in figuring out those details, not in the other two Piṭaka, one needs to understand the Abhidhamma material.

▪However, it is not necessary to go to the great depths of Abhidhamma to get an idea about the underlying principles. In the upcoming posts, we will do such a simplified analysis. That discussion will augment the series of posts on “Origin of Life.”

Overview of Modern Science

4. The focus of modern science is on figuring out the origin and the behavior of matter. Scientists consider mental phenomena to be secondary and to arise from inert matter! Most scientists believe that mental phenomena arise in the brain.

▪There are several proposals on how the mind (or thoughts) can arise from matter. But there is no credible theory that comes even close to begin to explain it. See “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Consciousness.”

▪A critical outcome of this approach is that modern science falls under the “annihilation view” (uccheda diṭṭhi.) That wrong view says that life ENDS at the death of the physical body. 

Evidence Against Proposed Scientific Theories of the Mind

5. Since mental phenomena are supposed to arise in the brain, that conclusion (in red in #4) leads to two critical implications.

▪The death of the brain — thus the death of a human — is the ABSOLUTE end of that life. There is no way to “transfer” the memories of one life to another. Thus, the rebirth process is COMPLETELY ruled out in modern science.

▪Furthermore, it also RULES OUT the possibility of Out-of-Body Experiences (OBE), including Near-Death Experiences (NDE.)

▪Let us briefly discuss evidence regarding those three areas.

Evidence from Rebirth Accounts

6. I will just provide one account here. In their book, “Soul Survivor: The Reincarnation of a World War II Fighter Pilot,” Bruce and Andrea Leininger detail the amazing story of their son’s recount of a past life.

Here is a recent youtube video on it:

WebLink: youtube: Boy Remembers His Past Life As a World War II Pilot!!
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Mind and matter go together in Buddha Dhamma. It is one meaning of “nāmarūpa.” It starts at a level much finer than the atomic level in modern science. It is even below the elementary particle level.

The Three Basic Building Blocks of Buddha Dhamma

1. Everything in this world arises out of three building blocks: citta, cetasika, and rūpa.

▪An analogy in modern science is to start with electrons, protons, and neutrons (elementary particles would be even more fundamental). A tasty cake, an oak tree, or a nuclear bomb all have origins in those fundamental particles.

▪In the same way, Buddha Dhamma (the theory) can start with those three fundamental entities. They can describe all mental phenomena as well as material phenomena.

▪On the other hand, modern science can describe ONLY material phenomena. It just ASSUMES that mental phenomena come out of material phenomena. But that assumption has NOT been validated. See the previous post, “Theories of Our World – Scientific Overview.”

▪Modern science cannot explain how a living-being is born. It seems to say that “it just happens.” We will discuss that below.

Connection Between Mind and Matter

2. In Buddha Dhamma, analysis of rūpa directly provides the connection between mind and matter.

▪In Abhidhamma, there are 28 types of rūpa. However, there are only a few types of rūpa that are sufficient to start our discussion here.

▪We will start with six types of rūpa directly related to the mind and are essential in sensing the external world. First, there is hadaya vatthu, the “seat of the mind,” where thoughts (citta) arise. Seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and body touching sensations are sensed at five pasāda rūpa: cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, and kāya. 

▪We are accustomed to the idea that we see things with our eyes, hear with our ears, etc. But all those five physical sense faculties just have inert matter. Inert matter cannot “sense” or “feel” anything.

▪Scientists go one step further and say that eyes, ears, etc. only capture the corresponding visual, auditory,..signals. They say that it is in the brain that those sensations are processed and “detected.” But they have no idea how such a “feeling” or “sensation” can arise in a brain. After all, the brain itself is made of inert atoms and molecules!

Brain Sends Those Signals to the “Actual Sensing Units”

3. It is correct that the brain processes those sensory signals captured by eyes, ears, etc. However, there is nothing in the brain that actually “detect” or “experience” those signals.

▪As mentioned above, those actual sensing units are the hadaya vatthu and the five pasāda rūpa. I will stick to these Pāli terms, and you will see that it is necessary to do so. The English vocabulary does not have corresponding words.

▪Now, we need to discuss two issues. Where are those six “sensing units” located? Also, how can they “feel” or “sense” those signals? Let us consider the latter question first.

▪It is kammic energy that creates those six elementary sensory units (hadaya vatthu and the five pasāda rūpa of cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya) at the beginning of a new existence. For simplicity, let us call those six entities “sensing units.” In some existences, there are less than six. For example, a rūpāvacara Brahma has only three, and an arūpāvacara Brahma has only one (just hadaya vatthu.) 

▪ONLY kammic energy can create those special types of rūpa. They have a trace of matter (suddhaṭṭhaka) AND also the ability to “feel” or “experience” the sensory inputs. That is the FUNDAMENTAL connection between mind and matter.

Kammic Energy – Origin of Life

4. It is the kammic energy created by a STRONG previous kamma that leads to a new existence as a result (vipāka) of that kamma.

▪For example, if person X kills another person, then that person X would have created a kammic seed (or a kamma bīja) that can germinate and give rise to existence in hell. If the kamma were rape, that would create a kammic seed to be born an animal. The vipāka (result) is according to the kamma. That is described in detail in “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪At the beginning of a new existence, kammic energy creates a set of “sensing units” appropriate for that existence. All living-beings in the kāma loka (six Deva realms, the human realm, and the four apāyā) have all six units listed in #3 above.

Examples of Various Existences

5. Without getting deeper into Paṭicca Samuppāda, let us try to get the basic idea of that process. It just says that an existence corresponds to the kamma that gave rise to that existence.

▪Someone who cultivates one of the four highest jhāna (arūpāvacara jhāna) will be born as an arūpāvacara Brahma. Someone in such an arūpāvacara jhāna does not experience any of five sensory inputs (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching). As a result (vipāka) of cultivating such a jhāna, one would be born in the corresponding arūpāvacara realm (there are four such realms.) An arūpāvacara Brahma cannot see, hear, smell, taste, or touch anything. He has only a hadaya vatthu, and thus, can only think (just like the experience in an arūpāvacara jhāna.) A hadaya vatthu is the LEAST bit of matter that can sustain mind (mental activity.)

▪Therefore, existence as an arūpāvacara Brahma is the simplest. One is free of burdens of making a living to buy houses, cars, or even food. There is no need to eat. That “Brahma body” only has a hadaya vatthu, which is so small that a Brahma cannot be seen even with the finest microscope scientists have. Kammic energy sustains that “body” with just an unimaginably small amount of “matter.”

▪At the next higher level of “complexity” are the 16 rūpāvacara Brahma realms. As you can guess now, birth in a rūpāvacara Brahma realm is a vipāka of cultivating rūpāvacara jhāna. A human can get into a rūpāvacara jhāna by suppressing or removing the cravings for close-contact sensory pleasures (eating, smelling, and touching.) The bottom line is that a rūpāvacara Brahma can only see and hear in addition to being able to think. Thus, a rūpāvacara Brahma would have only cakkhu and sota pasāda rūpa in addition to hadaya vatthu. Thus he would have only three “sensing units.”

▪It is only in the kāma loka (six Deva realms, the human realm, and the four apāyā) that living-beings have all six “sensing units” listed in #3 above. Births in kāma loka are much more complex, and that is where one needs a better understanding of Paṭicca Samuppāda to describe various births such as animal and hell beings. Of course, those births in the four apāyā are due to akusala kamma.

A Human Gandhabba Is a Set of Six “Sensory Units”

6. At the beginning of human existence, kammic energy creates a human gandhabba (or a manomaya kāya) with a hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa. That is the basic mind and matter overlap (nāmarūpa) in a human.

▪Just like it is impossible to see a Brahma, it is not possible to see a gandhabba. A gandhabba is almost like a Brahma, but with a full set of pasāda rūpa.

▪After created by kammic energy, a gandhabba stays with that “invisible body” may be for even many years. When a “matching womb” becomes available, it is pulled into that womb by kammic energy.

▪Modern science can explain the growth of a baby, starting with an embryo in a womb. But it CANNOT explain how that baby became CONSCIOUS.

▪The conception of a human baby (i.e., creating an embryo from an inert zygote) happens when a gandhabba comes into the womb and merges with the zygote. For details, see “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

Many Physical Bodies For a Single Mental Body (Gandhabba)

7. Therefore, a human being does not start with a physical body, i.e., with physical eyes, ears, etc. or the brain. As the Buddha explained, a physical body is a temporary residence for a human gandhabba. Within a human existence (that may last thousands of years), a gandhabba may acquire MANY different physical bodies. See, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪When the gandhabba is trapped inside a physical body, it has to get external sensory signals indirectly. The eyes, ears, etc. capture those sensory signals, which are then processed by the brain. We will discuss how the brain transfers that information to the gandhabba in a future post.

▪It is a human existence (bhava) that is hard to get. But within a human bhava, one may be born many times with different human bodies. That is why we have so many rebirth stories where one is reborn within several years.

▪For the duration of a human bhava, one will have ONLY ONE mental body (manomaya kāya), also known as gandhabba. Of course, that gandhabba may undergo some changes. But it will last the whole duration of that human bhava.

Pāli Word for Eye Is Not Cakkhu – It Is Nayana or Akkhi

8. Most people do not realize the following critical fact. Pāli words for eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and the body, are nayana (or akkhi), kaṇṇa, nāsā (or nāsikā), jivhā, and sarīra or deha or kāya.

▪The Pāli words cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya refer to the five pasāda rūpa associated with the manomaya kāya (gandhabba).

▪Thus, two words could be used in both ways either to refer to a physical sense faculty or a pasāda rūpa (jivhā and kāya).

▪While inside a physical body, a gandhabba is shielded from the external world. We will discuss how pasāda rūpā receive signals from the physical sensory faculties in the next post.

▪In the Abhidhamma analysis of rūpa, the five pasāda rūpa are listed as five fundamental types of rūpa. Thus, it is clear that cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya DO NOT refer to eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and the physical body!

▪On p. 236 of Ref. 1, they are listed as “sensitive phenomena.” If you look at p. 237, the Pāli term is “pasāda rūpa.” The five types of pasāda rūpa are #5 through #9 in Table 6.1 on p. 237. I tried to make that clear in the post, “Rūpa (Material Form) – Table.”

▪In Ref. 1, the description of rūpa is in Chapter VI (pp. 234-263.)

▪By the way, I will use Ref. 1 as the standard text on Abhidhamma for this series of posts. I have provided a link to the free pdf version. Ref. 2 is good as well.

Summary – Special Types of Rūpa With Ability to “Sense”

9. There are six “sensing units” (created by kammic energy) that have the ability to “sense’ or “experience.” That kammic energy is created with citta and cetasika. Therefore, it is a cyclic process (and why the rebirth process has no beginning!). We will discuss that intricate mind and matter connection in upcoming posts.

▪We started the post by pointing out that citta, cetasika, and rūpa can describe EVERYTHING in this world.

▪In the above, we went through a simple description of the arising of a living-being with a set of “sensing units.” That particular living-being will then do more kamma and create the seeds for more future births.

▪That is how the rebirth process continues.

▪However, by understanding this relationship between mind and matter, we have the ability to avoid “bad births” and also to attain Nibbāna. We will get into details in future posts.
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Sensual Pleasures (Kāma Assāda)

1. The word sensual means the gratification of physical senses. It may have a sexual connotation, but not necessarily. We will use that word in that sense to represent the meaning of the Pāli word “kāma.” People like sensual pleasures because they have “kāma rāga.” [assāda : [m.] gratification, taste; enjoyment; satisfaction.]

▪Such sensory contacts occur in close proximity. The three main “close sensory contacts” involve eating, smelling, and body touches (including sex.) However, visuals and sounds are also used to enhance these three sensory experiences.

▪Therefore, “kāma rāga” means craving for sensual pleasures (tasty foods, nice fragrances, bodily comforts, etc.) not just for sex. See, “What is “Kāma”? It is not Just Sex.”

▪All five sensory contacts are available in most of the lowest 11 realms (four apāyā, the human realm, and six Deva realms.) Thus, kāma loka includes those 11 realms.

▪Most “sensory pleasures” are “mind-made”; see “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).”

▪Furthermore, those sensual pleasures (kāma assāda) come at a price. There is much suffering in kāma loka, as we will see below.

What Is a Body (Kāya)?

2. In the previous post, we saw that out of 31 realms in this world, living-beings in 20 realms do not have physical bodies like ours. Brahmā in those 20 realms have only a trace of matter. They cannot be seen even with the best scientific instruments available today. See “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis.” Therefore, we need to abandon our perception of “solid, dense” bodies like ours to be universal. Even our bodies, in reality, are mostly “empty space,” as illustrated in the following video:

WebLink: youtube: You are Made Up of Nothingness
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Kammic energy leads to consciousness in all living beings. In this post, I am not going to refer to a specific type of consciousness (like cakkhu viññāṇa or mano viññāṇa) but just the ability to generate any types of viññāṇa in any of the 31 realms. Let us first recap our discussion so far in the new section, “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach,”

Kammic Energy Leads to Consciousness

1. In this new section, we discuss Buddha Dhamma using a novel approach. One critical point is that the essence of ANY living being is a set of “sensing faculties” created by kammic energy.

▪As we remember from the previous few posts, the main difficulty with the scientific community’s current efforts is identifying how feelings (consciousness) can arise in the brain made of inert matter. As some philosophers have pointed out, consciousness is NOT derived from matter. See, “Theories of Our World – Scientific Overview.”

▪In simple terms, the Buddha said that there is a set of elementary units of matter with the ability to facilitate CONSCIOUSNESS. See “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis.”

▪Those are the hadaya vatthu (seat of mind) and a set of five pasāda rūpa (cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya). These are UNIQUE bits of matter with the ABILITY to EXPERIENCE things in the world. I cannot emphasize enough the importance of comprehending the uniqueness of these six entities.

▪Kammic energy leads to consciousness because kammic energy alone can create those six entities.

Why Life Cannot Be Created in a Laboratory

2. Those six “sensing faculties” (unimaginably small) can ONLY be created by kammic energy. That kammic energy is produced in THOUGHTS (specifically javana citta.) We will discuss this in detail in the future.

▪That is why it will NEVER be possible to CREATE life (a conscious living being) in a laboratory. Consciousness does not arise in a chemical process or by increasing the processing power of computer chips.

▪Kammic energy leads to consciousness, and our minds create kammic energy. Thus, we create our own future lives!

Seeds (Kamma Bīja) for New Existences

3. It is kammic energy that produces seeds (kamma bīja) that give rise to a new set of “sensing units” for future existences.

▪“Good seeds” generated by good kamma (puñña abhisaṅkhāra) can give rise to good rebirths (in human and higher realms.) Births in the highest four Brahma realms are due to āneñja abhisaṅkhāra, a special kind of “good abhisaṅkhāra.”

▪Bad rebirths (in the four lowest realms or apāyā) arise due to “bad seeds” generated by immoral kamma (apuñña abhisaṅkhāra)

▪However, a seed cannot germinate and give rise to life if one has lost the craving for doing the corresponding kamma. Thus, one attains Nibbāna by cultivating paññā (wisdom) and getting rid of attachment to worldly things (taṇhā.) We will discuss that later, but it has been discussed in other sections.

▪First, let us discuss different types of kamma bīja with some examples.

Good Seeds and Bad Seeds

4. Person X likes to enjoy sensory pleasures to the extent that he/she is willing to do any immoral deed to enjoy them. If X kills a human, that mindset is very powerful and creates a kamma bīja that can lead to rebirth in hell. If X kills an animal that generates a “smaller kamma bīja,” but if X keeps killing animals regularly, that kamma bīja will get stronger and, at some point, will be strong enough to lead to rebirth in hell.

▪There is a person Y who engages in good deeds. That person enjoys feeding those in need (bhikkhus, poor people, animals, etc.) He/she would instinctively help those who fall into hard times and is able to forgive actions by others. Such a person builds up strong good kamma bīja to give rise to rebirths in human and higher realms.

▪Then there is person Z who has understood the drawbacks of sensory pleasures. He/she has a natural tendency to cultivate jhāna by minimizing engaging in sensory pleasures and dasa akusala in general. The first four jhāna fall under puñña abhisaṅkhāra and can lead to rebirths in the 16 rūpāvacara Brahma realms. The higher jhāna fall under āneñja abhisaṅkhāra and can lead to births in the 4 arūpāvacara Brahma realms.

▪Those are a few examples of the types of abhisaṅkhāra (or kamma) that keep us bound to the rebirth process. They ALL fall under “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in the Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda process. In the detailed explanation of that step, those saṅkhāra are described as “apuñña abhisaṅkhāra, puñña abhisaṅkhāra, and āneñja abhisaṅkhāra.” See, #11 through #13 in “Kamma, Saṅkhāra, and Abhisaṅkhāra – What Is “Intention”?.”

▪Our own kammic energy leads to consciousness (in future lives.) That consciousness may arise in any of the 31 realms.

The essence of a Living Being – The “Primary Sensory Units”

5. “Awareness” happens at hadaya vatthu, the seat of the mind. “Seeing” happens at the hadaya vatthu with the help of cakkhu pasāda rūpa. Similarly, “hearing” happens at the hadaya vatthu with the help of sota pasāda rūpa. The other three physical senses work the same way with ghāna, jivhā, and kāya pasāda rūpa.

▪In addition, hadaya vatthu can recall past memories.

▪Based on those six types of external signals, thoughts arise in the hadaya vatthu.

▪That happens in EVERY living-being. Every living being has a maximum of six of those “sensory units.”

Living Beings in Most Realms Have Only “Primary Sensory Units”

6. In the post, “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis,” we noted that living beings in 20 of the 31 realms in this world have only such sensory units and nothing else (no physical bodies.)

▪The 16 rūpāvacara Brahma realms have hadaya vatthu and two pasāda rūpa.

▪The 4 arūpāvacara Brahma realms have only the hadaya vatthu. 

▪They all have just a “mental body” and no “solid body” like ours. But our gandhabba is similar to them.

Dense Bodies In Kāma Loka

7. The situation is the 11 realms of kāma loka is more complex. That complexity is necessary to accommodate “close sensory contacts” of smell, taste, and body touch. Such contacts are not possible for the mental body (gandhabba); see, “Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept.”

▪A gandhabba needs to get into a womb and make a physical body to experience “close sensory contacts” of taste, smell, and touch. That process is described in “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪However, it is not the dense body that FEELS or EXPERIENCES those sensory contacts. Sensory experience happens ONLY at hadaya vatthu with the help of the corresponding pasāda rūpa.

▪Depending on the type of the “physical body,” there are different mechanisms to transfer the information generated in the “physical body” to the corresponding pasāda rūpa and then to the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind.)

▪However, if the “mental body” (gandhabba) comes out of a human’s physical body, it can see and hear without having eyes and ears. There are many verified accounts of such Out-of-Body Experiences. See, “Mental Body (Gandhabba) – Personal Accounts” and “Out-of-Body Experience (OBE) and Manomaya Kāya.”

▪Also, see the Wikipedia articles, “WebLink: en.wikipedia.org: Out-of-body experience” and “WebLink: en.wikipedia.org: Near-death experience.”

Our Dense Physical Bodies are Just “Shells”

8. Out dense physical bodies weighing tens of kg (or hundreds of pounds) DO NOT sense ANYTHING.

▪The crucial mental body (gandhabba) with the six “sensing units” is “trapped” inside the physical body. That allows it to experience the three additional senses of smell, taste, and touch. However, it also forces the gandhabba to experience “seeing” and “hearing” with physical eyes and ears.

▪Therefore, a gandhabba trapped inside a physical body cannot sense ANYTHING without the aid of the five physical senses AND the brain.

▪The (physical) sensory faculties (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body) can be considered mechanical instruments to capture external signals. For example, eyes are like two cameras taking pictures.

▪It is the brain that analyzes the sensory signals captured by those five “sensing equipment.” But the brain does not EXPERIENCE anything either. It breaks down those signals to a level that can be received by the five pasāda rūpa. Then each pasāda rūpa transfers that information to the hadaya vatthu. That is when we EXPERIENCE such a signal.

▪Therefore, the brain is just a very fancy computer. Of course, the design of the brain is also by kammic energy, as is the design for all body parts. That “design” or the “blueprint” is in the gandhabba. We will discuss those details in the “Buddhist model” in a future post.

Complexity In the Kāma Loka

9. The simplest in the kāma loka are the 6 Deva realms. Devas are born with “full physical bodies.” Such “bodies” are like ours but much more subtle. We can’t see Devas either.

▪On the other hand, we know a lot about how our physical bodies and brains work, thanks to many scientists’ efforts over the past hundred years or so. Animal bodies work pretty much the same way.

▪However, scientists have the wrong idea that such experiences are FELT in the brain, and it is the brain that generates our thoughts. Some scientists and philosophers are beginning to realize that, as we discussed to some extent in “Theories of Our World – Scientific Overview.”

Summary

10. I am going through this slowly because it is critically important to understand the basic structure of “our world.”

▪“Our world” is much more complex than what we can directly experience. We can only “see” two realms: the human and animal realms.

▪That “wider world view” can be seen ONLY by a Buddha with a highly-purified mind. It covers 31 realms in total.

▪Kammic energy leads to consciousness (or life) in all those realms.

▪It is necessary to understand how births occur in each realm. As we discussed above, the root causes are the types of kamma we commit based on how we think, speak, and take actions based mainly on vacī and kāya saṅkhāra. We do not have DIRECT control over mano saṅkhāra. They arise automatically due to our gati (character/habits.) But we CAN control vacī and kāya saṅkhāra and thereby control our gati. See, “Gati (Habits/Character) Determine Births – Saṁsappanīya Sutta.”

▪We have discussed those aspects in other sections. But we will go through some of them as needed here. I will also refer to other sections since it is not possible to cover everything in one section.
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The mind is not in the brain, but the brain is essential for the mind to work as long as the gandhabba is inside the physical body.

Relevant Summary of Previous Posts

1. In the previous posts, we discussed that only in the kāma loka that some living beings have physical bodies with brains. Brahmā in 20 realms do not have physical bodies or brains. See “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis,” “Sensual Pleasures – The Hidden Suffering,” and “Kammic Energy Leads to Consciousness.”

▪Of course, modern science is not aware of realms other than the human and animal realms. That is one reason that most scientists believe that consciousness arises in the brain.

▪Per Buddha Dhamma, humans and animals (and other beings in kāma loka) REQUIRE physical bodies to have access to close sensory contacts (taste, smell, and touch.) That, in turn, REQUIRES a brain to control the movement of heavy body parts. See, “Our Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

We will discuss that more in the next post.

▪But let us first review the current status of scientific research on the efforts by scientists to explain consciousness to arise in the brain.

▪We already discussed the following roadblock facing “materialistic science”: How can feelings arise in inter matter? That is the “hard problem of consciousness” that philosopher David Chalmers discussed in the video in #9 and #10 of “Theories of Our World – Scientific Overview.”

Mind Is Not in the Brain

2. The following video summarizes the current status of scientists’ attempts to prove that consciousness arises in the brain. Many of them, who spent their whole lives looking into this issue, have concluded the following: The brain does play a role in consciousness. But consciousness does not arise in the brain.

WebLink: youtube: Neuroscientific Evidence: Irreducible Mind (Part 1)
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Gandhabba in a Human Body Senses Differently Than When Outside

 1. The six critical entities in the gandhabba (hadaya vatthu and the five pasāda rūpa of cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya) are responsible for the amazing feats of cognition. See “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis,”

▪As we have discussed, a gandhabba has only a trace of matter and is invisible. It is essentially an invisible “mental body.”

▪When outside the physical body, a gandhabba can hear and see by itself without having eyes and ears like us. This idea of a living being without a physical body like ours is hard to imagine. But Brahmā in the higher 20 realms have such “invisible bodies.”

▪Of course, a Brahma or a gandhabba cannot taste, smell, or touch since they do not have “dense solid bodies.”

▪But when trapped inside a physical body, a gandhabba can experience all five sensory inputs. However, now the gandhabba depends on the brain to receive those sensory inputs.

▪One way to get the basic idea is to look at the following analogy. This analogy works ONLY for the five physical senses.

A Soldier in a Totally-Enclosed Military Tank

2. Visualize a soldier operating a fully-enclosed military tank. I do not even know whether such “totally-enclosed” military vehicles exist. But one can visualize it. Consider a tank (that is essentially a big metal box) without a single window. It has video cameras and microphones mounted on it to capture the scenes and sounds. It also has guns mounted on it that can shoot heavy artillery shells over long distances.

▪Let us also assume that the tank’s movement is fully automated, i.e., the soldier cannot drive it manually.

▪There is a sophisticated computer system that controls all those activities. But the soldier decides where to go, what to shoot at, etc.

▪Now, suppose the computer system breaks down completely. The soldier is fully alive but he/she is incapable of knowing what is happening outside. He is also incapable of moving the tank or firing its guns. To someone looking from the outside, the tank appears “lifeless.” It is no different from a nearby rock.

A Gandhabba inside a Physical Body

3. Similarly, a gandhabba trapped inside a physical body cannot see, hear, taste, smell, or touch anything without the aid of the brain.

▪The physical body, just like the military tank, cannot “sense anything.” But it has a set of five “instruments” to interact with the external world (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and body).

▪The brain, analogous to the on-board computer in the military tank, controls those body parts per its gandhabba’s instructions. It performs two types of tasks. (1) Process external signals coming through those five sensory instruments (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and body) and pass them to the gandhabba inside. (2) It also carries out the instructions by the gandhabba to control those body parts. Thus the gandhabba controls body movements with the aid of the brain.

▪In the case of extensive brain damage, the gandhabba cannot get any information from outside the body. It will also be unable to speak or move body parts because the brain accomplishes those tasks.

▪That is why a “brain-dead person” in a “vegetative state” shows no sign of life, as we will discuss.

How Can a Gandhabba Move a Heavy Physical Body?

4. Again the “tank analogy” is helpful. The soldier does not have the energy to move the tank. That energy comes from the fuel in the tank. Therefore, the tank will become “lifeless” if fuel runs out. The computer system will also not have the power to run.

▪The physical body, just like the tank, cannot move without energy. That energy comes from the food that the human eats.

▪Furthermore, the brain also needs energy to operate. That energy also comes from the food.

▪It turns out that the brain consumes roughly 25% of the energy produced by food digestion. That gives an idea of the immense workload on the brain. It has to process all the information coming in through the five senses AND carry out other bodily actions.

▪That is why “brain-dead people” don’t show any sign of life. However, the gandhabba inside is fully alive, now trapped in a useless physical body.

More Comparisons Of the Two Cases

5. More bodily actions can be visualized that way. For example, gandhabba cannot throw a stone. But gandhabba in a human body can get the physical body to throw a stone (with the help of the brain.) It takes a lot of energy to throw a stone. But that energy does NOT come from the gandhabba. that comes from the food consumed by the physical body.

▪Correspondingly, the soldier cannot throw the heavy artillery. But he/she can set up the computer to aim and fire the guns. The energy to propel heavy projectiles comes from the fuel in the military tank.

▪If the computer breaks down, the soldier will be helpless and will not be able to see or hear what is happening outside. Furthermore, he/she will not be able to move the tank or shoot artillery shells. That is just like a “brain-dead person” in a vegetative state (see below.)

Why Can’t the Gandhabba “See-Through” the Physical Body?

6. If a gandhabba outside a human body can travel through walls, and see/hear through walls, why can it not see and hear without the physical eyes and ears while being inside the physical body?

▪That is a manifestation of kammic energy dictated by the purpose of the physical body. The physical body arises to provide a way for the gandhabba to experience close contacts (of taste, smell, and touch.) That NECESSITATES its entrapment inside the physical body.

▪Again, the military tank analogy is helpful. The soldier can see and hear without the aid of tank-mounted equipment when he is outside the tank. But while INSIDE the tank, he CANNOT see outside without using the equipment. In the same way, the gandhabba is TOTALLY shielded from the external world once inside the physical body.

7. There is another aspect of why a gandhabba in a human body becomes isolated. Kammic influences block the gandhabba from “seeing through the physical body.” That is a mechanism to make the physical body subject to kamma vipāka.

▪Some people incur brain damage due to kamma vipāka. Being trapped inside one’s own body and not being able to communicate with others is unimaginably harsh, as we will see below.

▪In general, “being trapped inside a heavy body” is one mechanism for humans to “pay for the privilege” of having a physical body to enjoy sense pleasures. Without exception, those who have had out-of-body experiences describe a joyful feeling of “lightness.”

What Happens if the Computer System (Brain) Malfunctions?

8. There are two possible scenarios in each of the cases. Let us consider the tank analogy first.

a)If part of the on-board computer-controlled circuitry malfunctions, the soldier may be able to do only specific tasks. For example, suppose the circuitry that controls automated driving and the guns malfunctions. Then he would be unable to do anything with the tank (either to move it or to fire the guns.) But he may still be capable of seeing and hearing what is happening outside.

b)If the computer completely breaks down, the soldier will be completely isolated. He will not see or hear what is happening outside, in addition to being unable to do anything with the tank.

9. In the case of a gandhabba in a human body, the above two scenarios are analogous to two possible situations for a person in a vegetative state.

a)If only certain areas of the brain circuitry are damaged (especially the brain stem), that person may be able to see and hear but may be incapable of moving body parts to respond to them.

b)If the brain is totally damaged, that person may not see or hear and be unable to move the physical body. That is a “brain-dead person” or a person in a “vegetative state.”

▪Yet, the gandhabba inside is alive and well in both cases, just like the soldier in the tank with a failed computer system.

▪The case of a person in a “vegetative state” is discussed in detail in “Persistent Vegetative State – Buddhist View.”

How Does A Gandhabba See/Hear When Outside a Physical Body?

10. Another possible question is: “How does the gandhabba see and hear when outside the human body?”

▪Mainly humans and animals that communicate via speech (and bodily gestures). Living beings in other realms communicate in a different way that has not been described well.

▪But we know that Brahma Sahampati came to see the Buddha just after Buddha’s Enlightenment and “communicated” with the Buddha. Brahmas don’t have dense physical bodies with mouths or brains to talk like us. 

11. That mode of communication is similar to one’s experience with dreams. In a dream, we do not “hear” what others say in the same way when we hear speech normally, i.e., through the ears. In a dream, we perceive what they are saying. We perceive saññā.

▪We also do not “see dreams” with our eyes, which are closed while we sleep.

▪Here, we need to remember that the “real sensing elements” are not the physical eyes, ears, etc., but the five pasāda rūpa: cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, and kāya. See, “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis.”

The Blind Woman Who Could See With an Out-of-Body Experience

12. The following real-life account provides a good understanding of the workings of the gandhabba in a human body versus outside.

▪In some cases, people are born with the cakkhu pasāda rūpa in good condition, but the optic nerve (or the physical eye itself) may be damaged. In that case, they cannot see because the brain is not getting a signal from the eyes.

▪But if the gandhabba can come out of the body, it can see by itself. The following video clearly illustrates this situation.

WebLink: youtube: Near Death Experience - Blind woman ‘sees’ while out of body



   Persistent Vegetative State – Buddhist View
   

   




Persistent Vegetative State – Buddhist View





September 18, 2020; revised September 19, 2020

Some people in “persistent vegetative state” may have awareness per Buddha Dhamma. (1). As long as the physical body is alive, there is life. (2). Depending on the extent of brain damage, awareness of the external world may or may not be there.

What Is a “Vegetative State” or Unresponsive Wakefulness Syndrome?

1. A persistent vegetative state is when a person is awake but showing no signs of awareness for an extended time. Such a patient may have awoken from a coma, but still don’t seem to have regained awareness (Refs. 1, 2 [Ref. 1, and Ref. 2]).

▪Ref. 1 states, “A vegetative state is when a person is awake but showing no signs of awareness.”

▪According to Ref. 2, a person in a vegetative state “completely lack cognitive function.”

▪The term “vegetative state” may have come from “vegetable-like” in the sense that the body is obviously alive, but does not show any sign of awareness. A vegetable is also “alive,” but of course, does not have any awareness.

▪But there is a clear difference between “being aware” and “being able to communicate that one is aware.” Some people classified to be in a “vegetative state” may be aware but not able to communicate that they are aware. This difference is VERY CLEAR in the Buddhist explanation.

There Could be Awareness in a Person Classified to be in a “Vegetative State”

2. Scientists are beginning to realize that there is a “thinking being” in a human body in a “persistent vegetative state.” In 2010, it was proposed to refer to this condition as unresponsive wakefulness syndrome or UWS (Ref. 3.)

▪However, many still consider ANY person in a vegetative state to be “clinically dead.” Disconnecting life-support is legally allowed.

▪In Buddha Dhamma, the issues become much clear. The gandhabba is fully alive inside. Since the brain’s areas controlling body movement and speech are disabled, it cannot show awareness. But depending on the condition of the other areas of the brain, it may or may not be aware of the surroundings. That means a person in a vegetative state COULD BE fully aware of his/her surroundings just like a normal person.

▪Progress in neuroscience now makes it possible to check whether such a person is aware of the surroundings, even if he/she cannot express that via speech or bodily movements. We will discuss that below. Let us first discuss the general picture per Buddha Dhamma.

A Person in a Persistent Vegetative State – Buddhist Explanation

3. In the previous post, we described the workings of the gandhabba (mental body) and the physical body where the brain plays a significant role.

▪One part of the brain (neocortex) provides the gandhabba with the sensory inputs coming through the physical sense faculties (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body.)

▪There is a separate brain circuit (brain stem) that controls speech and bodily movements. Per gandhabba’s instructions, that part of the brain controls the movement of body parts.

▪We discussed those two aspects using an analogy of a military tank operated by a soldier. Here, an onboard computer has two circuits: One to bring in external video and audio to the soldier. The other part of the computer-controlled circuit drives the tank and fires the guns mounted on the soldier’s tank per instructions. See, “Gandhabba in a Human Body – an Analogy.”

“Vegetative State” is Proper Terminology If the Brain Is Fully Damaged

4. If there is extensive damage to the onboard computer and all circuits under its control, the soldier is completely isolated. He/she would not be able to see/hear what is happening outside OR to drive the tank or fire its guns.

▪Similarly, if the brain is fully damaged, the gandhabba will not be able to see, hear, taste, smell, or touch (It will also not be able to recall any past events as we will discuss later.) Furthermore, since the brain cannot help with speech or other body movements, the gandhabba cannot show any life sign.

▪However, the soldier inside the tank is alive. Similarly, the gandhabba inside the physical body is also fully alive.

▪It is because that the gandhabba is alive that the physical body stays alive. The physical body can be in that “persistent vegetative state” as long as the gandhabba stays inside AND the physical body is on life-support (food and water provided.) 

▪Thus, the term “vegetative state” is appropriate in this case, since the gandhabba cannot respond AND is totally unaware of what is going on. In Abhidhamma terminology, the mind is in the bhavaṅga state. There are no “active thoughts” or citta vithi.

If Only the Brain Stem Damaged, Gandhabba May Have “Awareness”

5. Now, let us consider the second possible scenario. If only the brain stem is damaged, that person may see and hear but is incapable of moving body parts to respond to them.

▪In the military tank analogy, this is similar to when the computer circuits for driving and firing of guns are damaged. The video and audio equipment are working, so that the soldier can see and hear what is going on outside, but is unable to move the tank or fire its guns. To someone looking from outside, the military tank appears to be totally disabled.

▪Similarly, some people who appear to be in persistent vegetative states may be fully aware of what is going on. They have no abilities of body movements and cannot speak or move even a finger. Thus, they are unable to express anything with words or bodily movements.

▪The following video is about a woman in a vegetative state for two years and was able to recover. During those two years, she heard and saw what was going on. However, there was “no sign of life” in her other than her vital signs.

WebLink: youtube: Miracle Drug Wakes Up Woman In A Coma After 2 Years | My Shocking Story
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Patient H.M. provided a critical clue to the role of the hippocampus in memory preservation. Studies on him and a few other patients point to direct and indirect roles played by the brain in preserving memories. The Buddhist and scientific descriptions are the same for habitual (procedural) memory but different for autobiographical (declarative) memory.

Major Components of the Brain

1. The following diagram shows the brain divided into three regions. The following bullet points provide the KEY FUNCTIONS of each area. It is a crude description but provides a simple picture.

[image: Major_Components_of_the_Brain-1024x584]

▪The cerebellum (indicated in red) controls body movements. The cerebellum also helps with body balance and remembering repetitive tasks. If there is significant damage to the brain stem, one is likely to die. The brain stem controls vital functions like breathing.

▪The limbic system plays a vital role in memory. It also deals with emotions. Components of the limbic system are indicated in black.

▪The neocortex (indicated in blue) is the largest area of the brain and manages sensory inputs such as vision and hearing. It is also the “thinking brain.” It wraps around the limbic system, starting from the edge of the cerebellum.

Click on the link to download the figure: “WebLink: JPG image download: Major Components of the Brain.”

Structural Information on the Three Regions of the Brain

2. The above figure shows a brain cut in the middle. Some components of the limbic system have two parts on either side. For example, the hippocampus and amygdala have two identical structures on the brain’s left and right sides. [The hippocampus is a small, curved formation in the brain that plays an important role in the limbic system. The hippocampus is involved in the formation of new memories and is also associated with learning and emotions. The amygdala is a collection of cells near the base of the brain. There are two, one in each hemisphere or side of the brain. This is where emotions are given meaning, remembered, and attached to associations and responses to them (emotional memories). The amygdala is considered to be part of the brain's limbic system.]

▪On the other hand, the brain stem and cerebellum are single structures.

▪In contrast to both, the neocortex has different areas specialized for various tasks. Analysis of sensory inputs happens in the back (visual and auditory cortex.) Parts of the frontal cortex manage planning, speech, and related motor control aspects. The neocortex accounts for 76% of the brain.

Overview of Our Discussion So Far

3. Now, we can better visualize our discussion so far in the previous few posts, especially the post on “Persistent Vegetative State – Buddhist View.” Let us first go over that post. 

▪The brain stem regulates breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure. Therefore, it is likely that people in vegetative states do not have significant damage to their brain stems. 

▪The loss of motor control (body movements) is likely due to damage to the cerebellum.

[image: Components-of-the-Brain-2]

▪The visual and auditory cortexes are close to the cerebellum (left figure). Click to download the figure: “WebLink: PNG image download: Neocortex Areas and Cerebellum.” The limbic system is hidden in this view.

▪That roughly matches what we discussed in the previous post about different situations of people in vegetative states. For example, suppose there is damage to the cerebellum area but minimal damage to the visual/auditory cortexes. Such patients may be able to see/hear but not able to respond.

▪On the other hand, if visual/auditory cortexes and the cerebellum are damaged, the patients would not be able to see or hear as well.

▪We discussed those two situations in the previous post.

The Opposite of a “Vegetative State” – Living Without Memory

4. Now, let us discuss a few people who were unfortunate to face different problems due to a third region of the brain located close to the middle of the brain. As we can see from the first figure above, the limbic system lies underneath the neocortex and sits above the brain stem/cerebellum area.

▪The limbic system is the “emotional center” of the brain because it controls emotions. It has several components, including the hippocampus, amygdala, and thalamus.

▪Our focus here is on the hippocampus. As we will see, it plays a significant role in memory.

▪There are two symmetrically-placed hippocampi on either side of the brain. Surgeons removed both of them in a patient who went by the name “patient H.M.”

The account of “Patient H.M.” – Critical Role of Hippocampus

5. Patient H.M. (or Henry Molaison) suffered from frequent bouts of seizures. In 1953, a surgeon removed both his hippocampi in an attempt to solve that problem. Even though the episodes went away, HM suffered a devastating memory loss.

▪HM lost the ability to retain NEW memories. But he could remember events up to the operation but could not remember anything for more than a few minutes AFTER the operation. The following video explains it in more detail.

WebLink: youtube: What happens when you remove the hippocampus? - Sam Kean
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Memory preservation and recall involve two components in the brain per Buddha Dhamma. We identify the “transmitter” as the hippocampus. The “receiver” is tentatively identified to be in the posterior visual areas of the cortex possibly the precuneus.

Key Points From the Discussion So Far

1. When outside the physical body, a gandhabba can see, hear, and recall memories “directly.” The invisible gandhabba sees and hears with the cakkhu and sota pasāda rūpa and recall memories directly in hadaya vatthu. Kammic energy creates up to six sensory units, including those three. See “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis.”

▪When inside a physical body, a gandhabba is TOTALLY shielded from outside. But thanks to that solid, dense body, the gandhabba can taste, smell, and touch things too. But ALL six types of interactions with the external world now REQUIRE a functional brain.

▪Using an analogy of a military tank, we discussed how the brain analyzes the sensory inputs coming through five physical senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body) and passes them to the gandhabba. See, “Gandhabba in a Human Body – an Analogy.”

▪Now, let us discuss the critical role played by the brain in the memory preservation/recall process.

Memory Preservation/Recall for a Gandhabba Inside a Human Body

2. The sights, sounds, tastes, odors, and touchable objects are in the external world. In the same way, our memories are also in the external world.

▪Of course, that Buddhist view differs from the scientific view that the memories are “stored” in our brains. See, “Mind Is Not in the Brain.”

▪The “physical world” or “rūpa loka” that is spread out in space (ākāsa dhātu) is only one part of our world.

▪That physical world has a mental counterpart. It is the “mental world” or “nāma loka” associated with the viññāṇa dhātu. Our memories or “nāmagotta” (as well as plans and our kamma bīja) are in that nāma loka.

3. Out of the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha), the rūpakkhandha encompasses everything associated with the rūpa loka. The other four aggregates (vedanakkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, and viññāṇakkhandha) are associated with the nāma loka. We will discuss that in more detail in upcoming posts.

▪As discussed in the above-mentioned posts, eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and the physical body brings in the five physical sensory inputs to the gandhabba trapped inside the physical body. The brain plays a key role in processing those sensory inputs and passing them to the gandhabba.

▪Two brain components play critical roles in memory preservation/recall for the gandhabba trapped in a physical body. Let us discuss that now.

A Transmitter and a Receiver of Memory in the Brain

4. The five physical senses need to “bring in” external sensory inputs from the physical world. People, animals, and things in the rūpa loka can be seen with the eyes. Our physical bodies can touch those things, etc.

▪On the other hand, records of our thoughts (nāmagotta) need to be first sent out of the physical body to the nāma loka (viññāṇa dhātu.) Those thoughts arise in the gandhabba inside the physical body. As thoughts arise in gandhabba, the “transmitter” in the brain transmits them to the outside.

▪We can recall those records as needed, with the aid of the “receiver” in the brain.

The Critical Roles of the Transmitter and the Receiver

5. If the transmitter in the brain does not work, then records of one’s thoughts cannot be transmitted out to the viññāṇa dhātu. That means those records WILL NOT be saved. If someone’s transmitter stops working, the recording of nāmagotta will stop.

▪If the transmitter keeps working, but the receiver stops working, then one will not be able to recall ANY of the memories. However, one’s nāmagotta will continue to accumulate in the nāma loka.

▪Of course, if both transmitter and receiver fail, then one’s nāmagotta will not be saved, AND one will not be able to recall ANY memories. 

6. Now, let us see what happens when that person dies and is reborn with a human body again. If both the transmitter and receiver work in the new life, then the only problem would be the following.

▪If the transmitter had not worked for a certain time period in the previous life, nāmagotta for that period would be missing FOREVER.

▪That last scenario would be similar to the case of nāmagotta missing for the time spent in the asañña realm. For that whole time spent in the asañña realm, there would be no thoughts, and thus no “events” to record.

Identification of the Transmitter of Nāmagotta as Hippocampus

7. In the previous post, “Patient H.M. – Different Roles of Brain in Memory,” we discussed the case of patient H.M. As explained in #4 in that post, a surgeon removed H.M.’s hippocampus to treat a different medical problem.

▪After the surgery, H.M. lost to the ability to recall anything that happened AFTER the operation. But he was able to recall events that took place BEFORE the operation.

▪The fact that he was able to recall some memories means that the receiver was working!

▪The second clue is that he cannot recall new memories made AFTER the operation, which means the transmitter was removed in operation. Only one small part of the brain (hippocampus) was removed in operation. Thus it is a clear-cut case that the hippocampus is the transmitter!

▪By the way, patient E.P. discussed in #9 of that same post had the same issue of not recalling only those memories created AFTER an incident. In that case, a virus attacked E.P.’S brain area that contained the hippocampus. Thus his account is also consistent with the hippocampus being the transmitter.

Loss of the Receiver Leads to Complete Loss of Episodic Memories

8. What would happen if the receiver is damaged? Of course, one would not be able to recall anything at all.

▪We discussed the case of Clive Wearing in that same post starting at #10. Clive did lose ALL memories. Thus, it is clear that Clive lost the receiver.

▪However, he lost his memories due to a viral attack just like patient E.P. It was not a specific brain component like for patient H.M.

▪There was much more damage to Mr. Wearing’s brain than for patient E.P.’s brain. Some areas in the frontal and temporal lobes and the area around the hippocampus were damaged. There are many small components around the hippocampus (like the amygdala.) I could not find more specific information on the damaged areas of Mr. Wearing’s brain.

▪On the other hand, his cerebellum (located in the back of the head) did not have any damage. Thus, he was able to do routine tasks using habitual memory. He was even able to play the piano, as we discussed in that post. As discussed in #12 there, “learned memories” remain hard-wired in the cerebellum. His cerebellum did not have any damage

▪But he would not recall playing the piano a minute after he finished playing! He could not recall ANY “episodic memories” because his “memory receiver” was damaged. His transmitter (hippocampus) was also damaged.

Tentative Identification of the Receiver

9. A recent study monitored various regions of the brain when a subject was asked to recall a past event. I just came across this publication today, October 3, 2020.

▪The authors of the publication state, “..Results showed that initial access was very fast, did not activate the hippocampus, and involved activation of predominantly posterior visual areas, including the precuneus.”

▪As we discussed above in #7, we believe that the hippocampus is the transmitter. Thus, this study is consistent with that.

▪The publication is available for free distribution: WebLink: PDF download: Highly Superior Autobiographical Memory-The role of the precuneus-Mazzoni-2019.

Connection to the Ability to Recall Past Lives – Why Scientists Are Wrong

10. Since memories (nāmagotta) remain preserved in the nāma loka (viññāṇa dhātu), they will NEVER be lost. That is why some children can recall their past lives.

▪On the other hand, if memories are “stored in the brain,” as some scientists speculate, recalling a past life would be impossible. Thus, even if just ONE one numerous past life accounts is correct, that model has to be discarded.

▪Of course, those who cultivate abhiññā powers can recall MANY past lives. The Buddha recalled how he received “niyata vivarana” to become a Buddha from many previous Buddhas who lived billions of years ago! See, “Pāramitā – How a Puthujjana Becomes a Buddha.”

▪Further evidence is building up from numerous Near-Death-Experience (NDE) studies conducted by heart surgeons. We discussed those problems with the “memories stored in the brain” theory in the post, “Theories of Our World – Scientific Overview.”

Buddha Dhamma Is Self-Consistent and Compatible With Scientific Findings

11. Buddha Dhamma is fully self-consistent. See, “Buddha Dhamma: Non-Perceivability and Self-Consistency.” All the posts at this website are self-consistent and are consistent with the Tipiṭaka.

▪Over the years, scientific theories kept changing to be consistent with new findings. I predict that science WILL discard the idea that memories remain stored in the brain. It is just a matter of time.

▪Another piece of recent evidence is the following. Some people can remember what happened in any ARBITRARILY selected day, even several years ago. It Is as though their memories were digitally recorded.

▪Our brains are not digital, as proven in recent years. They do not work the same way as digital computers. It is impossible to “record” events in such detail in our brains.

▪We will discuss accounts of some of those people with “perfect memories” in the next post.

All posts in this section at, “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.”
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The question “How do we see?” remains unanswered by science. The short post by the National Eye Institute, “WebLink: nei.nih.gov: How the Eyes Work,” concludes: “These electrical signals travel from the retina through the optic nerve to the brain. Then the brain turns the signals into the images you see.” That does not explain the important part, the EXPERIENCE.

How Do We See?

1. Let us systematically see what happens when we “see” a tree. Please don’t just read through, but stop and think about each point.

▪Light reflected off the tree falls on our eyes, forming an image of that tree on the retina. As you can imagine, that image is tiny. That image then goes to the brain through a nerve as a chemical/electrical signal.

▪Scientists are stuck on what happens next: How does the brain “SEE” the tree using that chemical/electrical signal?

▪Furthermore, we “see” that tree in great detail: leaves, individual flowers, fruits, etc. How is that possible? The images that land on the back of the eyes are TINY.

▪Someone who has thought a lot about this issue is Jeff Hawkins, who is actively engaged in artificial intelligence (AI). In his book, “On Intelligence,” he discusses current scientific knowledge on vision and other sensory inputs (Ref. 1.)

Jeff Hawkins’s Book “On Intelligence”

2. Starting on p. 55 of his book, Hawkins discusses how the image that falls on the back of the eye gets to the brain: “But let’s take a closer look. Visual information from the outside world is sent to your brain via a million fibers in your optic nerve. .”.

▪“You can visualize these inputs as a bundle of electrical wires or a bundle of optical fibers..” he writes, “The inputs to the brain are like those fibers, but they are called axons, and they carry neural signals called “action potentials” or “spikes,” which are partly chemical and partly electrical..”.

▪As discussed in that book, visual signals and all sensory inputs (sounds, taste, smell, and body touch) to the brain are similar. You hear a sound, see the light, and feel pressure, but there isn’t any fundamental difference among these neural signals inside your brain. An action potential is an action potential.

▪Scientists have not figured out how the brain distinguishes those different types of signals. Moreover, they have no idea how the mind “sees the light” or an image of that tree. Same for the other senses.

▪They will never figure that out because it is NOT the brain that “SEES.” It is the “hadaya vatthu” (seat of the mind”) on the “mental body” (gandhabba) that feels the “seeing sensation.” Of course, “gandhabba” is an “energy body” trapped inside the physical body. It can come out sometimes, especially during heart operations (Google “Near-Death Experiences.”)

How Are Electrical/Chemical Signals Sensed or Experienced?

3. To quote more from that book (p. 56): “Your perceptions and knowledge about the world are built from these patterns. There is no light inside your head. It is dark in there. There is no sound entering your brain either; it is quiet inside. The brain is the only part of your body that has no senses. A surgeon could stick a finger into your brain, and you would not feel it. All the information that enters your mind comes in as spatial and temporal patterns on the axons.” 

▪It is a mystery to science how the mind differentiates those chemical and electrical signals from the brain as vision, sound, taste, smell, and touch. 

▪For example, how do “pictures” materialize from those chemical and electrical signals? How does another set of signals lead to the sensation of sound?

▪These are kammic effects that are not amenable to our minds. How kamma vipāka leads to various effects (including sight, hearing, etc.) is one of the four things that are unthinkable/incomprehensible to us and only comprehensible to a Buddha: “WebLink: suttacentral: Acinteyya Sutta (AN 4.77).”

All Existing Scientific Theories Are Speculations

4. Scientists are trying to solve this puzzle by looking for answers in the brain. They have come to the end of the line here.

▪Jeff Hawkins wrote that book in 2004. He posted the video in Ref. 2 (which discusses the brain) in 2006. He and many other scientists have done much work since that time. Yet they have made NO PROGRESS on the vital issue of “how those sensory events are EXPERIENCED.”

▪There are, of course, many THEORIES on that connection. For example, some have suggested that consciousness (EXPERIENCE) arises in brain nerve cells; see Ref. 3. However, plants also have microtubules. But plants, of course, cannot think.

▪No matter how much they try, scientists WILL NOT be able to find a way to say that mental phenomena can arise in inert matter. 

▪Before discussing Buddha’s description, we review relevant findings from recent scientific studies.

Science Will Never be Able to Figure Out How We See

5. Even though eyes (and the brain) play significant roles in vision, actual “seeing” does not happen at either place. 

▪Vision (and all other sensory EXPERIENCES) happen in the “mental body,” which the Buddha called “gandhabba” or “manomaya kāya” in Pāli.

▪Thanks to the internet, an abundance of evidence is emerging of situations where people were able to while their physical bodies were temporarily inoperative, i.e., while they were “medically unconscious.” The following video is just one example given by a physician who is now actively pursuing such “Out-of-Body Experiences” (OBE), also known as near-death experiences (NDE) in the medical field.

WebLink: youtube: Are near-death experiences real? Here’s what science has to say. | Dr. Bruce Greyson for Big Think
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October 9, 2020; revised October 10, 2020 (added the video in #7)

Autobiographical memory (nāmagotta) remains preserved in nāma loka (mental world.) Material things are in the rūpa loka (material world.)

Our Two Worlds – Rūpa Loka and Nāma Loka

1. Living beings enjoy material things in the rūpa loka. We are all familiar with our material world (rūpa loka), which has “things” that we can see, hear, taste, smell, and touch.

▪We also enjoy RECALLING past experiences and also recalling anticipated future events (desires or expectations.) Both those types remain in our mental world (nāma loka.)

▪A satta (living being) results when attaching to either of the two. See #6 of “Me” and “Mine” – The Root Cause of Suffering.”

Autobiographical Memory Versus Habitual Memory

2. When we say “we remember” something, that memory could be one of two things.

▪We remember past events like attending a wedding or a funeral, the birth of a child, etc. which is autobiographical memory. A memory of what one ate for dinner on any arbitrary day, even years ago, falls into the same category. Everything that you did from the moment of waking up to going to bed goes into autobiographical memory.

▪On the other hand, remembering how to ride a bike (or play the piano) is also a memory. Even if you don’t ride a bike for many years after learning it, you can recall that memory fairly quickly later on. It would not be like learning to ride a bike for the first time in your life. Such a “capability” is a habitual memory.

▪There is recent evidence that some people have exceptional abilities with autobiographical memory. They can recall what happened on any arbitrary day within the past several years in great detail. Let us discuss that now.

Highly Superior Autobiographical Memories (HSAM)

3. These studies started with Jill Price, who contacted a team of scientists in the early 2000s about her ability to recall anything from 1974 onwards. Since then, scientists have studied more people with that ability.

▪Scientists have coined the term Highly-Superior Autobiographical Memories (HSAM, pronounced H-SAM) to describe their abilities.

▪The following video illustrates how astounding their memories are:

WebLink: youtube: Endless Memory, Part 1
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October 16, 2020; revised October 17, 2020; September 10, 2022; May 28, 2023 (#4, #5, #6, #7, #8)

Rūpa and rūpakkhandha, together with nāma and nāmagotta, help describe two parts of our world: rūpa loka and nāma loka. Rūpa (forms) are in the rūpa loka (material world), and rūpakkhandha includes mental images of ALL rūpa that we have ever experienced (but not directly preserved.) The four nāma aggregates are preserved in the nāma loka (immaterial or mental world) as nāmagotta.

Critical Differences Between Rūpa Loka and Nāma Loka

1. We are familiar with the rūpa loka or the material world. It has people, animals, trees, Sun, Moon, stars, etc. One distinct feature of the rūpa loka is that EVERYTHING has a finite lifetime, i.e., no permanent existence. Each “thing” comes into existence, exists for a finite time, and is then destroyed. No exceptions.

▪We experience the rūpa loka using the five physical sense faculties. We see “things” with our eyes, hear sounds via vibrations in the air, smell things when tiny particles enter our noses, taste things when they touch our tongues, and feel the touch sensation when things touch our skins. 

▪Each physical contact involves an interaction of a sensory faculty with external “things” or “rūpa” or “forms.” The result is a mental image of a rūpa that arises in the mind. The collection of all possible such MENTAL IMAGES is the rūpakkhandha. Thus, rūpa and rūpakkhandha are two different things.

2. Furthermore, nāma loka is our “main world.” With that mental image of a rūpa, four types of “mental attributes” or “nāma” arise in mind: vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. Records of only those four “nāma” entities are preserved in nāma loka as nāmagotta. When we recall such nāmagotta, we can re-create the corresponding rūpa in our minds.

▪We experience the nāma loka with the mind, the sixth sense faculty. 

▪One unique aspect of nāma loka is that all our thoughts will leave a PERMANENT record (nāmagotta) in the nāma loka.

▪Thus, even though rūpa in the rūpa loka decay and die, nāmagotta in nāma loka never die, as stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Najīrati Sutta (SN 1.76)” which states, “rūpaṁ jīrati maccānaṁ, nāmagottaṁ na jīrati.”

▪Until a Buddha explains, humans don’t even think much about the nāma loka or the mental world. It is also called the viññāṇa dhātu.

“Seeing” Is In a Thought (Cakkhu Viññāṇa)

3. Let us take a simple example to illustrate this point. Suppose you are looking at an apple on your desk. An apple is a physical object.

▪You can see the apple if there is light in the room. Light bounces off the apple and enters your eyes. The brain processes that apple’s image and passes it over to cakkhu pasāda rūpa in the gandhabba. The cakkhu pasāda rūpa makes contact with the hadaya vatthu and transfers that image to the hadaya vatthu, the “seat of the mind,” as we discussed. See “Gandhabba in a Human Body – an Analogy.”

▪What we stated above appears in Pāli as, “Cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññāṇaṁ.” That just means cakkhu viññāṇa (or seeing) arises when a rūpa makes contact with the cakkhu (short for cakkhu pasāda rūpa.) Here, paṭicca [paṭi + ca] means cakkhu and rūpa “getting together” or “making contact.”

4. Thus, “seeing” is a cakkhu viññāṇa (a thought.) We see that apple when a cakkhu viññāṇa arises in our minds. This is a fundamental fact, but it is good to clarify it. When we see that apple, a thought arises in our mind saying, “it is an apple.”

▪The apple that you saw is NOT the same as the apple itself. It is just an image of the apple captured by your eyes. “Seeing” happens in your mind.

▪Every time you see an object, that “image” goes into the “rūpa aggregate” or “rūpakkhandha.” However, that rūpakkhandha is NOT preserved directly, i.e., as an image. When you recall a memory, you “regenerate that mental image” in your mind. This is discussed in detail in “Rūpa, Dhammā (Appaṭigha Rūpa) and Nāmagotta (Memories) (with chart #14). ”

▪There in no record of rūpakkhandha (aggregate of forms) in the rūpa loka! Memories of “rūpa experienced in the past” are recalled from viññāṇa dhātu, as explained in the above post. Rūpa and rūpakkhandha are different entities.

That Holds for the Other Sense Faculties – The Origin of Nāmagotta

5. Similarly, we hear a sound with cittā (i.e., with a sotadvāra citta vīthi) and recall a memory with cittā (i.e., with a manodvāra citta vīthi). All six sense faculties work the same way.

▪As soon as a thought arises in mind, the critical point is that it is transmitted to the nāma loka (via the mana indriya in the brain), where a record of that will stay forever. This may sound astonishing, but that can be shown to be correct. How else would those people with HSAM be able to recall their memories with such precision? See the post, “Autobiographical Memory – Preserved in Nāma Loka.” Some children can recall their past life and those with abhiññā powers can recall many past lives in great detail.

▪We will discuss the details of the “memory preservation” process in the future. But it turns out that it is not the rūpakkhandha that is preserved, but the other four aggregates: vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. The four mental aggregates are preserved as a memory record or nāmagotta.

▪That is how the Buddha recalled how he received “niyata vivarana” from Buddha Dīpaṅkara, who lived many billions of years ago by recalling those “memory records” are nāmagotta.

Each Person Has His/Her Nāmagotta Preserved

6. Each event that we experience has a rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa associated with it. For example, when we see an apple, the associated rūpa is the MENTAL IMAGE of the apple (which becomes part of rūpakkhandha.)

▪That event also has a vedanā, i.e., we know that we saw that apple. The associated saññā is the recognition of the object as an apple. Then we may generate saṅkhāra about it; for example, we may be to decide to eat it (as a vacī saṅkhāra.) Then the viññāṇa encompasses all those AND any associated plan (to eat it.) All five of those automatically added to the corresponding AGGREGATES (COLLECTIONS), i.e., rūpakkhandha, vedanakkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, and viññāṇakkhandha.

▪And the four mental components get added to his/her nāmagotta.

▪Thus it is critical to see that each person’s five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) are THEIR OWN. One’s pañcakkhandha is one’s whole world! One has experienced all of it.

▪To emphasize, only the four mental components are preserved in the nāma loka. The rūpa loka has only “material things.” Thus, rūpakkhandha is not preserved in the rūpa loka. The rūpa component (the associated mental image) is “re-generated” only when one recalls that past event from viññāṇa dhātu. See “Rūpa, Dhammā (Appaṭigha Rūpa) and Nāmagotta (Memories) (with chart #14).”

Memory Recall – Each Person Has His/Her Nāmagotta

7. Pick the name of a friend that you have not seen for many years. How long does it take to recall his/her face? Almost instantly.

▪That is the same way those people with HSAM recall their past. I urge everyone to re-read the post, “Autobiographical Memory – Preserved in Nāma Loka.”

▪That post shows how one’s experiences are preserved in the nāma loka. I must emphasize that one’s experiences are the same as one’s thoughts that arose at THAT TIME. However, that depends on one’s ability to recall that memory. An average human doesn’t even remember many past events.

▪When someone with HSAM recalls a past event, he/she RE-LIVES that experience. But it is not so vivid for those who do not have HSAM.

▪But the point is that over 50 people have such vivid and detailed “re-living” of past experiences means that those detailed records have been kept somewhere.

8. As discussed in that post, recalled memories resemble digital records preserved in video form. For example, in #5 of that post, Bob Petrella recalled past events as accurately as video recording playback. In #6, we saw how Becky “re-lives” her past experiences as a child.

▪As discussed in that post, habitual memories (like riding a bike) remain “stored” in the brain. However, it would be unimaginable to assume that detailed autobiographical memories (what happened on a past arbitrarily-picked day several years ago) can be “stored” in the brain.

▪The brain is NOT a digital computer. It is essential to think about and grasp this fundamental idea.

▪Now, let us look into another aspect of nāma loka.

“Seeing” Something Can Lead to a Lot of Mental Activity

9. “Seeing” is a mental activity, as seen in #3 and #4. But if the object seen is attractive or repulsive, that can lead to more mental activity.

▪For example, suppose you want to buy a car and go to a showroom and see a car you like. Then until you buy that car, your mind will be preoccupied with the car. You will spend some time thinking about various aspects, such as whether you want to go to other showrooms for a better price, how to pay for it, etc.

▪All those are “mental activities” that go on in your mind. Billions of thoughts run through your mind pondering such issues. Those are “vacī saṅkhāra (vitakka/vicāra)” that arise in your mind. See, “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

▪You may spend hours thinking about the car. That whole time, you are in the nāma (or mano) loka. You may not even know what is happening around you. If deeply engrossed in your thoughts, you may not even hear someone addressing you or a nearby clock striking a chime at the top of the hour.

We Live In Both Worlds (Rūpa Loka and Nāma Loka)

10. Whenever we experience something in the rūpa loka, we INVARIABLY need to “check back” in nāma loka to identify what we experienced. It is critical to understand this point.

▪When we see a person, we would not know who it is UNLESS we have some experience with him/her. The mind is VERY FAST. It goes back to records (nāmagotta) and recalls previous events of seeing and interacting with that person. We are not even aware that such a process happens.

▪However, some people with brain damage cannot recognize people because of their inability to recall nāmagotta.

▪Here is the account of Clive Wearing that we discussed in the post, “Patient H.M. – Different Roles of Brain in Memory.”

WebLink: youtube: The Man With The Seven Second Memory (Amnesia Documentary) | Real Stories
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October 21, 2020; revised January 2, 2024

Response to a sensory stimulus is instantaneous with emotions arising automatically. There is NO time lag. That automatic initial response depends on one’s gati (character/habits.) Gati, in turn, depends on one’s anusaya (hidden cravings/defilements.)

Response to a Sensory Stimulus Comes from the Mind

1. It is not the eyes that see nor the ears that hear. It is the mind that sees, hears, tastes, etc. We discussed that in “Mind and Matter – Buddhist Analysis” and “Gandhabba in a Human Body – an Analogy.” It is important to refresh memory on what we discussed in previous posts since we are getting into deeper aspects.

▪Let us review that process with a “seeing event.” When the eyes capture the image of an object, the brain analyzes that signal and passes it over to cakkhu pasāda in the gandhabba. Then the cakkhu pasāda transfers it to the hadaya vatthu (seat of mind) and that is when we experience that particular “seeing event.” That sensory process starts with a rūpa coming into contact with the mind. Phassa is the Pāli word for that contact.

▪Upon receiving that “signal,” a citta (loosely translated as a thought) arises with the “seeing sensation.” That is cakkhu viññāṇa.

▪But cakkhu viññāṇa is much more than taking a picture with a camera. Simultaneously with seeing that image, a set of mental factors arise in the mind. The mind recognizes (saññā) the object and generates some initial “actions.” That involves recalling past experiences with the “manasikāra” cetasikā and incorporating various other cetasikā like joy (pīti) or hate (dosa.)

▪In a “hearing event,” one hears a sound when the ears capture a sadda rūpa (a sound wave) and that signal makes contact with the mind similarly.

▪The other three physical senses work the same way. They involve gandha rūpa (fragrant molecules entering the nose), rasa rūpa (food particles touching the tongue), and phoṭṭhabba rūpa (solid objects touching the skin.)

The Sixth Sensory Stimulus Is Dhammā (Memories/Kamma Vipāka)

2. Besides the five physical sense inputs, there is a sixth sense input DIRECTLY to the mind. Suppose you are in a sound-proof and totally dark isolated room by yourself. Is the only sensation you have the touch of your feet with the floor? No. You can be thinking about anything that you wish. You can recall memories AND THEN think about them. Recalling memories is part of dhammā making contact with the mind (“manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati mano viññāṇaṁ.”) [Here, paṭicca [paṭi + ca] means mana and dhamme “getting together” or “making contact.”]

▪Dhammā rūpa (memories/kamma vipāka) makes contact with the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) without the help of a pasāda rūpa.

▪We discussed that process in the last several posts in “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.” In particular, we discussed that memory preservation and recall involve a transmitter and a receiver in the brain. See, “Autobiographical Memory – Preserved in Nāma Loka,” and “Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha, Nāma and Nāmagotta.”

▪Let us take an example to understand more details about the response to a sensory stimulus. Let us consider a visual input as an example.

Recognition (Saññā) of an object (Ārammaṇa) happens fast

3. Suppose three people A, B, and C, sit in a small coffee shop. They are all facing the door, and person X walks in. Suppose that person X is a close friend of A, the worst enemy of B, and that C does not know X at all. We will also assume that all are males.

▪So, let us see what happens within a split second. A recognizes X as his friend, and a smile comes to his face. B recognizes X as his enemy, and his face gets darkened.

▪On the other hand, C’s mind does not register anything about X, and X is just another person to him. He immediately goes back to whatever he was doing.

4. That is an example of a “cakkhu viññāṇa,” a “seeing event.” It is over within a split second, just like taking a photo with a camera takes only a split second, where the image is instantaneously captured on the screen.

▪However, something very complicated happens in the human mind when a “seeing event” occurs. It is much more complicated than just recording “a picture” in a camera.

▪It is critically important to go slow and analyze what happens to see how complicated this process is (for a human mind) to capture that “seeing event.”

Within That Split Second, a Complex Process Takes Place

5. Within that split second, A recognizes X as his good friend, and pleasant emotions arise in his mind, and he becomes happy. B recognizes X as his worst enemy; destructive emotions arise in his mind, and he becomes angry. On the other hand, C identifies X as a man or a woman, and no feelings register in his mind.

▪We usually don’t think twice about these observations. But if one carefully analyzes what happens, one can easily see that this is an amazingly complex process.

▪How does the SAME “seeing event” (seeing X) lead to all these very different changes in the minds of three different people? (and the emotions even show up on their faces!)

▪No one but a Buddha can see this fast time evolution of a citta.

▪The Buddha has analyzed the response to a sensory stimulus in minute detail. We will discuss only the critical basic features here.

Four Features of a Seeing Event (Cakkhu Viññāṇa)

6. The “seeing event” has four essential steps:

▪First, the rūpa in question (rūpa rūpa, sadda rūpa, gandha rūpa, rasa rūpa, phoṭṭhabba rūpa, or a dhamma rūpa) comes into contact with the MIND. The initial contact of the external rūpa with the mind involves the phassa cetasikā.

▪The “event” registers in the mind and one gets into an emotional state (pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, which is called sukha, dukha, and upekkha in Pāli.) That is vedanā.

▪One recognizes the object, and that is called saññā.

▪Fourthly, based on vedanā and saññā, one MAY also generate other mental factors (cetasikā) such as anger and joy. It is the cetanā cetasikā that “incorporates” such mental attributes to the citta.

▪A few more cetasikā play key roles in the above processes. Let us briefly address those.

Other Essential Cetasikā Contributing to the Above Process

7. First, the jīvitindriya cetasikā keeps the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu) alive. Then there is ekaggatā cetasikā that keeps the citta focused on ONE sensory input at a time. They are both essential cetasikā.

▪The manasikāra cetasikā plays an equally critical role. It can RECALL previous related experiences that “match” or are relevant to the current sensory experience. For example, A in the above example recognizes X as a friend only because A’s mind “scanned through past experiences” and recognized X as a friend. Thus, without the manasikāra cetasikā, the saññā cetasikā could not have identified X.

▪Based on that recognition, more cetasikā like joy (pīti) can arise, as did in A. On the other hand, paṭigha anusaya in B led to thoughts of anger in B. Of course, C would have different kinds of anusaya too, but none was TRIGGERED by seeing X since X was a total stranger.

▪Note: If A or B was an Arahant, they would also identify X, but no feeling of joy or anger would arise since an Arahant would not have any gati/anusaya left.

Manasikāra and Cetanā – Two Critical Cetasikā That Automatically Trigger Gati/Anusaya

8. The “cetanā” cetasikā carries out the complex process of incorporating other cetasikā and putting together that citta in response to a sensory stimulus.

▪The generic name saṅkhāra represents any combination of such “extra cetasikā.” 

▪The net result of the sensing process is viññāṇa. In this example, it is a cakkhu viññāṇa.

▪The four steps in #6 happen in that sequence, but no one but a Buddha can “see” such a fast process.

▪All this happens within a billionth of a second DURING the arising of that cakkhu viññāṇa.

Importance of Recalling Past Experiences

9. To recognize X, one must first recall any possible past interactions with X. It turned out that A and B did have past experiences (interactions) with X, but C did not. The manasikāra cetasikā does that in a billionth of a second!

▪We discussed how certain areas in the brain (the “receiver”) get that information from the nāma loka. See “Patient H.M. – Different Roles of Brain in Memory,” “Memory Recall for Gandhabba in a Human Body,” “Autobiographical Memory – Preserved in Nāma Loka,” and “Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha, Nāma and Nāmagotta.”

▪It is necessary to understand the material in those posts to understand the critical points I am trying to make here. One’s gati/anusaya resides with one’s mental body or gandhabba. That gandhabba is trapped inside the physical body. Unless it can recall past events with the help of the brain, the gandhabba cannot recognize people. If one cannot identify someone as a friend or foe, feelings of love or anger cannot arise. That is the simplest way to put it.

▪There are two special cases where the above point becomes clear. One is that a newborn baby appears to have no “defilements.” The other is a case where critical parts of the brain are damaged. Let us briefly discuss them.

Does a Newborn Baby Have no Hidden Defilements (Anusaya)?

10. It may appear that a newborn (or even a year-old) baby has no defilements. That is only because of the following two facts: (1) the baby’s brain has not developed yet, and, (2) the baby has not formed that many relationships yet (other than with the parents.) It has no “sense of self” or “sakkāya.”

▪At the beginning of the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāmālukya Sutta (MN 64),” the Buddha points out the fact that sakkāya diṭṭhi cannot arise in a new-born baby. That is precisely because of what we discussed above. There is no way to trigger the hidden anusaya in that baby.

▪To quote the above translation: “For a young tender infant lying prone does not even have the notion ‘identity,’ so how could identity view (sakkāya diṭṭhi) arise in him? “

Brain-Damaged People Still Have Anusaya/Gati – They Just Cannot be “Triggered”

11. A person with extensive brain damage is like a newborn baby. The brain is unable to recall memories in response to a sensory stimulus.

▪The unfortunate saga of Clive Wearing illustrates the importance of the ability to recall memories. If you have forgotten, you may want to watch the video on Clive Wearing, who lost his memories due to brain damage. The video is at # 10 of “Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha, Nāma and Nāmagotta.”

▪As we see there, Clive just “lives in the present moment.” He cannot think about the past or future (thinking about the future REQUIRES past experiences.) Every person is a total stranger to him (except his wife, but even then he forgets about her too if she is not there with him.)

▪Suppose Clive had an arch enemy, Z. Suppose that the enmity was so bad that before the brain damage Clive would get mad even thinking about Z.

▪But Z would be a total stranger to Clive after the brain damage. What happens if Clive goes to a restaurant and Z sits at an adjacent table? Since Clive cannot recognize Z (as his enemy,) he will not become angry. Even if Z came to Clive’s table and said something nasty, Clive would not get angry. Instead, Clive will be puzzled about why Z is shouting at him.

▪Does that mean Clive’s gati and anusaya have disappeared? Of course not. The gandhabba inside would still have the same gati and anusaya that Clive had before the brain damage. It is just that the gandhabba does not recognize Z as an enemy because it is UNABLE to “match” Z as his arch-enemy.

▪Thus, understanding the concept of the gandhabba (and how it interacts with the external with the help of the brain) helps clarify many complex issues that otherwise cannot be explained.

▪The following #12 through #14 are technical points.

Seven “Universal” Cetasikā

12. ANY citta will ALWAYS have seven cetasikā. A citta would not arise without them.

▪Thus, we see that the seven “universal” cetasikā are phassa, vedanā, saññā, cetanā, manasikāra, jīvitindriya, and ekaggatā. Those seven are “universal cetasikā” that arise in ANY citta.

▪Other types of cetasikā MAY arise based on one’s gati/anusaya AND the ārammaṇa.

Viññāṇa Is the Overall Sensory Experience in Response to a Sensory Stimulus

13. Viññāṇa is the overall sense experience encompassing all those seven cetasikā PLUS all other cetasikā (included in saṅkhāra.)

▪But viññāṇa may also include “future expectations” IF one’s mind attaches to that ārammaṇa. See, “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪We can safely say that viññāṇa is the overall sensory experience, INCLUDING one’s expectations based on that sensory experience. That is why one’s facial expressions may change too, according to such expectations.

Nothing Faster in the World Than the Arising of a Citta

14. Buddha said it is hard to find any phenomena in this world that change faster than the mind: “WebLink: suttacentral: Aṅguttara Nikāya (1.48).”

▪The short sutta says: “Nāhaṁ, bhikkhave, aññaṁ ekadhammampi samanupassāmi yaṁ evaṁ lahuparivattaṁ yathayidaṁ cittaṁ. Yāvañcidaṁ, bhikkhave, upamāpi na sukarā yāva lahuparivattaṁ cittan”ti.”

▪Translated: “I consider, bhikkhus, that there is no phenomenon that comes and goes so quickly as citta. It is not easy to find an analogy (a simile) to show how quickly citta can change.”

15. It is essential to understand the concepts of gati and anusaya. The best way to find relevant information is to use the “Search” box on the top right. I put in “gati anusaya” in the search box and it came up with the following related posts: “WebLink: Pure Dhamma: Search Results for gati anusaya.”

▪All relevant posts in the current section at “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.”
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Ārammaṇa means the focus of the mind at a given moment. It plays an equally important role as gati/anusaya in response to a sensory stimulus. For example, when you look at someone, that person is the ārammaṇa. When you hear a sound, that sound is the ārammaṇa.

The Role of Gati (Character/Habits) and Anusaya (Latent Defilements)

1. To get started, we must review what we discussed in the previous post, “Response to a Sensory Stimulus – Role of Gati/Anusaya.” In that post, we discussed the sequence of events occurring within a split second of sensory input. There we used the following example.

Suppose three people A, B, and C, sit in a small coffee shop. They face the door, and a middle-aged male X walks in. Suppose that person X is a close friend of A, the worst enemy of B, and that C does not know X. We will also assume that all are males.

▪So, let us see what happens within a split second. A recognizes X as his friend, and a smile comes to his face. B recognizes X as his enemy, and his face darkens.

▪On the other hand, C’s mind does not register anything about X, and X is just another person to him. He immediately goes back to whatever he is doing.

▪X is the ārammaṇa for A, B, and C in the above case.

2. We made the following critical observations.

▪With the help of manasikāra cetasika, the minds of A, B, and C recalled past events relevant to X within a split-second. Thus, they instantly identified X as friend, enemy, and neutral, respectively.

▪Those “good” memories in A trigger rāga anusaya, and A becomes happy. However, B recalls his “bad memories” with X, which triggers paṭigha anusaya. Of course, C may have various types of anusaya, but X did not trigger any of those since C has had no prior interactions with X (and since X looked like any average person.)

Even Without Prior Specific Interactions, an Ārammaṇa Can Trigger Defiled Thoughts

3. Now, let us consider a different scenario with another person, Y, entering the coffee shop. Let us assume that Y is B’s girlfriend, who is quite attractive. Suppose A is not on good terms with Y and that C is a young male who has never seen Y. Now, the ārammaṇa for A, B, and C would be very different (Y is an attractive female while X is an average middle-aged male.)

▪Now, we see that the moods of A and B will reverse. A will be instantaneously unhappy to see Y, and B will be happy to see Y.

▪Regarding C, the situation could be very different too. If Y appears attractive to him, C may instantaneously form a lustful state of mind.

▪Even though C had never seen Y before, C got interested and formed lustful feelings about Y. It was NOT a memory of Y that triggered the interest in C. It was his own gati/anusaya to be attracted to a beautiful woman. Of course, he has interacted with many OTHER women, and the mind compared those memories in a split-second!

Dependence on the “Thought Object” (Ārammaṇa)

4. We see why a given person does not have a “good” or “bad” mindset permanently. That is related to the fact that there are no fixed gati/anusaya either. The above two examples, A, B, and C, generated different overall mindsets upon seeing X and Y.

▪What kind of mindset arises depends on the gati/anusaya of the person AND the sense object (ārammaṇa.)

▪The two different ārammaṇa in #1 and #3 triggered two very different gati/anusaya in all three people A, B, and C.

Two Analogies for Anusaya and Ārammaṇa

5. One can get a good idea of the concepts of anusaya and ārammaṇa with the following analogy. Anusaya is like gunpowder. An ārammaṇa is like a flame. The gunpowder can stay dormant for a long time, but it will ignite if one heats it.

▪For an anariya yogi who has avoided sensory attractions for a long time, kāma rāga anusaya can be like wet gunpowder. A tiny flame may not ignite it. But if a flame of sufficient heat can ignite such well-hidden anusaya too. There are accounts in the Tipiṭaka where the sight of an attractive woman (strong ārammaṇa) brought lustful thoughts to anariya yogis and removed their iddhi powers. On the other hand, kāma rāga anusaya in an Arahant cannot be “triggered” by ANY ārammaṇa. Here, gunpowder is not present.

▪The tendency to get angry is due to paṭigha anusaya. Those with a high level of paṭigha anusaya can get angry with the slightest provocation or with even a weak ārammaṇa.

6. In another analogy, anusaya is like some mud settled down at the bottom of a glass. The water in that glass looks clean.

▪However, that mud will come up if one uses a straw to disturb the water. Now the water would not look clean anymore. Stirring with a straw is like perturbing a “settled mind” with a strong ārammaṇa.

▪In an Arahant, there is no “mud” or any anusaya. Thus, “the water in the glass will be clear” no matter how hard one tries to stir it.

▪That “mud” was cleansed not in a physical process but with wisdom, i.e., just by understanding the fundamental nature of this world (Four Noble Truths/Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda.) We will get to that in future posts in this series in a systematic way.

▪A Buddha comes into the world to teach “how to cleanse the mind by controlling it” (“Sacitta pariyo dapaṇaṁ.”) See, “Sabba Pāpassa Akaranaṁ….”

▪More details on anusaya at “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

An Average Human Will Have Both Good and Bad Anusaya (and Gati)

7. We usually call someone a “good person” based on their overall character, i.e., if that person displays more “good character” than a “bad character” over time. But only an Arahant is “definitely a moral person,” acting 100% morally all the time.

▪Even though this is a complex subject, the basic features are those mentioned above. One needs to analyze different situations to grasp these ideas. That is actual vipassanā meditation! The word vipassanā means “special and clear vision” of the true nature of the world.

▪One needs to understand how the mind works to progress on the Path. Only a Buddha can DISCOVER and EXPLAIN the critical role of the MIND.

▪Once we understand the fundamentals, it will be easy to analyze ANY given situation. That is why it is worthwhile to spend time and grasp what we have discussed so far.

Key Points on Gati and Anusaya

8. As we have discussed, anusaya are “latent” or “hidden” tendencies. Even though generally referred to as “latent defilements,” they could be “hidden morals,” too.

▪When “bad anusaya” are triggered, one displays bad gati (character/habits). On the other hand, “hidden morals” can be activated, bringing good gati to the forefront.

▪For example, we label someone a hardened criminal because he is mainly engaged in evil deeds with “bad gati” in full display. But good morals in him could be awakened by seeing a child/older person in distress, and he may help them as needed.

▪There is no “absolutely good” or “absolutely bad” person other than an Arahant. Any other person would have good and bad anusaya hidden at various degrees. An Anāgāmi, for example, would have very little “bad anusaya” (and thus “bad gati”) left.

The Role of the Ārammaṇa Can Come in Different Ways

9. Our discussion in #3 shows that the ārammaṇa in question could be something that one had never SPECIFICALLY encountered before. Young men are generally attracted to young women, and vice versa.

▪If an ārammaṇa matches one’s gati/anusaya, one will attach to it.

▪Suppose someone offers Z a fruit that Z had never seen or tasted. Just by seeing the fruit, Z may not be interested in it unless it looks similar to a fruit he had eaten before.

▪However, Z eats it and realizes that he likes that TASTE. Then Z “falls in love” with that fruit. He would want to eat it in the future whenever he gets a chance.

▪That taste in the fruit is a “kāma guṇa.” Guṇa means a “quality” or “a characteristic.” Most people tend to associate the word “kāma” with “sensuality.” However, “kāma” could be anything that is “enticing” or “makes one happy.” We will discuss that in detail in the future.

A Summary of Hadaya Vatthu, Physical Body, Brain, Rūpa Loka, and Nāma Loka

10. Let me summarize our discussion in this series of posts, “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.” Life encompasses interplay among the following entities.

▪The gandhabba (with the hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa) is the thinking entity.

▪However, it is trapped inside the physical body and cannot access the external world consisting of two parts. (1) The rūpa loka with sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches. (2) The nāma loka with memories and kamma bīja.

▪The gandhabba accesses those sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches in rūpa loka with the help of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. Here, the brain plays a critical role.

▪It accesses memories and kamma bīja in the nāma loka with the help of a transmitter and receiver in the brain. The brain also processes all those signals from outside and passes them to the gandhabba.

▪The gandhabba decides what to do in response to such sensory inputs. The brain implements those commands from the gandhabba by moving body parts (for speech and bodily actions.)

Rūpa Loka and Nāma Loka – Two Parts of Our World

11. We have a “mental world (nāma loka)” as well as a “material world (rūpa loka).” (1) The “material world” is the same for all of us. (2) But each person creates their own “mental world” based on that “material world.”

▪A mind experiences both those worlds. It experiences the material world with the help of the five physical senses. The mind experiences the mental world on its own.

▪“Things” in the mental world (memories or nāmagotta) come to mind directly (without a corresponding pasāda rūpa.) However, the “transmitter” and the “receiver” in the brain play critical roles in that process. They come to the mind as dhammā, which includes our memories and also expectations for the future. We will discuss that latter part (expectations) in the future.

▪On the other hand, the five physical senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body) help the mind experience those things in the material world.

Nāma Loka is Very Different from the Rūpa Loka

12. Nāma loka has no spatial boundaries. That is why we cannot ask, “Exactly where are the memories stored”? We ask that wrong question based on our ingrained perceptions of the rūpa loka. However, records of memories are in viññāṇa dhātu. See “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu.”

▪In rūpa loka, everything has spatial locations. A tree in the front yard is many feet away from the house. The great wall is in China, and the Eifel Tower is in Paris, France. To see the Eifel Tower one needs to go to Paris.

▪In contrast, our memories do not have spatial locations. We can access memories from ANYWHERE. Whether one is in China or France, one can recall memories. When Neil Armstrong landed on the Moon, he could recall memories.

▪However, both the receiver and transmitter in the brain must be in good condition for the memory to work correctly. We discussed the unfortunate cases of Clive Wearing and a few others in recent posts. They were unable to recall parts or all of their memories. See, “Brain and the Gandhabba.”

▪Our memories and kamma bīja (which can bring vipāka in the future) are also in nāma loka. A given kamma bīja (no matter whether created many lives ago) can bring back vipāka ANYWHERE. It does not matter whether one is in China or France. When conditions become right, a kamma bīja can trigger vipāka.

▪We will discuss that in more detail in the next post.

All relevant posts in the current section at “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.”






   Nāma Loka and Rūpa Loka – Two Parts of Our World
   

   




Nāma Loka and Rūpa Loka – Two Parts of Our World





November 4, 2020; revised November 6, 2020; August 1, 2022; May 1, 2023

Nāma Loka is very different from the rūpa loka. Scientists are primarily concerned about the rūpa loka, but the Buddha taught that nāma loka is highly significant.

Nāma Loka Is One of Two Parts of Our World

1. We have a “mental world (nāma loka)” as well as a “material world (rūpa loka).” The material world is the same for all of us. But each person creates one’s mental world based on that material world. We briefly discussed that in the previous post, “Ārammaṇa Plays a Critical Role in a Sensory Event.”

▪A mind experiences the material world with the help of the five physical senses. Then it plans to re-live any “pleasurable experiences” again and again. That is related to greed or lobha (a reduced version is kāma rāga or the craving for sensory pleasures.)

▪If it were a “bad experience,” the mind would avoid such future experiences by taking various actions. Such actions may involve dosa (hatred), or its reduced version is paṭigha (“friction” or “annoyance.”)

▪Both of the above actions will lead to future suffering. That suffering can be significantly enhanced if someone’s actions include strong dasa akusala. Such a “totally covered” mind has moha and can lead to immediate and harsh suffering.

▪But even those who live moral lives cannot escape future suffering because they are not aware of the “real nature” of the world. They have a lower version of moha (i.e., avijjā), the ignorance referred to in the Four Noble Truths.

Previously Unknown Teachings

2. That last bullet point about future suffering is unknown to the world in the absence of a Buddha. Only a Buddha can discover that our world is much more expansive (with 31 realms), where life in some realms can be full of suffering.

▪Other religions teach that one would be guaranteed “future happiness” in heavenly worlds if one lives a moral life.

▪With his knowledge about a much wider world of 31 realms, the Buddha showed that there is no realm in this world where one can avoid suffering. Furthermore, suffering in the lowest four realms (apāyā) can be quite harsh.

▪Therefore, the key question is, how is it possible that one who lives a moral life is still subjected to suffering in future births?

▪The explanation is in the “previously unheard Dhamma” of a Buddha. In the current series of posts, we first need to understand our “nāma loka.” Of course, there are other ways to get there, mainly by just realizing the dangers of pursuing sense pleasures.

Everything in the World Belongs to One of Six Dhātu

3. The Buddha categorized everything in the world into six types of dhātu: pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, ākāsa, and viññāṇa. The conventional translation of the word “dhātu” is “element,” but in this context, “essence” may be a better translation.

▪We are quite familiar with our “physical world” made of pathavi, āpo, tejo, and vāyo spread out in space (ākāsa dhātu.) Therefore, those five dhātu are associated with the rūpa loka.

▪The sixth, viññāṇa dhātu, is associated with the nāma loka.

▪When a life-stream dissociates from this world of 31 realms, it merges with Nibbāna dhātu. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbānadhātu Sutta (Iti 44).”

Viññāṇa Dhātu Is Nāma Loka

4. Viññāṇa dhātu INCLUDES all mental entities: vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. 

▪Here, viññāṇa is a bit complex. It is of two types. (1) Vipāka viññāṇa arises when we experience something with any of the six senses. Thus, it can be one of the six types of viññāṇa: cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya, and mano. They arise as kamma vipāka or RESULTS of kamma. (2) Kamma viññāṇa arises ONLY in mind as mano viññāṇa.

▪Unlike vipāka viññāṇa, kamma viññāṇa has ENERGY. That energy arises in javana citta when we DO kamma.

▪As we see, the experiences through any of the six senses give to “mental entities” that are in viññāṇa dhātu.

▪In other words, the mind experiences both parts of our world.

Viññāṇa Dhātu Is Very Different From Other Five Dhātu

5. According to modern science, our mental world is a byproduct of the material body (specifically the brain.) It only deals with the rūpa loka and disregards the nāma loka (viññāṇa dhātu) altogether. 

▪Modern science is not equipped to tackle the mind yet. Unlike material objects that are inert and thus follow pre-set rules (like Newton’s laws of motion,) the mind of EACH PERSON is unique. Thus, while we can accurately predict the path of a rocket, we cannot predict any given person’s actions. 

▪The Buddha explained that the mind is the precursor to the material world. That is a complex subject, but I hope you are at least beginning to get the idea that our future rebirths (and thus any physical bodies in future births) arise due to our thoughts (specifically javana citta, which arise when we engage in strong kamma.)

No Spatial Boundaries In Nāma Loka (Viññāṇa Dhātu)

6. Another unique feature of the mind (or nāma loka or viññāṇa dhātu) is that there are no “spatial locations” or “spatial boundaries” in viññāṇa dhātu. We cannot ask WHERE it is located. It is everywhere and anywhere. See the previous post, “Ārammaṇa Plays a Critical Role in a Sensory Event.”

▪The absence of spatial boundaries in nāma loka becomes apparent when we realize that we only access the nāma loka while dreaming.

▪The arūpāvacara Brahmas do not have access to the rūpa loka. As we have discussed, they do not have any of the five physical senses or the corresponding five pasāda rūpa. They have the hadaya vatthu, which can only recall memories. Those memories come directly to the hadaya vatthu since they don’t have brains.

The Best Way to Visualize Viññāṇa Dhātu – Dreams

7. When we dream, our minds are ONLY in the nāma loka. As we have discussed before, all five physical senses “go to sleep” while we sleep, which is when we dream.

▪We see, hear, smell, taste, and touch WITH OUR MINDS when we dream.

▪As we know, there are no “spatial locations” in dreams. We see a dream. We cannot say where it was. If we see a jungle, our mind is there. We feel as if we are in a jungle.

Nāma Loka and Rūpa Loka Co-Exist

8. When we dream, our five physical senses become inactive. In a primitive way, our minds detach from ākāsa dhātu. A mind is then in just viññāṇa dhātu. That is why we don’t perceive “locations” in dreams. We see people, buildings, trees, etc., but a location is not defined.

▪Another way to state that is to say viññāṇa dhātu normally co-exists with the ākāsa dhātu. However, when we dream, the mind detaches from ākāsa dhātu (since the five physical senses are not active) and is engaged only with the viññāṇa dhātu (nāma loka.)

Mind Separates From Rūpa Loka After the Fourth Jhāna

9. A mind detaches from the rūpa loka when transcending the fourth jhāna, the highest rūpāvacara jhāna. This is a technical point that can be skipped by those not familiar with Abhidhamma/jhāna. 

▪One is aware ONLY of the “infinite space” (no other rūpa) when one gets to the fifth jhāna or the “ākāsānañcāyatana” (meaning “infinite space.”) When one transcends the ākāsānañcāyatana and gets to the viññāṇañcāyatana (or infinite viññāṇa.) This is when the mind (viññāṇa) “decouples” or “separates” from “space.” Now, the mind has no awareness of space or the rūpa loka. 

▪That is why the highest four jhānā are “arūpāvacara jhāna.” Arūpa means “without rūpa.” The only rūpa would be a trace of matter associated with hadaya vatthu of arūpāvacara Brahmā. Even in ākāsānañcāyatana, there is only space and no other “rūpa.”

Kamma Bhava Is Also In Nāma Loka

10. The nāma loka encompasses (includes) kamma bhava. The appropriate bhava manifest under the right conditions. If we drink too much alcohol, we get drunk and get into a mindset of a drunkard. We may stay in that “drunkard existence” for a few hours.

▪At the moment of death (if it is at the end of human bhava,) a mind will grasp new bhava (existence) and instantaneously be born in that existence at the CORRESPONDING spatial location. For example, if one can grasp a Deva existence, one will be instantaneously born a thousand miles above the Earth in that Deva realm.

▪That is also why a human can be born INSTANTANEOUSLY as a Deva in a Deva realm at the end of the human bhava. Grasping of a paṭisandhi viññāṇa of a Deva happens instantaneously at the corresponding spatial location (in a Deva realm). The viññāṇa dhātu does not have spatial restrictions. It is EVERYWHERE!

▪That happens because the viññāṇa dhātu is normally “merged with” ākāsa dhātu. They overlap. Thus, based on the type of paṭisandhi viññāṇa, one will automatically be born in the appropriate spatial location in ākāsa dhātu.

▪That is a very brief description. But it is enough for now to get the basic idea.

A Gandhabba Is Shielded From Both Loka While Inside a Physical Body

11. A gandhabba is shielded from the rūpa loka and the nāma loka while trapped inside a human body.

▪As discussed in previous posts, a gandhabba accesses the outside material world (rūpa loka) using the five physical senses of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. It accesses the nāma loka using the “transmitter” and “receiver” in the brain. See “Brain and the Gandhabba.” It is good to review posts in that subsection.

▪For a gandhabba inside a physical body, sensory signals from outside must come through the five “physical sensors” mounted on the body (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body.) The brain plays a vital role in transferring those signals to the gandhabba inside.

▪In the same way, memories experienced by the gandhabba “go out” to the viññāṇa dhātu via a “transmitter” in the brain. Old memories in viññāṇa dhātu “come back” via a “receiver” in the brain. Recent findings in medical science allowed us to identify the “transmitter,” as we discussed.

Consequences of a Gandhabba Trapped and Isolated Inside a Physical Body

12. Even though viññāṇa dhātu is everywhere, it is NOT present inside the physical human body. As we discussed before, the “entrapment” of a gandhabba inside a physical body is a kammic effect.

▪This is also why an Arahant does not attain Parinibbāna until the death of the physical body. The “subtle body” of a gandhabba cannot “bear the Arahanthood” and dies instantly when it comes out of the dead physical body of an Arahant.

▪That is also why there are no Arahants in Brahma loka. As soon as a Brahma attains Arahanthood, the death of the subtle Brahma body follows.

Buddhist Model of Memory Preservation and Retrieval

13. All memories (from an untraceable beginning) are in nāma loka or viññāṇa dhātu, which may also be called “viññāṇa plane” or “nāma loka.” Of course, our kammic energies (kamma bīja) are also in nāma loka.

▪Those “physical entities” we see, hear, etc., reside in ākāsa dhātu.

▪We are familiar with our “physical world” spread out in space (ākāsa dhātu), where each “thing” has its specific location. We tend to carry over that concept to viññāṇa dhātu automatically. However, the viññāṇa dhātu is very different from the ākāsa dhātu. There are no spatial restrictions in viññāṇa dhātu. 

▪Thus, we cannot talk about a “specific location” for memories. They are just in nāma loka. That is why memories can be recalled effortlessly, whether on Earth or on the Moon.

Summary of Discussion So Far

14. We have been discussing the role of the brain in our mental activities; see “Brain and the Gandhabba.” In this Buddhist model of human life, the human body is only a “shell” controlled by the “mental body” or gandhabba. See “Gandhabba in a Human Body – an Analogy.”

▪Human existence is not limited to a single life of about 100 years in a human body. Like in many other realms, human existence can be very long, at least several thousand years. See “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.” Therefore, each of us could have lived previous human lives within the current human existence (bhava.) If so, some of us may be able to recall one or two past lives. But it is very rare to recall a previous life in another existence, for example, a Deva bhava or an animal bhava.

▪A gandhabba can smell, taste, or touch only if it is inside a physical body. The physical body makes those contacts. The brain is the intermediary in all sensory interactions when the gandhabba is inside a physical body.

▪The brain also helps recall memories in the nāma loka, as discussed above—more details about that memory recall process in future posts.

▪In previous posts, we discussed the role of the brain in some special situations, including total or partial “vegetative states.”

All relevant posts in the current section at “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.”
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Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism) is unique and self-consistent within the Tipiṭaka, the Pāli Canon.

The Need for a Systematic Approach

 1. Tipiṭaka (Tripiṭaka in Sanskrit) is the Pāli Canon, which contains the teachings of the Buddha. It is self-consistent. It is also a vast collection of texts (in 57 volumes) divided into three sections (Piṭaka) of Sutta, Vinaya, and Abhidhamma.

▪How would one even begin to understand that vast material? That is especially a daunting task for someone without prior exposure to Buddha Dhamma.

▪Two main issues need to be looked at. (1) Understand the primary and ultimate goal of a Buddhist, (2) Cultivate familiarity with key Pāli words that CANNOT and SHOULD NOT be translated into English.

▪Trying to understand various suttas (with the difficulty of comprehension in a wide range) could be a waste of time. First, one must focus on a few suttas that provide the Buddha’s key message. But that itself requires understanding the meanings of some key Pāli words.

▪In the new section, “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach,” I am addressing both issues. This new subsection will hopefully clarify some related issues.

The Uniqueness of Buddha Dhamma

2. A Buddha is a unique “being.” Even though he was born a human, he transcended his human birth and attained the Buddhahood. Buddhahood is a title attained by those who can purify their minds to the utmost. For example, Einstein had a much higher level of “intelligence” than an average human, but a Buddha’s mind is infinitely superior. A Buddha rarely appears in the world very rarely, once in many billions of years.

▪A Buddha can “see” the true nature of our world. Thus, Buddha Gotama revealed a world of 31 realms that is much more vast and complex than the two realms (human and animal) that are discernible to an average human.

▪He also revealed to us a rebirth process that has no discernible beginning. A given “lifestream” evolves from one existence to another among the 31 possible realms.

▪Rebirth is not a random process. It follows the principle of causation (causes lead to results; with the removal of causes, no results can manifest.) Translated to Buddha Dhamma, birth results from previous actions DONE WITH greed, anger/hate, and ignorance. With the removal of those “defilements” from a mind, the rebirth cycle will stop since necessary causes have been removed.

▪But why would one willingly want to try to stop the rebirth process? Before getting to that, we first need to examine the the two main prevailing world views.

False Premise of Other Religions

3. World’s major religions are based on two fundamental premises: (1) If you live a moral life, you get to go to heaven forever, and (2) If you live an immoral life, expect to suffer forever in hell. Such a claim appears sound and logical, and most people are attracted to that simple premise. See, “Wrong View of Creationism (and Eternal Future Life) – Part 1.”

▪However, the Buddha taught that just living a moral life WILL NOT guarantee the removal of future suffering. Permanent removal of future suffering REQUIRES stopping the rebirth process.

▪By living a moral life, one MAY get a “good birth” in the next life, but that WILL NOT stop future subsequent births with harsh suffering.

▪If someone says one “should not criticize other religions,” that statement is made out of ignorance. One must be able to criticize false premises, no matter where they are found. If one finds a similar issue in Buddha Dhamma, one should bring it up for discussion. I have discussed some such issues in “Mystical Phenomena in Buddhism?” and “Myths or Realities?”

▪Real compassion is to help others understand the true nature of our complex world. That will enable one to eliminate an unimaginable amount of future suffering. Of course, it is up to each individual to accept any given explanation about the world’s nature.

▪The second major false premise is the view that life ends with the physical body’s death.

Rebirth is Not True? – Another False Premise

4. In the materialistic view, one lives only the present life, ending with the physical body’s death. In this view, there are no consequences to one’s actions (other than for breaking mundane laws.) For example, if you kill another human, you may go to jail (if caught,) but there would be no other consequences.

▪The book “Free Will” by the atheist intellectual Sam Harris provides the rationale of a “materialist.” At the beginning of the book, he describes heinous crimes committed by two individuals, Hayes and Komeisarjevsky. Then on page 4, he writes, “as sickening as I find their behavior, I have to admit that if I were to trade places with one of these men, atom to atom, I would be him: There is no extra part of me that could decide to see the world differently or to resist the impulse to victimize other people.” (highlighting mine.)

▪That quote embeds the essence of materialism. A person’s body is just an assembly of atoms and molecules, nothing more. Also, see “Views on Life – Wrong View of Materialism.”

▪But then the question arises, “why is Sam Harris NOT CAPABLE of such heinous crimes?” Those crimes were not committed at the spur of the moment. They had planned those crimes. I don’t think Sam Harris or any other decent human is CAPABLE of committing such PLANNED crimes. One would first need to get into such a defiled mindset. Hitler planned and killed millions of Jews. Not many people are CAPABLE of such actions.

▪Both types of major wrong views discussed above arise because one is unaware of the complex web of causes and effects discussed in detail in the Tipiṭaka. Can things happen without causes?

Nothing Happens Without Reasons/Causes

5. Modern science agrees that nothing happens without a cause(s). In the past, people believed earthquakes, floods, floods, etc. happen due to the “will of the Creator God.” Now we know that there are natural causes for each of those, and there is no need to invoke a Creator.

▪In the same way, if one wins a million dollars in a lottery or breaks a leg in an accident, that would not be the “will of a higher intelligence.” Those are results (vipāka) of previous good/wrong actions (kamma.)

▪Similarly, there are reasons (root causes) why some people are born healthy and wealthy, some are born at the opposite end, and an infinite variety in between. By the way, all those animals had been humans in past lives too.

▪Therefore, just by using that causation principle, one can come to the reasonable conclusion that there must be causes for the diversity of births. One is born poor due to the causes (evil actions) from a previous life. Similarly, one is born an animal because one had behaved like an animal in human existence in the past. A Deva in a Deva realm is born there because of good deeds in past lives.

▪There are also reasons why criminals like Hayes and Komeisarjevsky or Hitler are capable of acts of violence. Their defiled minds led them to behave like animals.

▪There are reasons (causes) for anything to happen. It is just that finding those root causes is not easy because the world is complex. The rebirth process is necessary for the laws of kamma to bring forth various possible outcomes within life and from life-to-life.

▪Only a Buddha can provide that complete picture. Out of that picture emerges the way to stop future suffering altogether.

Buddhist Explanation Requires a Wider World View

6. The principle of causation that explains all that is Paṭicca Samuppāda. That is at the heart of Tipiṭaka text. I have tried to explain it in various ways. See, for example, “Origin of Life.”

▪I have recently started another, more fundamental approach in the series, “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.” But such approaches are needed ONLY IF one has doubts about the rebirth process or the other underlying aspects like laws of kamma.

▪In the Buddha’s days, too, there were people with wrong views discussed in #3 and #4. There were teachers like Makkhali Gosala, Ajita Kesakambali, Purana Kassapa, Pudhaka Kaccayana, Sanjaya Belatthiputta, and Nigantha Nataputta who taught various versions of wrong views as described in the Tipiṭaka.

▪The Buddha engaged them on some occasions to illustrate the soundness of Buddha Dhamma. See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Aggañña Sutta (DN 27),” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷasaccaka Sutta (MN 35).”

The Need to Correctly Interpret the Tipiṭaka

7. Therefore, the basic framework to explain the deep and complex true nature of this world of 31 realms is the Tipiṭaka. Various aspects are in all three sections (Piṭaka) of the Tipiṭaka: Sutta, Vinaya, and Abhidhamma.

▪A Dhamma teacher needs to have the following qualifications: (1) Know the meanings of key Pāli words. (2) The ability to explain succinct and deep verses in the Tipiṭaka.

▪Both those REQUIRE the translator to be an Ariya or a Noble Person who has attained the Sotāpanna stage.

▪Let me make an analogy to explain that.

8. Suppose a medical text needs to be translated from English to French.

▪Would it be possible for a person well-versed in English and French to do a good job, UNLESS he/she is also a SPECIALIST in that particular field of medicine? 

▪Translating a text REQUIRES a deep understanding of the SUBJECT.

▪Translating Pāli text in the Tipiṭaka to English REQUIRES much more than English proficiency and some knowledge of Pāli. A CLEAR understanding of the DEEP CONCEPTS in Buddha Dhamma is NECESSARY.

▪It is not just a matter of learning Pāli grammar and using various available Pāli-English dictionaries that are available.

▪In this particular case, the SPECIALIST is a Noble Person. One MUST be at least a Sotāpanna to explain even the basic concepts correctly.

Which Interpretation Is Correct?

9. Of course, the question arises: “How would one know whether anyone claiming to be an Ariya (Noble Person) is indeed one?” Any person can make that claim. The Buddha allowed one to make that declaration if one is confident that he/she has been “freed from the rebirths in the apāyā” or has attained the Sotāpanna stage. See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyabhayaverūpasanta Sutta (SN 55. 29)” The same passage appears in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (DN 16).”

▪That is where each person has to make the decision. If two teachers claim to have the “correct explanation” AND those two are very different, only one is right or closer to the truth. It is up to each person to decide who could be right based on the totality of writings from those two.

▪Of course, even an Ariya can make mistakes. One COULD make mistakes unless one is a Sammā Sambuddha Like Buddha Gotama, one COULD make mistakes. However, those mistakes would be MINOR compared to the key mistakes that an anariya is BOUND TO make. One is an anariya until becoming at least a Sotāpanna Anugāmi (who has begun to understand the Noble Truths on Suffering.) 

Understanding the “Hidden Suffering”

10. To understand the key message of the Buddha, it is necessary to understand the “big picture” of a rebirth process among 31 realms. The Tipiṭaka explains it in detail. Without an idea of that big picture, it does not make sense to try to “attain Nibbāna.” Attaining Nibbāna MEANS “stopping the rebirth process.”

▪One would NOT want to stop a “good thing” from happening repeatedly. If repeated births are a “good thing,” the Buddha would not have labored for 45 years to convince us that many future births for an anariya (one who has not understood the Noble Truths) will be filled with unbearable suffering.

▪The Buddha explained that humans (and other living beings) could not see the hidden dangers of the rebirth process.

▪The average human perceives that worldly things bring happiness. On the contrary, craving for those worldly things can ONLY lead to unimaginable suffering in future lives. Such cravings CANNOT be willfully suppressed. Those cravings NATURALLY go away when one starts comprehending the fundamental nature of this world. 

▪That is the “previously unheard Dhamma” of a Buddha. It goes against all the prevailing views that we discussed above.

▪In the next post, we will continue that discussion: “Tipiṭaka – A Systematic Approach.”

All posts in this subsection on the Tipiṭaka at “Tipiṭaka – A Systematic Approach.”
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November 19, 2020; revised November 24, 2020; August 23, 2022; February 25, 2023

Pāli Canon is the standard collection of scriptures in the Theravāda Buddhist tradition. That collection has all the necessary teachings of the Buddha. However, the key concepts need to be explained in detail by a Noble Person (an Ariya.)

Initial Oral Transmission

1. After the passing away of the Buddha, his teachings were handed down ORALLY from one generation to the next over about five hundred years. It had been prepared for easy oral transmission. That becomes clear when one listens to the recital of a given sutta. As a child, I had memorized several suttas without much difficulty.

▪Even today, some people have memorized large sections of the Tipiṭaka, especially in Myanmar (formerly Burma). In Myanmar, there are special examinations to test memorization. See “WebLink: myanmarnet.net: Tpitakadhara Sayadaws of Myanmar ( Burma) in Five Decades.” Also see “WebLink: dhammadharo.wordpress.com: Memorizing the Tipiṭaka.”

▪That is why the Pāli Canon survived entirely in content over that long period of oral transmission. There were groups of bhikkhus who memorized overlapping sections and passed them down.

▪A major reason for the assembly of the First Buddhist Council within three months of the Buddha’s Parinibbāna — around 480 BCE — was to organize the vast material that had been accumulated.

▪Within the next two hundred years, two more Councils were held to recite and verify the teachings and to finalize the Tipiṭaka in three broad categories (“ti” + “piṭaka” or “three baskets”). The second was held about a century after the first one.

▪The third was held in 250 BC at Pataliputra under the patronage of King Asoka. The “three baskets” were completed at this Council with the finalization of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪That material was written down in that exact form when it became possible to preserve written material for a long time; see #2 below.

Texts of the Tipiṭaka

2. That completed Tipiṭaka was written down in 29 BCE at the Fourth Buddhist Council in Matale, Sri Lanka. See “WebLink: aluvihara.virusinc.org: Welcome to Aluvihāra Rock Cave Temple” for information about where the Tipiṭaka writing occurred. By then, techniques had become available to preserve written material for a long time.

▪That is why the Pāli Canon (Tipiṭaka) can be trusted to have the Buddha’s original teachings. Details at “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪The other earliest written Buddhist documents are from Gandhāra in modern northwestern Pakistan; see WebLink: PDF Download: “The Buddhist Literature of Ancient Gandhāra” by Richard Salomon (2018.) However, those do not provide a complete version of the Tipiṭaka; see p. 83 of the book.

▪Around the turn of the first millennium, translations of the Tipiṭaka to Chinese and subsequently to Tibetan also took place. The original manuscripts in the Pāli Tipiṭaka can be expected to contain most of the original discourses delivered by the Buddha.

The Authenticity of the Tipiṭaka

3. After the initial writing, the whole Tipiṭaka was periodically re-written on specially prepared ola (palm) leaves over the next 2000 years. The leaves deteriorated over time and needed to be rewritten every 100+ years. Even though that was a very labor-intensive process (there are 57 large volumes in the modern printed version of the Pāli Canon), it served another CRITICAL purpose.

▪Sinhala language (both spoken and written) changed over the past 2000 years. The need to re-write it every 100 or so years ensured that the Sinhala script changes were taken into account—that assured authenticity.

▪The following video gives an idea about how those leaves were prepared and what tools were used to write:

WebLink: youtube: Ola Leaf manuscripts
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November 26, 2020; rewritten November 13, 2024

Vinaya Piṭaka contains much more information than Vinaya rules for bhikkhus/bhikkhunis.

Introduction – Need to Consult All Three Piṭaka

1. The Buddha said that if there is any doubt or an unclear concept, one should check with Sutta, Vinaya, and Abhidhamma. These refer to the Tipiṭaka (three baskets) of Sutta Piṭaka, Vinaya Piṭaka, and Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪Most people refer to the Sutta Piṭaka and forget about the other two. Abhidhamma Piṭaka is a bit hard to understand, and it is harder without a firm grasp of the basics.

▪Most people think the Vinaya Piṭaka is just for the bhikkhus and bhikkhunis. But there are sections in the Vinaya Piṭaka with details that are not in the other two Piṭaka. 

▪The following article provides details of the Vinaya Piṭaka: “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: Vinaya Piṭaka – The Basket of the Discipline.” We will only discuss some key features.

▪For someone “new to Buddhism,” Bhikkhu Bodhi’s introductory article, “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: The Buddha and His Dhamma,” could be useful.

A Balanced Approach – Importance of the Vinaya Piṭaka

2. It is prudent to use a balanced approach to learn Buddha Dhamma. Instead of diving into analyzing deep suttas, one must first understand the necessary moral background and basic concepts like kamma and rebirth.

▪Both the Sutta Piṭaka and Vinaya Piṭaka can be quite helpful initially. One should enter Abhidhamma only after getting a good idea of the background, key concepts, and the ultimate goal.

▪While the Sutta Piṭaka discusses dhamma concepts, the Vinaya Piṭaka provides the background settings for the following two cases: (1) for delivery of some suttās, and (2) for many Vinaya rules.

Background for Key Suttā

3. The Vinaya Piṭaka provides an illuminating background account for many suttās.

▪For example, the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāvagga of the Vinaya Piṭaka has a chronological account of the events following Buddha’s Enlightenment. The English translation at Sutta Central is good: “WebLink: suttacentral: The Great Chapter.”

▪That account describes in detail Buddha’s daily activities following the attainment of the Buddhahood. It also explains in detail how the Buddha delivered and discussed, over several days, the material condensed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11)” to the five ascetics.

▪That is why some highly-condensed suttās SHOULD NOT be translated word-for-word. Even just the key verses of a deep sutta requires many posts to discuss in detail. See, “Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta.” Also, see ““Elephants in the Room” – Direct Translation of the Tipiṭaka.”

Background for Vinaya Rules

4. For about twenty years after the Buddha’s Enlightenment, there were no disciplinary rules for the bhikkhus. Those ordained as bhikkhus in those early years had fulfilled most of their “pāramitā” and did not need much clarification of dhamma concepts. They were “self-disciplined,” and imposed rules deemed unnecessary.

▪Most Vinaya rules were set up to handle particular situations where one or more bhikkhus had done inappropriate things. The Vinaya Piṭaka provides background accounts for many such cases. Such accounts provide insights into dhamma concepts and reasons for enacting such rules.

▪For example, there was no rule for the bhikkhus to abstain from eating after Noon. There were few other reasons for imposing that rule, but one reason was to discipline those who started wearing robes to “live an easy life.” That rule was enacted probably after about 20 years, and by that time, most people had become faithful followers of the Buddha. They held bhikkhus in high regard and took care of all their needs.

▪There is an account in the Vinaya Piṭaka for another reason for that rule. One bhikkhu went for an alms-collection after dark, and a woman threw dirty water from a cooking pot at him because she could not see him.

5. Here is another example. Any bhikkhu commits a pārājika offense (which is one of the four most serious offenses) by declaring supermundane attainments like jhāna or magga phala (uttarimanussadhamma), knowing that he does not have such attainments.

▪Of course, any bhikkhu (or a layperson) can declare genuine attainment if needed. But if it is done without such attainments that is a pārājika offense for a bhikkhu. He must give up the robes since he would not be able to make progress.

▪That specific Vinaya rule was enacted after a group of bhikkhus decided to make such claims to receive alms during a famine. That account is described in the Vinaya Piṭaka: “WebLink: suttacentral: The training rule on telling truthfully.”

▪There were reasons for enacting the 227 rules for bhikkhus and 311 rules for bhikkhunis. Those accounts are given in the Vinaya Piṭaka.

“The Life of the Buddha” Is a Good Resource

6. The book, “The Life of the Buddha” by Bhikkhu Nāṇamoli is good to read and keep as a reference for two reasons:

▪It provides a chronological record of the Buddha’s life (after the Buddhahood),

▪Detailed accounts of significant events by combining accounts in the suttā with those taken from the Vinaya Piṭaka.

▪See “‘The Life of the Buddha’ by Bhikkhu Nāṇamoli.”

7. For example, it provides the background for delivering some major suttā or verses.

▪For example, there is a detailed account (pp. 55-60) of how the Buddha had to perform even a few miracles to convince Uruvela Kassapa, his two brothers, and 1000 of their followers before they agreed to listen to the WebLink: suttacentral: Āditta Pariyāya Sutta (SN 35.28) or the Fire Sermon (page numbers quoted are for the 2001 First BPS Pariyatti edition.)

▪By the way, this was one of the early suttās Buddha delivered.

▪So, we can see that it was not easy for the Buddha in those early days to convince some of the ascetics who had their own beliefs about “salvation.”

8. The subsequent chapters provide an excellent chronological account of what happened until the Parinibbāna. One can understand which major suttā were delivered at around what time.

▪There are accounts of the two chief disciples, and short accounts of other important personalities such as Anāthapiṇḍika, Aṅgulimāla, Visākha, etc. Chapter 7 describes the formation of the order of bhikkhunis.

▪Several encounters with the Māra Devaputta are scattered throughout the book.

▪One paragraph on p. 109 describes how the Buddha visited the Tāvatiṁsa deva realm and delivered Abhidhamma. A summary was conveyed to Ven. Sāriputta, with his students’s help, expanded it to the form that we have today. It took several generations of bhikkhus of the “Sāriputta lineage” to complete the Abhidhamma Piṭaka; see “Abhidhamma – Introduction.”

▪There is a chapter on Devadatta, which describes events that are not found in suttā: For example, how he attained (anariya) jhānā and iddhi (super-normal powers) powers and using those iddhi powers how he appeared on the lap of Prince Ajatasattu as a baby wrapped in snakes.

▪It provides a good account of Devadatta’s efforts to take the life of the Buddha and how he lost all those super-normal powers and jhānā at the end.

▪More at “The Life of the Buddha” by Bhikkhu Nānamoli.”

An Example From the Book

9. I will provide the following as an example of what is in this book that is unavailable in any sutta. It describes how the five ascetics attained the Sotāpanna stage over several days with the delivery and discussions of the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta.

Here is a direct quote from p. 45 of the book (starting from the point where the Buddha had just finished the first delivery of the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta):

“Then Aññata Koṇḍañña, who had seen and reached and found and penetrated the Dhamma, whose uncertainties were left behind, whose doubts had vanished, who had gained perfect confidence and became independent of others in the Teacher’s Dispensation, said to the Blessed One: “Blessed One, I wish to go forth under the Blessed One and to receive the full admission?”

“Come, bhikkhu,” the Blessed One said, “The Dhamma is well proclaimed. Live the holy life for the complete ending of suffering.” And that was his full admission.

Then the Blessed One taught and instructed the rest of the bhikkhus with a talk on the Dhamma. As he did so, there arose in the venerable Vappa and the venerable Bhaddiya, the spotless, immaculate vision of the Dhamma. All that is subjected to arising is subjected to cessation. They, too, asked for and received the full admission.

These, having seen dhamma, attained dhamma, knowing dhamma … having attained without the help of another full confidence in the teacher’s instruction, spoke thus to the Blessed One: “May we, Blessed One, receive the going forth in the Blessed One’s presence, may we receive ordination?”

Then living on the food they brought to him, the Blessed One taught and instructed the rest of the bhikkhus with a talk on the Dhamma. All six lived on the food brought back by the three of them. Then there arose in the venerable Mahānāma and the venerable Assaji the spotless, immaculate vision of the Dhamma, and they too asked for and received the full admission.”

More Resources on Background Material

10. The following is also a good resource: “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: A Sketch of the Buddha’s Life: Readings from the Pāli Canon.”

▪That post has extractions for various suttas and provides accounts before and after the Enlightenment.

▪Another one (presumably tailored to young children) is: “WebLink: budsas.org: A Young People’s Life of the Buddha.”

11. The following are more relevant posts: “Tipiṭaka – A Systematic Approach,” “Nikāya in the Sutta Piṭaka,” “Pāli Canon Is Self-Contained but Requires Detailed Explanation,” and “Abhidhamma Pi?aka – Deeper Analyses of Concepts.”
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Abhidhamma Piṭaka plays a critical role in the Tipiṭaka. Abhidhamma provides detailed accounts of the material in the Sutta Piṭaka.

Three Piṭakās (Sections) in the Tipiṭaka

1. The Pāli Canon, Tipiṭaka, has a complete description of the complex nature of this world of 31 realms. Various aspects are in all three (Ti) sections (Piṭaka) of the Tipiṭaka: Sutta, Vinaya, and Abhidhamma.

▪As described below (and in “Abhidhamma – Introduction”), the Buddha summarized the contents of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka to Ven. Sāriputta. It took several generations of bhikkhus of Ven. Sāriputta’s lineage to complete the monumental task of describing the Abhidhamma theory, starting with the fundamental entities of citta, cetasika, cetanā, etc.  

▪That timeline has caused a misinterpretation that Abhidhamma Piṭaka was a “later addition” to the Tipiṭaka. But it was called “the Tipiṭaka” from the very beginning in the First Buddhist Council held just three months after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha.

▪All three sections of the Tipiṭaka were recited at each Council, but the Abhidhamma section was completed only at the Third Council and was written down at the Fourth Council; see below. All four of the Councils were attended only by Arahants. Thus, we can have full confidence that all three sections contain the teachings of the Buddha. Also see “Tipiṭaka – A Systematic Approach.”

▪Evidence for all three sections of the Tipiṭaka were there from the beginning is, for example, in the following section of the Vinaya Piṭaka: “WebLink: suttacentral: 3. Samuṭṭhānasīsasaṅkhepa (Vinaya Parivāra 3).” It says, “Sabbasattuttamo sīho, piṭake tīṇi desayi; Suttantamabhidhammañca, vinayañca mahāguṇaṁ.” OR “The best of all living beings, the Buddha (sīho), taught the three sections (piṭake tīṇi desayi); discourses (Suttantaṁ), Abhidhamma (abhidhammañca), And the Monastic Law (vinayañca), of great quality (mahāguṇaṁ.)” As we know, the Vinaya Piṭaka was finalized at the First Council. (Thanks to TripleGemStudent for the reference!)

Abhidhamma Piṭaka Goes Into Fine Details

 2. The Abhidhamma Piṭaka plays a critical role in the Tipiṭaka. Abhidhamma provides detailed accounts of the material in the Sutta Piṭaka. To get an idea of the role of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka, consider the following analogy.

▪One needs to learn how to use various instruments in a car to drive it. Even more importantly, one needs to practice driving. However, there is no need to understand how numerous parts of a car work. That is how one needs to use the Sutta Piṭaka. It is only necessary to learn the critical concepts in suttās and practice them.

▪In that analogy, Abhidhamma provides a detailed account of how the car is assembled and the role played by each part. If the car breaks down, a knowledgeable technician can refer to that technical manual and figure out the problem. Similarly, someone knowledgeable in Abhidhamma can clarify a profound concept that needs a complete and detailed analysis.

▪In most cases, it is not necessary to learn Abhidhamma in detail. However, having a cursory background in Abhidhamma helps one understand deep suttās better.

3. In the post “Mind Operates Like a Machine According to Nature’s Laws,” I pointed out that the mind operates like a machine based on nature’s laws, which comprise a specific set of rules.

▪The Buddha described those specific rules in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪For example, in the above post, I pointed out the number of possible cittās in kāma loka as 54. In contrast, those in the rūpa and arūpa loka are much less (15 and 12, respectively.) In particular, akusala cittās do not arise in rūpa and arūpa loka. In addition, even beings in the apāyās cannot generate kusala or akusala cittās; they do not have free will like those in the “good realms” at and above the human realm. See “Free Will in Buddhism – Connection to Saṅkhāra.”

▪The reasons are fully explained in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka. 

Historical Background

4. The Abhidhamma Piṭaka was finalized at the Third Buddhist Council, held about 200 years after the Buddha’s Parinibbāna (passing away).

▪In the Introduction to his book, “A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma,” Bhikkhu Bodhi provides a detailed account of the history of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka; see pp. 9-11 of Ref. 1. An account with a few more details is given in Ref. 2.   That can be summarized as follows.

▪In the seventh year after attaining Buddhahood, the Buddha visited the Tāvatiṁsa Deva world. There, he delivered the material in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka to Devās, the chief recipient of whom was his mother, Mahāmāyā Devi, who had been born there. The material was delivered over three months, and the Buddha would descend to the human world for food each day. Each day, he would provide Ven. Sāriputta with a synopsis of the teaching given to the Devās that day.

▪Having learned the critical aspects of the Abhidhamma, Ven. Sāriputta taught it to his 500 pupils, and thus, the basis of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka was established. They needed to work out a detailed account of the material in a way others could understand. It took several generations of bhikkhus of Ven. Sāriputta’s lineage—over 200 years—to finalize the Abhidhamma Piṭaka. The accumulated material was recited at each subsequent Buddhist Council, and the final version was recited at the Third Council. That complete Tipiṭaka was written down in 29 BCE at the Fourth Buddhist Council; see below.

▪Reference 2 lists the Bhikkhus who contributed to that effort, including Ven. Moggaliputta Tissa (who contributed to the final version at the Third Buddhist Council.)

5. At the First Buddhist Council, just three months after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha, only a framework of the Abhidhamma theory was recited. More was added at the second Council, and the task was completed only at the third Council led by Ven. Moggaliputta Tissa.

▪That completed Tipiṭaka was written down in 29 BCE at the Fourth Buddhist Council; see “Preservation of the Buddha Dhamma.”

▪It is essential to realize that hundreds of Arahants at the Fourth Council wrote down the whole Tipiṭaka, including the complete Abhidhamma Piṭaka. Therefore, we can be confident about the authenticity of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka AND the whole Tipiṭaka.

▪That is why it is incorrect to say that Abhidhamma was “invented” by bhikkhus after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha.

▪Those who make such statements have not studied Abhidhamma or have not understood the in-depth analyses of Abhidhamma. The minute details of the very fast citta vīthi are discernible only to the mind of a Buddha. No one else can even invent such concepts. It is the inter-consistency that makes ALL the material in the Tipiṭaka trustworthy. See “Buddha Dhamma: Non-Perceivability and Self-Consistency.”

The Enormity of the Material in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka

6. The Abhidhamma Piṭaka contains about the same dhamma groups (dhammakkhandha) as the Sutta Piṭaka and Vinaya Piṭaka COMBINED. It is said to contain 42,000 dhamma groups compared to 21,000 for each of the other two. Thus, there are 84,000 dhamma groups in the Tipiṭaka.

▪Philosophers discuss mind and matter as the two basic entities in the world. Scientists have studied the matter in great detail. But neither scientists nor philosophers have any idea of even how to BEGIN to describe the mind. We have discussed that in “Theories of Our World – Scientific Overview.”

▪Abhidhamma breaks down all rūpa to be combinations of 28 elementary rūpa. Those 28 types of rūpa are in the physical bodies of living beings and all inert matter.

▪Then the mind is described in terms of citta (loosely translated as “thoughts”) and cetasika (mental factors.) There are 89 (or 121, depending on categorization) types of citta, which arise with different combinations of 52 types of cetasika. Thoughts of any living being can be described in terms of those entities.

▪Analyzing the concepts in the suttās in terms of those “basic entities” is an exhilarating experience. Concepts can be investigated to as deep a depth as one wishes (and is willing to spend the time and effort).

▪The following article briefly describes the contents in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka: “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: Abhidhamma Piṭaka – The Basket of Abhidhamma.”

Introduction to Abhidhamma – Current Standard Text

7. The Abhidhamma Piṭaka consists of the following categories: 1. Dhammasaṅghani (Classification of Dhammas), 2. Vibhaṅga (The Book of Divisions), 3. Dhātukathā (Discussion about Elements), 4. Puggala Paññatti (Description of Individuals), 5. Kathāvatthu (Points of Controversy), 6. Yamaka (The Book of the Pairs), and 7. Paṭṭhāna (The Book of Relations). Kathāvatthu provides an in-depth account of controversial issues discussed at the Third Buddhist Council compiled by venerable Moggaliputta Tissa. Mahāyāna concepts like “antarābhava” were shown to be inconsistent, for example. See “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” Further details in “Antarābhava and Gandhabba” and “Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

▪There is a vast and complex material in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka. This is why it took so long to finalize that material per #4 and #5 above.

▪It is doubtful that anyone in recent years has read and comprehended all the material in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka, especially Paṭṭhāna or the Yamaka. 

▪Most people try to understand one summarized text to get a basic idea about the contents of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka. That standard text is Abhidhammatta Sangaha, a summary of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka compiled by Ven. Anuruddha, an Indian bhikkhu. That text does not go into deeper issues but provides the fundamentals.

▪That Pāli text was translated into English by Ven. Narada in 1987 (Ref. 3.). Subsequently, it was revised by Bhikkhu Bodhi in 2000 (Ref. 1.)

Critical Aspects of Buddha Dhamma

8. Even if one can understand the Abhidhamma theory, one MAY NOT understand the Buddha’s message. First, one must understand the Four Noble Truths (with Paṭicca Samuppāda or the true meanings of anicca, dukkha, and anatta.)

▪Abhidhamma facilitates analyzing situations to deep levels ONLY if one starts with understanding the Buddha’s message. That message is that there is a rebirth process, and most rebirths happen in the four lowest realms, where there are harsh levels of suffering. The only way to escape future suffering is to stop rebirth and attain Nibbāna.

▪Once one has that basic understanding, Abhidhamma helps clarify that picture. Detailed analyses in Abhidhamma can resolve any remaining issues/doubts. In a way, one cannot even begin to grasp the value of a Buddha until one can see deep concepts explained in an amazingly consistent way from many different angles.

▪Abhidhamma can solidify and “fill in the blanks” of Buddha Dhamma from the suttās, which can be an exhilarating experience.

Benefits of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka

9. Although a deep knowledge of Abhidhamma is unnecessary, a basic understanding can be valuable.

▪Abhidhamma starts at a basic level and proceeds to deeper levels systematically. Therefore, by studying introductory Abhidhamma, one can gain a good understanding of key concepts like kamma, cetanā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa, etc.

▪Those basic concepts must be well understood even if one does not wish to study Abhidhamma in detail. We will discuss those essential concepts.

▪All three Piṭakas are discussed in the subsection, “Tipiṭaka – A Systematic Approach.”

▪I will interchangeably discuss the relevant concepts from all three Piṭakas in the new “Meditation – Deeper Aspects” and “Buddha Dhamma – Advanced” sections.

REFERENCES

1.“WebLink: PDF Download: Bhikkhu_Bodhi-Comprehensive_Manual_of_Abhidhamma,” by Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000); this is a revised and updated version of Ref. 3 below. (click the link to open the pdf).

2.Dhammasaṅghani (first of the Abhidhamma books) in the Buddha Jayanthi Edition of the Tipiṭaka (2005); pp. XIII-XIV (in the Sinhala language.) Here is a link to an online version of the “WebLink: tipitaka.wordpress.com: Buddha Jayanthi Edition of the Tipiṭaka.”

3.“WebLink: PDF Download: A Manual of Abhidhamma” Fifth Edition by Narada Thero (1987.) (click the link to open the pdf).
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December 11, 2020; revised December 12, 2020 (#7 revised and #8 added)

Antarābhava – Need to Understand the Terminology

1. Antarābhava is not a concept in Buddha Dhamma. Antarābhava (“antara” + “bhava”) means “in-between bhava.” There are no such “gaps” between two existences (bhava.) It was a heretical view that existed even before the formal emergence of Mahāyāna.

▪Some current Theravādins have the misconception that the gandhabba state (mental body or manomaya kāya) is the same as antarābhava, and thus needs to be rejected.

▪However, the gandhabba state encompasses the whole of the “human bhava,” within which there are many rebirths with physical human bodies.

▪I will use two rebirths accounts to clarify the terminology and also to clarify this hugely misunderstood issue.

Rebirth Account of Jeffrey Keene

WebLink: youtube: Reincarnation, BORN AGAIN?
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December 16, 2020; revised December 17, 2020; July 16, 2022

Antarābhava Was Discussed at the Third Buddhist Council

1. The concept of an antarābhava was discussed and rejected at the Third Buddhist Council. It is documented in the Kathāvatthu section of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪Many current Theravādins say that the concept of an antarābhava is associated with gandhabba. They say that since antarābhava was rejected at that Council, the concept of a gandhabba was rejected.

▪However, gandhabba was not even mentioned in that discussion at the Third Buddhist Council. I will fully translate and discuss the relevant sections of Kathāvatthu in this post to put this issue to rest.

Antarābhava Discussion in Kathāvatthu

2. Many “heretical views” that were discussed and emphatically rejected by a group of Arahants at the Third Buddhist Council held in India at the time of Emperor Asoka. Ven. Moggaliputta Tissa recorded those discussions in the Kathāvatthu section of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪The relevant section is “WebLink: suttacentral: Antarābhavakathā,” and an incomplete English translation is there: “WebLink: suttacentral: Of an Intermediate State.”

▪For those who understand the Sinhala Language, a complete Sinhala translation is in the Buddha Jayanthi Tipiṭaka. See pp. 340-355 of “WebLink: PDF file: 48.OTAP_KathaVatthu_Prakarana_2-Sinhala.”

▪Here, we will translate some key verses, first providing the Pāli text and then a translation (with details as necessary.) Hopefully, anyone will understand what was rejected and not rejected (or even discussed.)

Is Antarābhava Within the Three Major Existences?

3. At the beginning of the Pāli text, we can see that the wrong view about an “antarābhava” or an “intermediate state” was the following.

▪Theravādins ask: “Atthi antarābhavoti? or “Is there an intermediate state?”

▪The other side (heretics) says “Āmantā” or “Yes.”

▪Theravādins ask: “Kāmabhavoti?” or “Is it in the kāma bhava?” and the answer is “Na hevaṁ vattabbe” or “That is not so.”

▪Similarly, the heretics say that this “intermediate state” in not in the rūpa bhava or the arūpa bhava.

However, all existences in this world MUST BE within one of those three major existences: kāma bhava, rūpa bhava, or arūpa bhava. Then each of those sub-divide into minor categories. For example, human bhava, and animal bhava are in the kāma bhava.

▪But the heretics say that the “intermediate state” is not in any of the existences. 

Is Antarābhava In Between the Three Major Existences?

4. Theravādins ask: “Kāmabhavassa ca rūpabhavassa ca antare atthi antarābhavoti?” or “Does this intermediate state exist in between kāma bhava and rūpa bhava”?

▪Heretics: No.

▪Then the Theravādins declare “Hañci kāmabhavassa ca rūpabhavassa ca antare natthi antarābhavo, no ca vata re vattabbe—“atthi antarābhavo” ti” OR “If you affirm that there is no intermediate state between kāma bhava and rūpa bhava, then you cannot maintain your proposition.”

▪In the same way, the heretics admit that there is no intermediate state between rūpa bhava and arūpa bhava, and the Theravādins point out that the heretics’ position is untenable.

Antarābhava In Terms of Yoni, Gati, Viññāṇaṭṭhiti, Sattāvāsa

5. All living beings in this world belong to those three major types of bhava. Buddha explained all possible existences in this world in many other ways as well.

▪All living beings can be categorized according to four types of yoni (modes of birth), gati (according to five major types of saṁsāric habits), seven types of viññāṇaṭṭhiti (stations of consciousness), and nine types of abodes (sattāvāsa.)

▪The first two categories are discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāsīhanāda Sutta (MN 12).” The seven types of viññāṇaṭṭhiti discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sattaviññāṇaṭṭhi Sutta (AN 7.44)” and the nine types of sattāvāsa in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sattāvāsa Sutta (AN 9.24)“

▪So, Theravādins ask: “Pañcamī sā yoni, chaṭṭhamī sā gati, aṭṭhamī sā viññāṇaṭṭhiti, dasamo so sattāvāsoti?” OR “Are there five types of yoni or six types of gati or eight types of viññāṇaṭṭhiti or ten types of sattāvāsa?”

▪Heretics admit that this antarābhava cannot be found under any of those categories.

Does Antarābhava Fall Under Other Possible Categories?

6. There are many other ways of categorization discussed in that section “WebLink: suttacentral: Antarābhavakathā.” However, the English translation there at Sutta Central is not complete.

▪For those who understand the Sinhala Language, a complete Sinhala translation is in the Buddha Jayanthi Tipiṭaka per #2 above.

▪The point is that antarābhava cannot be found under ANY possible category that a living being can be put into.

▪This post would be very long if I translated the whole section. However, let us look at one more important category.

Does a Being in Antarābhava Have Pañcakkhandha (Five Aggregates)?

7. Theravādins ask: “kāmabhave/rūpabhave/arūpabhave atthi rūpaṁ vedanā saññā saṅkhārā viññāṇanti?” OR “Do the five aggregates exist in kāma bhava, rūpa bhava and in arūpa bhava?”

▪Heretics: “Āmantā” OR “Yes.” As they agreed, the five aggregates are associated with a living-being in ANY bhava.

▪Theravādins ask: “Antarābhave atthi rūpaṁ vedanā saññā saṅkhārā viññāṇanti? OR “Do the five aggregates exist in antarābhava?”

▪Heretics: “Na hevaṁ vattabbe..” OR “That cannot be said.”

▪Here, the heretics admit that a being in antarābhava cannot be described in terms of the five aggregates!

No Basis for the Claim of an Antarābhava

8. Therefore, it was shown without any doubt that the concept of an antarābhava does not fit into Buddha Dhamma.

▪However, there was absolutely no connection made to the concept of gandhabba.

▪Anyone can read the Pāli text in “WebLink: suttacentral: Antarābhavakathā” and see that the word gandhabba is not even mentioned.

Antarābhava Concept of Those Heretics Is Not The Same as Gandhabba

9. If the term gandhabba did not even come up in the discussion on antarābhava at the Third Buddhist Council, why do SOME present-day Theravādins say that the concept of gandhabba was rejected at that Council? The simple answer is that they may not have even read the text in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Antarābhavakathā” section of the Tipiṭaka!

▪I have heard many bhikkhus just repeat what they heard from someone else, that the gandhabba state is a Mahāyāna concept, and it refers to an “intermediate state” or “antarābhava.” They don’t even try to verify that by looking up the Tipiṭaka.

▪They may misunderstand that a human “bhava” starts with a human’s birth (as a baby from a mother’s womb) and that it ends when that physical body dies.

▪That is a VERY BAD wrong view!

▪Let us consider the following evidence against that false belief.

Do “Human Bhava” Last Only 100 Years and “Fly Bhava” Last Only Several Days?

10. We know that a “dense body” of a human lasts for about 100 years, and a housefly lives only for several days. But that time is only a small fraction of the lifetime of the corresponding gandhabba! Whether a human or a housefly, it will be in that existence or bhava (as a human or a fly) for many thousands of years.

▪As we know, the Buddha has emphasized strongly that it is VERY DIFFICULT to get a human existence (bhava.) See “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

▪On the other hand, many rebirth accounts from children worldwide show that they had been born with human bodies only several years previously! See “Antarābhava – No Connection to Gandhabba.”

▪Those previous births were within the same human bhava. It was the same human gandhabba that led to both those human births.

11. When the dense physical body of a human dies, that is not necessarily the end of the “human bhava.” Unless the kammic energy of that human gandhabba is exhausted, gandhabba will stay alive. It will be pulled into another suitable womb at a later time. In between adjacent “births with human bodies,” human existence continues in the gandhabba state.

▪That gandhabba state is NOT an “antarābhava.” It is IN “human bhava.” A human gandhabba is human and has five aggregates. A subtle rūpa (invisible to us) associated with that gandhabba with a hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) and five pasāda rūpa. It can think. It cannot touch, smell, or taste, but can see and hear. See “Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept.”

Similarly, when a fly dies, it will stay in that existence as a “fly gandhabba” and get into an egg to form another fly. That process will occur uncountable times for a fly before that “fly existence” ends!

▪When a fly dies, it will stay as a “fly gandhabba” until it is pulled into an egg to start making another “dense fly body.”

Human (or Animal) Bhava (Existence) Can Last Thousands of Years

12. The four types of yoni (modes of births) mentioned in #5 above are the following: Aṇḍajā (egg born), jalābujā (womb born), saṁsedajā (typically translated as “moisture born” but has a better explanation), and opapātikā (instantaneous birth).

▪However, when a transition from one bhava to another (say, from human bhava to an animal bhava) takes place, only an opapātikā birth occurs where a NEW mental body (manomaya kāya) is generated by kammic energy. 

▪In many realms — including all 20 Brahma realms — that opapātika birth spans the whole bhava. They are born one time with a subtle (invisible to us) “mental body” (with a trace of matter), and that is all they have.

▪However, in the human and animal realms, that “mental body” will get into a womb or an egg (in animals), leading to a physical body’s birth. Those are conventionally called births (jāti) within those two bhava. That “mental body” in the human or animal realms is given a special name of gandhabba.

▪Those womb-based and egg-based births are two types of “births” mentioned above: aṇḍajā and jalābujā, respectively. In some instances, the chemical composition needed to make the “seed” (for example, an animal’s egg) forms in natural processes, and that is the fourth type, i.e., saṁsedajā birth.

13. As mentioned above, Brahmas and Devas do not go through the gandhabba state. They are born instantaneously (opapātika birth) and live for very long times (their whole life in that state.) Brahmas’ subtle “bodies” are very similar to humans’ or animals’ mental bodies (gandhabba state). See “Body Types in 31 Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya.”

▪It is mostly in the human and animal realms that first, a subtle manomaya kāya is born instantaneously, followed by the arising of dense physical bodies with one of the other three possibilities.

▪We have discussed the birth of a human baby in “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.” Many such “births with physical bodies” can take place within a single human bhava.

▪Now let us briefly discuss a few associated issues/conventions/terminology.

Sometimes Gandhabba State Referred to as Paṭisandhi Viññāṇa

14. The “descend” of that paṭisandhi viññāṇa to a womb is discussed in several suttas, including “WebLink: suttacentral: Assalāyana Sutta (MN 93)” where the term “gandhabba” is specifically used: “Jānāma mayaṁ, bho—yathā gabbhassa avakkanti hoti. Idha mātāpitaro ca sannipatitā honti, mātā ca utunī hoti, gandhabbo ca paccupaṭṭhito hoti; evaṁ tiṇṇaṁ sannipātā gabbhassa avakkanti hotī’ti.”

Translated: “We do know that, sir. An embryo is conceived when these three things come together—copulation of the mother and father, the mother is in the fertile part of her menstrual cycle, and the presence of a gandhabba.” This is explained in detail in “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪But in some other suttas, Such as “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahānidāna Sutta (DN 15)” the gandhabba is also referred to as paṭisandhi viññāṇa. in some cases. That is because that manomaya kāya is created by the kammic energy associated with a paṭisandhi viññāṇa.

▪For details, see “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

Other Use of the Name “Gandhabba”

15. There is a class of Devas called “gandhabba”; see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Suddhika Sutta (SN 31.1)” and the following many suttas in SN 31 (Gandhabba Vagga.) There are numerous types of Devas (in lower Deva realms) who intake (abba) odors of various plants and flowers (gandha), and thus that name. “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāsamaya Sutta (DN 20)” identifies Dhataraṭṭha, King of the East is identified as “Chief of the Gandhabba Devas.”

▪There is also a group of petas with the name “gandhabba.” They inhale “foul odors.”

▪To add to that, human gandhabbas are sometimes referred to as “tirokuḍḍa” or “tirokuṭṭa” because they can go through walls. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Tirokuṭṭa Sutta (Kp7).”

▪Understanding the Tipiṭaka requires checking for inter-consistencies with a good understanding of underlying concepts and terminology usage.

▪The word “right” can mean two different things “turn right” and “you are right.” Similarly, the word “gandhabba” must be understood in a particular situation.
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December 30, 2020; revised January 7, 2021 (added #12); re-written September 1, 2022

Interpretation of the Tipiṭaka requires much more than translating suttas word by word.

Interpretation of the Tipiṭaka

1. The following issues are both important and relevant.

1.I need to ensure that I do not distort the teachings of the Buddha. That means I need to provide relevant CRITICAL passages in the Tipiṭaka when I discuss a subject.

2.However, the Sutta Piṭaka of the Tipiṭaka does not provide details on some aspects. Those details come in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka and the three original commentaries in the Tipiṭaka. But still, it requires a jāti Sotāpanna like Waharaka Thero to provide detailed explanations.

3.Lastly, we are lucky to live in a time where more details, for example, about the brain, are available from modern science. The Buddha could not explain the role of the brain because people knew nothing about the brain then. Further supporting evidence on related subjects is now widely available via the internet (examples are Evidence for Rebirth Accounts and Near-Death-Experiences or NDE.)

Depending on the topic, I have used one or more of the above three to write posts. Let me explain by discussing my approach to writing posts on the gandhabba (manomaya kāya,) where I utilized all three of the above.

Details on the Gandhabba Concept

2. Many details about the manomaya kāya (gandhabba) are unavailable in the Tipiṭaka. However, there is enough essential evidence: “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” That is my posts’ first layer.

▪We have lost all of the Sinhala Atthakathā (early commentaries.) However, even if we had them, they would not provide details regarding the brain. Most of our knowledge about the brain is from modern science within the past 100 years or so.

▪The Buddha only mentioned the brain as part of the body’s 32 parts (Pāli word is matthaluṅga.) See “WebLink: suttacentral: Dvattiṁsākāra.” I have not seen any details on the functions of the brain in the Tipiṭaka. 

		[Atthi imasmiṁ kāye— 



Kesā lomā nakhā dantā taco, maṁsaṁ nhāru aṭṭhi aṭṭhimiñjaṁ vakkaṁ, hadayaṁ yakanaṁ kilomakaṁ pihakaṁ papphāsaṁ, antaṁ antaguṇaṁ udariyaṁ karīsaṁ matthaluṅgaṁ, pittaṁ semhaṁ pubbo lohitaṁ sedo medo, assu vasā kheḷo siṅghāṇikā lasikā muttanti.

		Dvattiṁsākāraṁ.



		There are in this body: 



		hairs of the head, body hairs, nails, teeth, skin; flesh, sinews, bones, bone-marrow, kidneys; heart, liver, pleura, spleen, lungs; intestines, mesentery, undigested food, excrement, the brain in the head; bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat; tears, grease, spit, mucus, synovial fluid, and urine.



		The Thirty Two Fold Nature.]



3. When a jāti Sotāpanna like Waharaka Thero (who had attained the Sotāpanna stage in a previous life) is born, we learn important details. Furthermore, not all jāti Sotāpannas can provide such information either. One needs to have Paṭisambhidā Ñāṇa to be able to grasp AND explain concepts in detail to others. Therefore, my posts’ second layer of more information comes from Waharaka Thero’s discourses.

▪The third layer is due to two sources: First, recent scientific findings on many subjects like the brain, living cells, etc., provide corroborating evidence. For example, I have used such information in the “Origin of Life” series.

▪Thanks to the internet, many rebirth accounts, Near-Death Experiences, Out-of-Body Experiences, etc., are now available to anyone. Those also provide invaluable supporting material to complex subjects discussed, including the gandhabba concept.

▪Those two resources are the third layer.

▪The Buddha advised in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Araṇavibhaṅga Sutta (MN 139)” that the main task of a bhikkhu (or a lay disciple) is to explain in detail the ideas embedded in the Tipiṭaka without distorting key concepts. I am responsible for ensuring that EVERYTHING is consistent with the first layer or the Tipiṭaka. That is why I welcome comments on any apparent inconsistencies.

Gandhabba (“Mental Body”) Is Primary, and the Physical Body Is Secondary

4. The role of the manomaya kāya is critical. The physical body is just a shell. It dies in about 100 years. The manomaya kāya (gandhabba) may live for thousands of years in the human bhava. See, “Antarābhava Discussion in Kathāvatthu – Not Relevant to Gandhabba.”

▪A fly lives only about a week. But “fly bhava” (or the existence of a fly) may last many thousands of years. Therefore, between births (as a “visible fly”), that fly would have the gandhabba or the manomaya kāya.

▪As we discussed, the specific term gandhabba is used mainly for the manomaya kāya of humans and animals. But living beings in almost all 31 realms are born with a manomaya kāya. Brahmas in 20 realms have only the manomaya kāya.

▪Thus, the manomaya kāya (mental body) is primary, and the physical body is secondary.

Importance of the Commentaries

5. The Tipiṭaka was meant to be used with the commentaries. Also, knowledgeable bhikkhus or lay disciples were supposed to explain key concepts in detail. Many Pāli suttā require detailed explanations. See, “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪Most early Sinhala commentaries disappeared in the Anurādhapura era; see “Incorrect Theravāda Interpretations – Historical Timeline. “

▪Fortunately, three original commentaries provided by the Buddha’s foremost disciples (Ven. Sāriputta, Ven. Kaccāyana, etc.) during the Buddha’s time have been included in the Tipiṭaka (in the Khuddaka Nikāya) and have survived.

▪The current revival of pure Dhamma by Waharaka Thero in Sri Lanka is partially due to his perusal of these three commentaries of Paṭisambhidāmagga, Peṭakopadesa, and Nettippakaraṇa.

▪Even those three commentaries are somewhat condensed. Waharaka Thero was able to expand on those concepts in detail. He provided the basic model of the manomaya kāya (gandhabba) with hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa. The terms hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa appear only briefly in the Tipiṭaka (mostly in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.) I have expanded that model using current scientific findings on the brain. Numerous posts are throughout the website: “WebLink: PureDhamma: Search Results for gandhabba.”

Gandhabba Model – Role of the Brain

6. Waharaka Thero provided the basic model where the brain processes incoming information from the eyes, ears, etc., passing those processed signals to hadaya vatthu via the complex manomaya kāya of the gandhabba.

▪Just as the nervous system connects the brain to the other parts of the physical body via the nervous system, gandhabba’s body has a “ray-like” (or electromagnetic) system that connects the brain to hadaya vatthu/pasāda rūpa. It can quickly pass information generated in the brain to the hadaya vatthu/pasāda rūpa.

▪That model is very much consistent with recent findings in science. I have referred to such recent scientific discoveries in my posts. See, for example, “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body,” and the posts referred to there.

▪I realize that many people have a hard time visualizing the gandhabba concept. They may want to re-read the post.”Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept,” which I recently revised; see especially #1 there.

Brain Analyzing “Data Packets”

7. In several posts, I have utilized recent scientific findings on the brain to explain our sensory experience. I hope such explanations provide a way to visualize the sensory recognition process easier. Such posts include “How Do We See? – Role of the Gandhabba” and “Vision Is a Series of “Snapshots” – Movie Analogy.”

▪Also, consistent evidence has been accumulating in several areas, including rebirth accounts, Near-Death Experiences (NDE), and Out-of-Body Experiences (OBE); see “Evidence for Rebirth,” “Origin of Life” and “Buddha Dhamma – A Scientific Approach.”

▪Hopefully, both developments will help more people understand Buddha’s teachings.

▪In the days of the Buddha, people accepted Buddha’s explanations without such detailed explanations. That society was vastly different from the “materialistic society” of today, where recent scientific and technological advances have given a dominant platform to “materialism.”

▪That is why many people have a deeply embedded wrong view that the “physical body” is all there is and that mental aspects (thoughts) arise in the brain.

Scientific Knowledge Is Limited

8. Even a few hundred years ago, science had many issues of conflict with Buddha Dhamma on even the “material world.” Of course, science is far behind in understanding “mental aspects” like consciousness, feelings, perceptions, etc.

▪However, science has made much progress, resolving several significant inconsistencies about the universe’s material aspects.

▪For example, just 400 years ago, “science” believed in the geocentric model of the universe, i.e., Earth was the center of the universe, with stars embedded in a celestial sphere far above. See: WebLink: wikipedia.org: Geocentric_model

▪At that time, science and religion tried to attune their beliefs to that model. Most religions still adhere to those concepts; see the same Wikipedia article above.

▪But 2500 years ago, the Buddha described our Solar system as a “Cakkavāla” or a planetary system. Not only that, but he also said there are uncountable such systems in the universe. He was well ahead of science because he had discovered the ultimate truths about this world.

▪Here is a video from Carl Sagan to get an idea of how vast our “detectable universe” is:

WebLink: youtube: Humility - Carl Sagan
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Overview

1. Buddhahood is a term that remains mired in controversy. In upcoming posts in this section, I will discuss three topics that have intrigued many people over the years. That will help cultivate faith in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Saṅgha.

1.The wisdom and capabilities of a Buddha. We will clarify the implications of the three types of knowledge of a Buddha mentioned in #8 below.

2.Current scientific knowledge is compatible with most of the “supernormal capabilities” of a Buddha. Scientists have not taken the time to do an in-depth analysis. Of course, most scientists do not know enough about Buddha Dhamma (or physics) to do such an analysis.

3.We will also discuss how the teachings of the previous Buddha (Buddha Kassapa) were transmitted as Vedic teachings in distorted form. That is why there are so many common terms in Buddhism and Hinduism, like kamma (karma), jhāna (dhyāna), and even Paṭicca Samuppāda (Pratītyasamutpāda.) Of course, Buddha’s Ānāpānasati meditation was misinterpreted as “breath meditation.” All those concepts were there (just like now) at the time of the birth of Prince Siddhattha. We will discuss Tipiṭaka accounts where the Buddha pointed that out.

It is easier for an average human to grasp the mundane meanings (and difficult to grasp the deeper meanings.) That is why those mundane explanations periodically come up disguised as Buddhist teachings.

Buddha Is a Title

2. Buddha is a title. Buddha is a human who becomes “Enlightened” or attains the Buddhahood. However, It is necessary to understand his teachings to a higher level to figure out the meaning of the word “Buddha.”

▪A Buddha has the “perfect mind.” With a perfect mind, a Buddha knows everything about the world. Even though he lived more than 2500 years ago, he described the universe much as scientists found out within the past 100 years. And he provided many more details about our world (much more than the scientists) as we will discuss.

▪One is not born a Buddha. The Buddhahood is attained or achieved. There have been many Buddhā in the past, and there will be many in the future. For example, the Buddha we are discussing now is Buddha Gotama. Buddha Kassapa immediately before him (a long time ago) and the next Buddha will be Buddha Maitreya.

▪It is a rare occurrence to have a Buddha in the world. Sometimes, billions of years can go by without a Buddha. See #14 of “Pāramitā – How a Puthujjana Becomes a Buddha.”

▪Before we get into the knowledge of a Buddha, let us discuss some basic facts about Buddha Gotama.

Prince Siddhattha

3. Buddha Gotama was born with the name of Siddhattha (Siddhārtha in Sinhala or Sanskrit), and his parents were Suddhodana and Mahā Māyā. Suddhodana was a king, and Prince Siddhattha was brought up in luxury. For example, in the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Parinibbāna Sutta (DN 10), the Buddha says that he had four palaces for the four seasons. An English translation of “WebLink: suttacentral: The Great Discourse on the Buddha’s Extinguishment.”

▪Scattered throughout many suttā in the Dīgha Nikāya and Majjhima Nikāya are accounts of various stages of the life of the Buddha (before and after Enlightenment.) I will refer to a few below. It is a good idea to read them. Most translations are good enough, especially regarding such life accounts. Only when deep Dhamma concepts are discussed is one need to be careful about the correctness of the translation.

▪For example, a brief account of Prince Siddhattha’s life can be found in “WebLink: henri-van-zeyst: Basic Buddhist Concepts.” More details — extracted from the Tipiṭaka – in “WebLink: accesstoinsightŏrg: A Sketch of the Buddha’s Life – Readings from the Pāli Canon.“

▪At the age of sixteen, Prince Siddhattha married princess Yasodhara. They were happily married for thirteen years and had a son, Rāhula. Yet, Prince Siddhattha was not satisfied. He felt a “discontent” or “dissatisfaction” lingering even while immersed in a luxurious life.

▪We will briefly go through a series of events that led to a drastic change in Prince Siddhattha. Those four events are the Four Great Omens.

Four Great Omens

4. On his rare visits outside the palaces, Prince Siddhattha saw an old person one day. He had never seen an old person. His faithful companion, Channa, explained that everyone gets old.

▪On a subsequent visit, he saw a sick person and learned that everyone becomes sick. On the third visit, he saw a dead body and was told he would die one day too. Those three encounters made him think deeply about life, and his discontent with life grew steadily.

▪On a subsequent fourth visit outside the palace, the prince saw a recluse, a spiritual seeker, and his calm demeanor intrigued the prince. Channa explained to him that there were many recluses like that. They were discontent with life and were searching for a solution to the universal problems associated with life. Those are sicknesses, getting old, and dying.

▪As we note below, people at the time of the Buddha were familiar with the concepts of rebirth. Therefore, they knew about the “cycle of suffering in the rebirth process.”

▪With the sight of the recluse, prince Siddhattha realized that he would also need to give up the lay life and pursue the path to end that suffering associated with the perpetual cycle of birth, old age, sicknesses, and death. One dies only to be reborn to go through the same cycle!

Influence of Teachings of Buddha Kassapa

5. Remnants of the teachings of the Buddha Kassapa from the deep past had come down through Vedic teachings. This is a critical point. As we will see later, the Buddha explained that only the mundane interpretations of Buddha Kassapa’s teachings had survived.

▪For example, people at that time were quite familiar with the laws of kamma, the rebirth process, five (or eight) precepts, and even Nibbāna. However, Vedic brahmins had used the Sanskrit language to transmit those teachings and used the Sanskrit words karma and nirvāna for the Pāli words kamma and Nibbāna.

▪In another example, per Tipiṭaka, queen Mahā Māyā had regularly observed eight precepts.

▪That is also why so many recluses were trying to figure out the way to Nibbāna (nirvāna), freedom from suffering in the rebirth process. Some thought that cultivating jhāna and getting rebirth in a Brahma realm is nirvāna (or end of suffering.) We will discuss that in the next post.

Renunciation – Becoming a Recluse

6. Shortly after seeing the recluse, Prince Siddhattha left the palace in the middle of the night. Channa led him out on his horse Kanthaka. The prince cut his hair and put on robes suitable for an ascetic. Let us call him ascetic Siddhattha or the Bodhisatta.

▪First, the Bodhisatta went to two of the well-known yogis of the day, Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta. They taught him all they knew. He was able to get the highest jhāna (Nevasaññā nā saññāyatana) in a short time. Those teachers thought that they had attained Nibbāna.

▪But the Bodhisatta realized that one could not get to Nibbāna merely by suppressing defilements (greed, anger, and ignorance) with breath meditation or mundane versions of kasiṇa meditation. He realized attaining Nibbāna requires the removal of defilements for “complete purification.”

▪The Buddha has discussed those interactions with Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāsaccaka Sutta (MN 36),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Ariyapariyesana Sutta (MN 26)” and various other suttā.

▪You can access translations to English and several other languages by clicking the “down arrow” just above the name of the sutta at Sutta Central.

Six Years of Extreme Asceticism

7. After leaving Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta, the Bodhisatta tried various methods of subjecting his body to extreme hardships. Other than pursuing mundane jhāna/kasiṇa, many yogis then thought one could remove defilements by inflicting such punishments to the body.

▪Shortly after leaving Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta, the Bodhisatta met five companions, Kondañña, Bhaddiya, Vappa, Mahānāma, and Assajī. They were impressed with the Bodhisatta’s determination and were convinced he would someday become a Buddha.

▪By the way, the word Buddha (and Bhagavath) also came down in Vedic teachings. For example, the Bhagavad Gita (or “Recitals of Bhagavad”) has many Vedic teachings originally from Buddha Kassapa. Of course, most concepts ended up with mundane interpretations.

▪For example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmāyu Sutta (MN 91)” provides a detailed account of brahmin Brahmāyu, who was well-versed in the three Vedā (tiṇṇaṁ vedānaṁ pāragū). At the beginning of the sutta, brahmin Brahmāyu recites the qualities of a Buddha: ‘itipi so bhagavā arahaṁ sammāsambuddho vijjācaraṇasampanno sugato lokavidū anuttaro purisadammasārathi satthā devamanussānaṁ buddho bhagavā’ti. Then he sends his pupil to the Gotama Buddha to check whether he has the “thirty-two marks of a great man (dvattiṁsamahāpurisalakkhaṇāni).” How would brahmin Brahmāyu know about the qualities of a Buddha? It had come down in Vedic teachings! It is good to read the English translation: “WebLink: suttacentral: With Brahmāyu (MN 91).”

▪During most of those six years, the Bodhisatta subjected his body to various forms of hardship. The Buddha discussed those unimaginable sufferings in several suttā, including the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāsaccaka Sutta (MN 36).”

Enlightenment (Attaining Buddhahood)

8. Finally, the Bodhisatta realized that subjecting the body to suffering is not the way to cleanse the mind of defilements. The Bodhisatta had to undergo six years of unnecessary suffering due to a hard-to-overcome bad kamma that he had committed against Buddha Kassapa. He had verbally abused Buddha Kassapa. I will just provide the link to the English translation of the sutta, MN 81: “WebLink: suttacentral: With Ghaṭikāra.”

▪On a Full Moon day in May, the Bodhisatta sat at the foot of a Bodhi tree, firmly determined to attain Buddhahood. The Buddha described the account of the events during that night in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bodhirājakumāra Sutta (MN 85),” among several others.

During the night, the Buddha achieved three types of higher knowledge:

1.Ability to recall one’s past lives (pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa),

2.The ability to see any living being’s cuti (end of bhava) and paṭisandhi (grasping of a new bhava). This is the cutūpapāta ñāṇa.

3.The attainment of the Buddhahood with āsavakkhaya ñāṇa. That involved grasping the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path to Nibbāna.

▪The Bodhisatta was now a fully-awakened Buddha or a Sammāsambuddha. He had gained knowledge about the wider world of 31 realms, how beings are born in those realms according to Paṭicca Samuppāda, etc. It was not mere speculation. He visited those realms and confirmed his findings, as we will discuss.

Events After the Enlightenment

9. The Vinaya Piṭaka provides a detailed account of events following the Enlightenment. Here is the English translation, “1. Going forth (Pabbajjā).” Another resource is discussed in “The Life of the Buddha” by Bhikkhu Nānamoli.” I highly recommend reading those accounts. It provides a good idea of the initiation of the Buddha Sāsana, or the “ministry of the Buddha.”

▪Of course, the translations of some critical Pāli words are not correct there, especially anicca and anatta. That occurs in the account where the five ascetics attain Arahanthood over several days of discussing the first two suttā, the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11) and the Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59), as I have discussed in many posts.

▪Besides the description of deep Dhamma concepts, most English translations of suttā are good. Accounts of Buddha’s life in many suttā in the Dīgha Nikāya and Majjhima Nikāya fall into that category.

▪However, even then, most translators have doubts about the various abilities of the Buddha. They openly express their doubts about the validity of the rebirth process or Buddha’s ability to visit various Deva and Brahma realms (even the existence of such realms), go through walls, and “touch the Sun and the Moon,” etc. See “Mystical Phenomena in Buddhism?“

10. The Buddha stated that he never taught anything that he had not verified by himself. Buddha Dhamma is not philosophy. Most “experts” who express such opinions are not even true Buddhists (in the sense of comprehending deep concepts in Buddha Dhamma.) They are “secular Buddhists” who do not believe in rebirth, the FOUNDATION of Buddha Dhamma. Furthermore, they have no background in science (particularly in physics), and do not realize that many “mystical phenomena” are not contradictory to modern physics!

▪Other posts in this section: “Buddhahood Associated Controversies.”
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Pāṭihāriya (prātihārya in Sanskrit and ප්‍රාතිහාර්ය in Sinhala) is a supernormal ability or a miracle. Several suttā in the Tipiṭaka discuss them.

Kevaṭṭa Sutta (DN 11)

1. I will extract a few relevant portions of the text from the English translation, “WebLink: suttacentral: To Kevaṭṭa (DN 11).” I did not choose the other English translation since it translated “pāṭihāriya” as “a demonstration” rather than a “miracle.” Anyone can do a demonstration. A pāṭihāriya can be performed only by someone with “supernormal capabilities.” As we will see below, these powers are mind-boggling!

▪At the beginning of the sutta, Kevaṭṭa, a young householder, comes to the Buddha and says the Buddha should instruct his disciples to perform “miracles” to convince more people to embrace Buddha’s teachings. The Buddha refuses but explains three types of “miracles.”

▪The Buddha replies: “Kevaṭṭa, there are three types of miracles I have taught, having myself understood and realized them. And what are the three? The miracle of psychic power, the miracle of telepathy, and the miracle of instruction.”

The Miracle of Psychic Power (Iddhi Pāṭihāriya)

2. “And what, Kevaṭṭa, is the miracle of psychic power (iddhi pāṭihāriya)?

▪“Here, Kevaṭṭa, a monk wields various psychic powers: He becomes many and then becomes one again. He appears and vanishes, goes unimpeded through walls, ramparts, and mountains as if through space. He can dive in and out of the Earth as if it were water, and he walks on water without sinking as if it were Earth. Sitting cross-legged, he travels through space like a winged bird. He can touch and stroke the Sun and the moon, so mighty. He exercises mastery as far as the Brahma-world.”

(This verse explaining supernormal abilities appears in many suttā, including DN 2, DN 10, DN 28, MN 6, MN 73, MN 77, SN 12.70, SN 16.9, SN 51.11, SN 51.17, AN 3.60, AN 3.101, AN 5.23, AN 6.2, AN 10.97)

▪Then the Buddha points out to Kevaṭṭa, that someone who has learned the “Gandhāra Charm” (“Gandhāra Trick” would be a better translation) can do some of that too. That is why the Buddha prohibited the display of such abilities. (Apparently, Gandhāra Trick can be compared to the “magic tricks” performed by magicians like David Copperfield today. However, the Gandhāra Trick seems much more powerful than any magic tricks performed today.)

The Miracle of Telepathy (Ādesanā Pāṭihāriya)

3. “And what, Kevaṭṭa, is the miracle of telepathy (ādesanā pāṭihāriya)?

▪“Here, a monk reads the minds of other beings, of other people, reads their mental states, their thoughts, and ponderings, and says: ‘That is how your mind is, that is how it inclines, that is in your heart.’”

▪Then the Buddha points out that those who have mastered the “Manika Charm” can also read other people’s minds. Therefore, that also is not impressive.

The Miracle of Instruction (Anusāsanī Pāṭihāriya)

4. “And what, Kevaṭṭa, is the miracle of instruction (anusāsanī pāṭihāriya)?

▪“Here, Kevaṭṭa, a monk teaches in this way: ‘Reason in this way, do not reason in that way. Consider this and not that. Get rid of this habit, train yourself, and live life like that.’ This, Kevaṭṭa, is called ‘The miracle of instruction.’

▪The Buddha explains the fruits of such instructions in detail by a learned bhikkhu who has learned Dhamma from the Buddha, how he learns to live a moral life and to cultivate Ariya jhāna by REMOVING defilements. Then the Buddha explains that SOME OF THEM can cultivate all those supernormal powers mentioned above.

▪First, let us look at the scope and implications of the “psychic powers” (iddhi bala.) All these are performed by a purified mind. 

Psychic Powers (Iddhi Pāṭihāriya) – Unimaginable

5. Technological advances drive modern society. Scientists have studied the properties of MATTER in great detail and have used those new findings to create “innovative devices” that help us work more efficiently. For example, they can build robotic machines that can do much work that human cannot do.

▪So, it is indeed a “miracle” that Ven. Cūḷapanthaka created a thousand “copies” of himself to do work around the temple. Once the work is complete, he can make them disappear. That is what is referred to as “He becomes many and then becomes one again” in #2 above—relevant information on Ven. Cūḷapanthaka at, “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷapanthaka” and “WebLink: tipitaka.net: Dhammapada Verse 25 – WebLink: tipitaka.net: Cūlapantaka Vatthu.”

▪Let us discuss a few more of these “miracles” to see how amazing they are.

Traveling Through the Air With Physical Body

6. Another modern technological advance is traveling long distances with cars, airplanes, and rockets. These became possible due to the collective efforts of thousands of scientists starting from Galileo and Newton, over 300 years ago.

▪However, as stated in the above accounts of Ven. Cūḷapanthaka, traveling through the air with one’s physical body is possible after cultivating iddhi bala. That is referred to as, “Sitting cross-legged, he travels through space like a winged bird” in #2 above.

7. All these “psychic powers” have their basis in highly concentrated energy produced in the javana citta of the yogi. Yes. Even other yogis during the Buddha’s time had cultivated SOME of these powers via cultivating anariya jhāna. They could, for example, travel through the air carrying their physical bodies.

▪As we know, javana cittā generates kammic energies that lead to future births. See “Javana of a Citta – The Root of Mental Power.”

▪The intensity or the power of javana citta can be vastly increased for those who have cultivated pāṭihāriyā powers. Such a yogi can set up an “energy field” around his physical body, which can be controlled to move the physical body as he wishes.

▪The video below demonstrates the basic idea of “electromagnetic levitation.” A yogi would create such an “energy field” around his body and control it to move the body.

WebLink: youtube: Electromagnetic levitation device
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Introduction

 1. A different paradigm involves controlling material phenomena in Buddha Dhamma compared to modern science. For example, scientists have developed rocket technology to travel to the Moon. The Buddha was able to travel much further and much faster with “mind power” 2600 years ago. We discussed some examples in the previous post; see, “Pāṭihāriya (Supernormal Abilities) of a Buddha – Part I.”

▪The mind-based approach of Buddha Dhamma is much more powerful. Such unimaginable powers MAY ARISE automatically by just cleansing or purifying one’s mind. However, only certain people can develop such abilities to control material phenomena. They had cultivated such powers in recent past lives.

▪What is the use of being able to fly through the air like a bird or being able to travel to the Sun instantly and touch it if one is to born as an animal or worse in a future life?

▪Controlling material phenomena is of no use to get a resolution to the universal problem of suffering associated with the rebirth process.

▪That is why the Buddha explained to Kevaṭṭa that the miracle of instruction is the most important. Only a Buddha or a true disciple of the Buddha can provide such guidance as to how one can understand the problem of saṁsāric suffering and learn how to overcome it.

The Miracle of Instruction (Anusāsana Pāṭihāriya)

2. In the Kevaṭṭa Sutta (DN 11), the Buddha explains to Kevaṭṭa that a Buddha (Tathāgata) arises in the world with the perfect knowledge about the world. Then anyone could learn his teachings and follow them to reach full release from future suffering via attaining Nibbāna (Arahanthood.) The Buddha in that sutta describes the steps a Bhikkhu would go through, but the process is similar (and less strict) for a lay-follower.

▪He would live a moral life, abstaining from killing/hurting other living-beings, without using improper forms of speech, and also controlling greed and anger. Most of all, he would learn the true nature of this world and remove many ingrained wrong views about this world. See, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪Most of the first half of the sutta describes the recommended (more strict) lifestyle of a bhikkhu. It is a good idea to read the second half starting with the section on “Restraint of the Sense Faculties.” See the English translation, “WebLink: suttacentral: To Kevaṭṭa (DN 11).”

▪The Buddha advised a “middle-of-the-way” lifestyle that is away from both making one’s body to hardships AND indulgence in sense pleasures.

▪While following the Buddha’s path, some people may also attain the ability to control material phenomena with psychic power (iddhi pāṭihāriya.) Let us specifically discuss that briefly now.

What Are Iddhi?

3. Iddhi means “to cultivate” or to “grow” or “to make better.”

▪Those “supernormal” abilities that we discussed in the previous post result from cultivating four mental capabilities (Cattāro Iddhipādā.) They are chanda (desire for spiritual development/to attain Nibbāna,) citta (the mindset for that goal,) viriya (the effort,) and vīmaṁsā (figuring out the way by investigating.) The “WebLink: suttacentral: Vibhaṅga Sutta (SN 51.20)” discusses those factors in detail. It is a good idea to read the English translation there and also “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: Iddhipada-vibhanga Sutta: Analysis of the Bases of Power.”

▪Note that chanda here does not refer to the desire for sensual pleasures (icchā.) Instead, it relates to a yearning for spiritual progress (for anariya yogis) and the desire to attain Nibbāna for those who are on the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪While anariya yogis can attain some supernormal powers, those achieved by Ariyā (Noble Persons with magga phala) are much more potent or powerful. Furthermore, an anariya yogi could lose those abilities (just like the ability to get into anariya jhāna) even in this lifetime.

Anariya Iddhi Powers Are Temporary

4. The Tipiṭaka account of Devadatta clearly illustrates this point. He was able to cultivate anariya jhāna and had developed some supernormal powers (iddhi) as well.

▪By performing some supernormal tasks, Devadatta was able to impress Prince Ajātasattu. Having assumed the form of a young boy clad in a girdle of snakes, he appeared in Prince Ajātasattu’s lap. Prince Ajātasattu was highly impressed and became a devout follower. Devadatta started thinking about “replacing Buddha to lead the order of Saṅgha.” With that thought, Devadatta lost his supernormal capabilities.

▪Still, Devadatta did not lose his ambition to “become the Buddha.” Later on, he tried to take the life of the Buddha in several attempts. In the end, he was born in an apāya.

▪The details are in the section starting with “The story of Devadatta” at, “WebLink: suttacentral: Schism in an Order (Saṅghabheda).” It is a long read up to the end of the post, but it is worthwhile.

What Is the Basis of Such Iddhi Powers?

5. This is where we start understanding the basis of “mental power.”

▪A mind burdened with greed, anger, and ignorance (about the real nature of this world) has no “strong and beneficial” abilities. Instead, such minds create “dark kammic energies,” leading to unpleasant kamma vipāka in general and also rebirths in “bad realms.” We know that those undesired realms are the apāyā or the four lowest realms. The Pāli terms for those three bad causes are lobha, dosa, moha.

▪If a mind is absent from those three primary defilements, then actions (kamma) by such a “non-contaminated mind” create “clean kammic energies.” Those lead to good kamma vipāka and rebirths in the 27 “good realms” lying at and above the human realm. In the absence of lobha, dosa, and moha, a mind creates kammic energies with, of course, alobha, adosa, amoha. Those are the three good causes.

Births in the Four Lowest Realms Arise Due to Actions with Lobha, Dosa, Moha

6. The “dark energies” associated with thoughts associated with lobha, dosa, moha create “kammic energies” that can bring births (jāti) in the apāyā. Those energies are “bhava” in the Paṭicca Samuppāda process. Therefore, “bhava paccayā jāti” means a “bad bhava” leads to a corresponding “bad birth.”

▪With the more robust the level of ignorance (moha,) the easier it is to do the seven akusala kammā. Those are false, hurtful, deceitful, and vain speech and killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct.

▪A mind that free of lobha, dosa, moha (i.e., with alobha, adosa, amoha) is a “moral mind.” It would know the difference between moral deeds and immoral deeds. In particular, it would try to avoid the seven akusala kammā done with speech and bodily actions.

Births Above the Human Realm Arise Due to Actions with Alobha, Adosa, Amoha

7. There are 26 realms above the human realm (six Deva, sixteen rūpāvacara Brahma, and four arūpāvacara Brahma realms.) Such births arise due to bhava energies created with thoughts devoid of greed and anger. Here deep ignorance or moha is absent and, thus, amoha. However, as we will see, there is still ignorance about the true nature of the world (avijjā) left in mind.

▪In other words, births in the 26 “good realms” arise due to the three root causes of alobha, adosa, amoha. 

▪Because of that, lives in those realms are relatively free of harsh sufferings.

▪If we look at the lifetimes of those realms, they become longer for higher realms. See, “31 Realms of Existence.”

▪The human realm is also “good,” but there is significant suffering too. So, we need to treat the human realm differently from the other 30 realms. We discuss that now.

The Human Realm is Unique

8. Human births could arise due to combinations of all six root causes.

▪There are three main types of humans. Some have tihetuka births, meaning that particular human birth was due to a kamma with the three “good roots” of alobha, adosa, amoha. Another set of humans have only two good roots (dvihetuka births), either alobha/amoha or adosa/amoha. The third type has only one good root of amoha. Those are ahetuka births because they are “unfortunate births.” (The word “ahetuka” here does not mean the absence of even a single good root)

▪It is not possible to distinguish between tihetuka and dvihetuka births. But it is relatively easy to identify ahetuka births because they have little intelligence.

▪All three types of humans experience both good and bad kamma. Even tihetuka people can come down with disease or injury. Even though the Deva realms also belong to the kāma loka (just like the human realm,) the bodies of Devā are not dense enough to cause any diseases/injuries.

▪The root causes and how they lead to rebirths discussed in, “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna).”

Second Uniqueness of the Human Realm

9. The human realm is also unique in the following way. Most rebirths are determined while in the human realm. Then they spend the lives in either lower or higher realms until the corresponding kamma vipāka are “paid off.” For example, a given human may do some bad deeds suitable for births in apāya but may change the lifestyle and cultivate jhāna. So, he/she would have created both good and bad bhava. Since developing a jhāna is an ānantariya kamma, a Brahma birth will come at his/her death. But unless he/she had attained a magga phala, a birth in an apāya will result after exhausting time in the Brahma realm.

▪As we remember from the post, “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27),” a newly-formed Earth would be entirely populated by humans (with Brahma-like subtle bodies.) But with time, cravings arise due to anusaya, and those with “bad gati” will be reborn in lower realms. If a Buddha does not appear in a given eon, most humans end up in the lower realms sooner. It is a complex issue.

▪More details on anusaya at, “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

Living-Beings in Lower Realms Have Denser Bodies in General

10. In general, living-beings in the kāma loka (four lower realms, the human realm, and six Deva realms) have dense bodies with five sense faculties. In most cases, sensing odors, tastes, and bodily-touches REQUIRE dense bodies.

▪Most living-beings have a craving for those “close-proximity” sense pleasures. They like to eat tasty foods, smell sweet odors, and to engage in sex. As long as a living-being does not lose cravings, they WILL NOT be free from the kāma loka. Now, some may cultivate anariya jhāna and be born in a Brahma realm but will return to the human realm at the end of that life.

▪As we mentioned earlier, Devā do enjoy such “close contacts,” but those contacts are “softer.” In Pāli, the word “oḷārika” implies “close contacts with dense bodies in human and lower realms.” In the Deva realms, the contacts and bodies are “sukuma” or softer. Devā also can be born in the apāyā after they exhaust their Deva lifetimes.

The Journey Among the 31 Realms Is Perpetual

11. The above process has been going on for any of us from a time that is not possible to trace back. That is the saṁsāric journey or the rebirth process.

▪Unfortunately, most of those births are in the four lower realms or apāyā. But, of course, we would not know all this unless we learn it from a Buddha or a disciple of the Buddha.

▪The “suffering” in the First Noble Truth is the harsh suffering in the apāyā. Any pain and suffering that we FEEL NOW are due to past causes. We need to use appropriate medical treatments to alleviate such suffering.

▪The First Noble Truth of Suffering refers to the harsh FUTURE suffering associated with the rebirth process. The good news is that the Buddha also explained how to stop that future suffering.

The Miracle of Instruction (Anusāsana Pāṭihāriya) of a Buddha

12. The above description of the real nature of our world with 31 realms and a beginning-less rebirth process is not known to the world in the absence of a Buddha. Only a Buddha can discover them and explain it to the world. Furthermore, a Buddha also provides instructions on how to stop the perpetual suffering in the rebirth process.

▪Those two aspects involve the “Miracle of Instruction (Anusāsana Pāṭihāriya)” of a Buddha. 

▪The other two “miracles” of psychic powers and telepathy are just two byproducts. But, as the Buddha told Kevaṭṭa in the Kevaṭṭa Sutta (DN 11), those are not that different from “magic tricks.” They are real and not magic, as I have explained in “Pāṭihāriya (Supernormal Abilities) of a Buddha – Part I” and “Mystical Phenomena in Buddhism?” Still, they are not of long-term value.

▪What is the use of being able to fly through the air like a bird or being able to travel to the Sun instantly and touch it if one is to born as an animal or worse in a future life?

▪In the same way, what is the use of accumulation of billions of dollars in this life, only to be reborn an animal in a future life?

▪This is why the Buddha advised us to focus on attaining Nibbāna. At least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna.

▪We will focus on the “Miracle of Instruction of a Buddha” in the upcoming posts. Then it will become apparent, from yet another angle, the uniqueness of Buddha Dhamma.
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Introduction

1. Many people, who are expose eo a bit of Buddha Dhamma, see that there is something good about it. So, they go to a meditation retreat and try to get a dose of Dhamma over several days.

▪It is good to do that initially. But there is much more to Buddha Dhamma than to attain some temporary relief from the stresses of this life. If one can see that, then one needs to spend a bit more time and learn the full message of the Buddha.

2. If we learn the laws of motion from someone who does not fully understand them, it is harder to digest. We may even learn them incorrectly, in the case of a bit harder subject, say, relativity. If the person who explains does not have a good understanding of the theory of relativity, then it is likely that the person who learns it will not learn much.

▪I have not only learned Buddha Dhamma, but have practiced it over the past ten years, and have seen the benefits for myself.

▪As a scientist, I am amazed at the depth of Buddha Dhamma. You will be able to see what I mean if you spend some time here.

A Wider Worldview

3. Benefits from Buddha Dhamma or the “worldview of the Buddha” can be two-fold.

▪First is the spiritual aspect. One will be able to experience “peace of mind” even by reading and learning, but when one starts comprehending the critical message of the Buddha, that can have a profound impact.

▪Second is the “intellectual aspect.” Buddha Dhamma thoroughly explains the “laws of Nature.” I have spent ten years studying it, and I am still learning. Once one starts digging deeper, one will see that modern science is far behind.

4. As I build up this site, anyone will be able to see that Buddha Dhamma is the ultimate Grand Unified Theory; see “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪It explains everything not only that we can see, but also the existence of an infinite number of worlds with living beings in 29 other realms of existence. We can only see the human and animal realms.

▪Thus Buddha Dhamma is not a religion in the sense of providing salvation. Buddha was not a God, a prophet or a messenger. He was a human being who purified his mind to perfection so that he could see the whole of existence. Buddha was the perfect scientist who investigated the problem of life and found a complete solution. We all need to find our salvation by following the Path that he prescribed to purify our minds.

Why Are There So Many Versions of Buddhism?

5. Thus Buddhism (Buddha Dhamma) is the most elaborate theory of “this world.” It is called “pubbe anunussetu dhammesu” or a “Dhamma (or a theory on nature) that is not known to the world before a Buddha comes along.” The Buddha uttered that phrase multiple times in his first sutta; see, “Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta Introduction.”

▪However, it has “evolved” into many different versions since the Buddha Gotama revealed it to the world over 2500 years ago.

▪During the past 2500 years many different versions of “Buddhism” have emerged; see, “Historical Background – Introduction.” No one can claim, “This is the original version that the Buddha taught.” It is up to each individual to examine different versions and decide which version makes sense.

▪Thus it pays to spend some time and try to find the version(s) closest to the original. That is not an easy task these days. 

▪I contend that it is in the Pāli Tipiṭaka, not Sanskrit sutras, and not in Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga. I have pointed out the inconsistencies in both the Mahāyāna version and also in the current Theravāda versions with Visuddhimagga as the basis, see, “Historical Background” section.

Key Concepts of Buddhism

6. It will be quite beneficial to read the “Moral Living and Fundamentals” section to get an idea of the basic principles.

▪One cannot even begin to follow Buddha Dhamma unless one learns about the key concepts, see “Key Dhamma Concepts.”

▪The first stage of Nibbāna (Sotāpanna stage) is attained just by fully comprehending the “world view of the Buddha.” Then one sees the fruitlessness of seeking lasting happiness in “this world” of 31 realms.

7. What is the central message of the Buddha? It is essential to read the section, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

▪It is also important to realize that dukkha is not the feeling of suffering; that is dukha; see, “Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?.”

▪If one did not know that he was talking about a much “bigger world” than the world we directly experience, one would think of that statement as nonsensical. The laws of kammā do not make sense unless one at least knows that the Buddha was talking about a rebirth process that has no beginning.

▪Various types of vedanā (feelings) are discussed in “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Niramisa Sukha?” and “Nirāmisa Sukha.”

8. Newton discovered the three laws of motion, which helped describe gravity. Instead of re-discovering them, we learn them at school. We have to learn from a teacher. But if the teacher does not know the material well, then a student will not be able to learn the correct laws of motion.

▪One needs to learn from a true disciple of the Buddha, one who has not only studied it but also has experienced the benefits.

▪Even though I use some “science examples”, there is no need to know any science. A science background may be helpful mainly in the “Dhamma and Science” sections, but even there it is not necessary.

▪The new section on “Quantum Mechanics and Dhamma” is more suitable for those with at least a high-school background in physics.

The Big Picture

9. Before one embarks on a journey, one needs to know what the trip is about, and what the destination is. Furthermore, whether it is worthwhile to undertake the trip. Please be patient and first find out what Buddha Dhamma is about, the big picture, first. Please spend some time learning about the key message of the Buddha before undertaking the journey. If one does not know where one is going (or the terrain), how can one reach the destination?

▪Buddha Dhamma describes the true nature of “this world.” But “this world” does not just mean our life as a human. “This world” is unimaginably complex. Scientists admit that they are aware of only 4% of the things in this universe; see, “WebLink: libgen.io: The 4 Percent Universe: Dark Matter, Dark Energy, and the Race to Discover the Rest of Reality”, by Richard Panek (2011). Also see, “Dhamma and Science” section for details.

▪Please be patient and scan through the main sections to get a brief idea first. Getting the “whole picture” will take time, see, “User’s Guide to Pure Dhamma Website.”

10. The next question (especially when one sees that it is indeed a complex picture) that comes to one’s mind is that “How do I know this picture is right?.” One makes that decision based on one’s own experience. But even before that, one could get a good idea by treating Buddha Dhamma as a scientific theory. That is why the section on “Dhamma and Science” is helpful.

▪Please pay special attention to the rebirth process. Many people wonder why rebirth is bad. But they do not realize that the chance of rebirth as a human is extremely rare; see, “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

▪One must also realize that jāti (birth) and bhava (existence in a given realm) are two different things; see, “Bhava and Jāti – State of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪Most are reborn in planes below the human realm where suffering worsens. Scientists estimate that at any given time, there is one quadrillion (1000 trillion) ants living on Earth; this means for each human, there are a million ants. Compared to about 7 billion of the human population, an incredible number of other living species live on this planet.

▪Even on our bodies, we carry many sentient beings: see, “There are as many creatures on your body as there are people on Earth!.”

▪The human population is insignificantly small compared to the animal population. Statistically, that gives an idea of the “probability of human birth.” We do not see the much higher populations in the other lower three realms because defilements cover our minds. If one develops jhānā and acquires abhiññā powers, one can see beings in some of those realms.

▪October 25, 2019: I recently started a new subsection, “Origin of Life,” that discusses many scientific, philosophical, and religious views of the origins of life.

Is Buddhism Pessimistic?

11. Many people think the Buddha Dhamma is pessimistic. The Buddha just revealed the hidden suffering in “this world” and that it can be overcome;; see, “Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?.”

▪He showed that there is a better type of happiness, called nirāmisa sukha, that one gain as one moves away from “this world” towards Nibbāna; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”

▪This nirāmisa sukha increases as one starts on the Noble Eightfold Path and makes a quantum jump (significant gain in a short time) at the first stage of Nibbāna, the Stream Entry (Sotāpanna) stage. There are three more levels, and at the final level, Arahant, one becomes free from “this world” (no more rebirths) and attains Nibbāna.

▪Thus Nibbāna is not just a promise to be fulfilled at death; it can be experienced in this very life. I invite you to take this journey with me for a while and see for yourself. As the Buddha said, “Come and see for yourself” [Dhamma quality: ehipassiko].

12. My goal is to provide at least some details of the complex world view that was provided by the Buddha, which has been muddled and distorted within the past 2500 years.

▪“Our world” is much more complicated than what is grasped by our senses; see, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪And our lives do not end with this one; see, “Evidence for Rebirth.”

▪Those two facts constitute the basis of the true nature of existence. One cannot comprehend the message of the Buddha until one at least has some idea about this “big picture.”

▪Many questions people have on concepts like kamma, morality, Nibbāna, etc., as well as philosophical questions like “Why I am here?”, or “Why is the world the way it is?”, will have answers within this big picture. It is a complete worldview, but it is up to each individual to determine whether it makes sense. As the Buddha pointed out, the stakes are very high, and it is a good idea to take time and critically evaluate this big picture.

13. The following sections have information at various levels. Please scan through and find sections of interest.

“Three Levels of Practice” “Living Dhamma” “Key Dhamma Concepts” “Dhamma and Science”

“Paṭicca Samuppāda” “Sutta Interpretations” “Historical Background” “Abhidhamma”

“Bhāvanā (Meditation)” “Buddhist Chanting” “Tables and Summaries” “Discussion Forum”

“Quantum Mechanics and Dhamma” “Dhamma and Philosophy”

 A new approach to learning Buddha Dhamma: “Buddhism – In Charts.”
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If you have not read the introductory post, “What is Buddha Dhamma?,” please read and understand that first. It describes the unique aspects of Buddha Dhamma, in the sense that it is not a religion by some definitions, and the Buddha was not a savior.

A Worldview Not Known Without a Buddha

1. There are two co-existing facets of Buddha Dhamma:

▪The Buddha said, “This Dhamma is unlike anything that the world has ever seen.” It needs a paradigm change to get into the “new perspective about this world view of the Buddha.” One needs to be able to put aside all preconceived notions to understand the core message.

▪However, the Buddha also said, “My Dhamma is good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good at the end.” There is something to be gained from Buddha Dhamma for people who just come to know about it to those who have really grasped the core concepts. That is why I have separated posts into three categories on the site.

▪Many essential terms and verses, even whole suttā, can be interpreted at several levels, ranging from superficial to profound meanings. As I build the site, I will try to give some examples. For example, the five precepts have much deeper meanings than the ones that are apparent. It is gratifying and exhilarating to see deeper meanings as one progresses. Thus, there is something to be gained at any level.

Three Levels of Practice

2. There are three basic ways to practice Buddha Dhamma:

▪At the fundamental level (see, “Moral Living and Fundamentals”), one can find happiness or suffering according to the way one lives one’s life. One whose actions are harmful to oneself or the others will be living in misery. Someone may seem to be living in luxury but could be living with a stressed mind. We know about many wealthy/famous people who even committed suicide.

▪At the next level, one leads a moral life and accumulates good kamma that could lead to a good rebirth. However, we need to keep in mind that even if one does not commit a single immoral kamma, the next birth could be a bad one. That is because we may have done enough immoral deeds in our previous lives; see, “Working Towards Good Rebirths.”

▪At the highest level, one will act to remove all evils from one’s mind so that the mind becomes liberated from the body, which causes all suffering. Thus one will be working to achieve Nibbāna, the unconditioned, permanent happiness; see, “Seeking Nibbāna” and “Sotāpanna Stage of Nibbāna.”

3. The organization of this site at three levels:

▪Most people intuitively know the benefit of moral life. Dhamma will help understand why, and even point to some possible improvements.

▪When one lives a moral life and EXPERIENCES the benefit of that, one will be automatically drawn to think about whether there is a life after death. One reads about the evidence for/against this possibility. If the answer is “yes,” then one can find possible ways to work towards a better life in the next birth. That is not much different from the moral behavior above. It is just that one will learn a lot about “the world” that we live in.

▪Once achieving the second stage, some may want to explore the third stage. That third stage encompasses THE message of the Buddha, that no matter where one is born in the next life there are NO guarantees that the lives after that will be suffering-free. That is the path to Nibbāna, to cease suffering permanently.

A Systematic Approach Is Required

4. Going straight to the third level will be like trying to get into high school without finishing primary and secondary schooling.

▪However, even if one has not yet heard anything about Buddha Dhamma before, some may be already at the second stage, and few may also be ready for the third stage. This life did not start at this birth. Each of us has come a long way and has molded our character through countless lives in the past. Thus, even if one is unaware of it, one may already be mentally prepared to tackle the third stage. So, please look around and find a starting point that is comfortable for you. See, “Where to Start on the Path?.” Only you know about yourself!

▪Also, see, “Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth” and “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?.”

Critical Thinking Is Essential

5. It is critical to realize that “knowledge” is not perfect at any level as long as one remains “in this world.” Even though he was not talking about that, the famous physicist Richard Feynman illustrates this point well in this video:

WebLink: YOUTUBE: Feynman Magnets and Why questions
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1. Analysis of a given situation always needs to be taken in the proper context. Let us again listen to Dr. Feynman’s video in the previous post, “Foundation of Dhamma.”

WebLink: YOUTUBE: Feynman Magnets and Why questions
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▪The Grand Unified Theory of Dhammā – Introduction 

▪Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial

▪31 Realms Associated with the Earth

▪Gandhabba – Only in Human and Animal Realms

▪Body Types in Different Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya

▪Gandhabba Sensing the World – With and Without a Physical Body

▪Nibbāna in the Big Picture
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1. According to Buddha Dhamma, EVERYTHING in existence can be put into four ultimate realities (paramattha):

▪Thoughts (citta)

▪Thought qualities or mental factors (cetasika)

▪Matter (rūpa)

▪Nibbāna

These entities described in detail in the Tables and Summaries and Abhidhamma sections; see, “Abhidhamma – Introduction.”

▪All existence “in this world” described in terms of the first three. And they are all conditional; each is born due to the presence of a cause. If there is no cause, none of these three will arise. That is the fundamental cause and effect (Paṭicca Samuppāda) in Buddha Dhamma.

▪Causes are numerous, but the root causes are six: greed, hate, ignorance, non-greed, non-hate, and non-ignorance.

▪Nibbāna and those other three entities are mutually exclusive (things in this world are absent in Nibbāna); see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamanibbānapaṭisaṁyutta Sutta (Ud 8.1)” (English translation: “WebLink: suttacentral: The First Discourse about Nibbāna”).

2. Nibbāna results with the removal of the three roots of greed, hate, ignorance (rāgakkhyo, dosakkhayo, mohakkhayo Nibbānaṁ).

▪It is necessary to cultivate the three moral roots non-greed, non-hate, and non-ignorance first while in the mundane eightfold path. That allows one to comprehend Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta) and get to the Noble Eightfold Path; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

▪Therefore, one strives to remove greed, hate, and ignorance, which are “saŋ”; see, “What is ‘Saŋ’? Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra).” That is the key to Nibbāna, as laid out in the Noble Eightfold Path.

3. The citta arise and decay at a fast rate: billions of citta can arise and pass away each second. But as we will see in the Abhidhamma section, “active thoughts” occur relatively infrequently in “fast bursts” or citta vīthi. Cetasika is “embedded” in each citta. There are 89 types of cittā in all, and 52 types of cetasikas; see, “Tables and Summaries.” Thus the mental realm is very complicated.

▪For an introduction to the mind, see “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta),” “The Amazing Mind – Critical Role of Nāmagotta (Memories),” and “Do I Have “A Mind” That Is Fixed and “Mine”?” in that order.

4. Matter (rūpa) constitutes of 28 basic units, of which only four are truly fundamental. However, the smallest indivisible unit is called a “suddhaṭṭhaka”; see, “Rūpa – Generation Mechanisms” and “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.” These suddhaṭṭhaka have very long lifetimes of a mahā kappa (basically the age of the universe). suddhaṭṭhaka are the building blocks of any “tangible thing” in this world.

▪Any saṅkhata in “this world” is subject to change. Each saṅkhata (basically any material thing) has a lifetime that could be shorter than a second or as long as billions of years (for a star for example).

5. Many people confuse “udayavaya” or “formation and the breakup of a saṅkhata” means anything, including suddhaṭṭhaka, is perpetually in flux. They try to tie this with “impermanence” which they incorrectly translate anicca to be. In the contrary, a suddhaṭṭhaka has a very long lifetimes.

▪It is only those “composites” such as humans, animals, trees, etc, that undergo decay and death at time scales that are discernible to us; a gold bar, does not decay for a very long time; see, “Does any Object (Rūpa) Last only 17 Thought Moments?.”

▪For a discussion on udayavaya ñāṇa, see, “Udayavaya Ñāṇa.”

6. The “result” of this udayavaya nature of all saṅkhata embedded in the Three Characteristics of “this world”: anicca, dukkha, and anatta. But anicca is NOT impermanence, and anatta is NOT “no-self”; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪Briefly, (i) it is not possible to find AND maintain happiness in anything in “this world.” (ii) Because of that, we become distraught and suffer, and (iii) Thus, one becomes helpless (not in control). It is essential to realize that these are characteristics of not just this life, but our beginning-less rebirth process in “this wider world” of 31 realms described below.

▪Even though gold bars are virtually permanent relative to our lifetimes, we still cannot “maintain it to our satisfaction.” That is because we have to leave it (and anything else) behind when we die.

▪And all this is due to “udayavaya” of saṅkhata, all that we experience.

7. Therefore, there is NOTHING “in this world” that is permanent (except “nāma gotta”; see below). Everything is constantly changing. That is the fundamental reason why nothing in “this world” will meet one’s expectations; see, “Second Law of Thermodynamics is Part of Anicca!.”

▪Some things can last longer than others, but nothing is permanent. Anything is CONDITIONAL, i.e., arises due to causes. It would not come to existence in the absence of root causes. Thus it is said that everything “in this world” is CONDITIONED.

▪The only exception is “nāma gotta,” which are the permanent records of a given “lifestream”; see, “Recent Evidence for Unbroken Memory Records (HSAM).” That is how one with abhiññā powers can go back and look at one’s past lives; some children can recall their past lives too. That record is permanent.

8. This world made of citta, cetasika, and rūpa is very complicated. Living beings can be born in 31 realms out of which we can “see” only two realms: human and animal.

▪Think about the fact that all biological matter arises from just four bases of DNA, and all computer codes based on two units, 0 and 1. Thus, one could see how complex the mind is when there are 89 types of cittā, and 52 types of cetasikas are involved!

9. Nibbāna, in contrast to citta, cetasika, and rūpa, is UNCONDITIONED. Nibbāna attained by removing all root causes. Thus Nibbāna itself does not arise due to root causes and therefore is permanent.

▪Nibbāna is attained at four steps or stages: Stream Entry (Sotāpanna), Once-Returner (Sakadāgāmī), Non-Returner (Anāgāmī), Arahant.

▪At each stage, bad character or “gathi” (pronounced “gathi”) that could result in births in some realms are “removed”; see, “Gati, Bhava, and Jāti.” For example, at the Sotāpanna stage, hateful gati suitable for beings in niraya, greedy gati suitable for petā (hungry ghosts), etc. are removed.

▪All causes (and all “gati”) removed at the Arahant stage. However, an Arahant lives as a normal human being until death and is not reborn anywhere in “this world.” Let us first examine what the Buddha meant by “this world” in the next section.

Thirty-One Planes of Existence

Here is a video from Carl Sagan to get an idea of how vast our “detectable universe” is:

WebLink: YOUTUBE: Carl Sagan “100 Billion Galaxies each W/100 Billion Stars”
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Material World and Immaterial (Invisible) World

1. Our “human world” is made of two types of worlds: 

▪The material world (rūpa loka) that we experience with the five physical senses. This is our familiar world with living beings and inert objects. This world has sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and body touches. For example, we experience sights via, “cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññāṇaṁ,” where cakkhu viññāṇa is “seeing.” The other four sensory faculties have similar expressions; see, “Contact Between Āyatana Leads to Vipāka Viññāṇa.” [Here, paṭicca [paṭi + ca] means cakkhu and rūpa “getting together” or “making contact.”]

▪We can also recall our memories from the past and any future hopes/expectations that we have. Those are in the “immaterial world” we experience with our minds. It is also called the “nāma loka” or “viññāṇa dhātu.”

▪Here we use the phrase “immaterial world” (“nāma loka”) to describe those dhammā that can only be experienced with the mind VIA, “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.” Those dhammā include concepts, memories, etc in addition to kamma bīja with energy; see below. [Here, paṭicca [paṭi + ca] means mana and dhamma “getting together” or “making contact.”]

▪Note that there are six types of dhātu. Five dhātus (pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, ākāsa) are associated with the rūpa loka. The sixth, viññāṇa dhātu, is associated with the nāma loka. 

2. Those two worlds co-exist. We experience the immaterial (invisible) world or the nāma loka with the mind.

▪There are many things that we cannot “see” but we know to exist. For example, we know that radio and television signals are all around us, but we cannot “see” them. We need special equipment like radios or TVs to detect those signals.

▪Those dhammā in the immaterial world are just like that. An organ (mana indriya) in the brain detects those dhammā. Scientists are not aware of that yet. They think memories, for example, are stored in the brain. They are not. 

▪Those memories are in that immaterial world that co-exists with the material world. Just like a radio can detect those invisible radio waves, mana indriya detects those “unseen” memories (and kamma bīja that bring kamma vipāka.)

▪You may ask how can the mana indriya sort out all those different memories and uncountable kamma bīja from our past lives. Did you realize that there are numerous radio and TV signals in a major city? Just like a radio or a TV can sort out and detect those signals, mana indriya can detect various types of dhammā.

What Are Dhammā?

3. Dhammā are what we perceive with the mind with the help of the mana indriya in the brain. Dhammā include our memories in addition to kamma bīja (kamma bhava) that can bring vipāka.

▪Only those with iddhi (super-normal) powers can recall memories from past lives. However, some children can remember past lives; see “Evidence for Rebirth.”

▪But dhammā (plural) also includes numerous kamma bīja due to our past kamma (not only from the present life but from past lives.) They are not mere memories but have energies.

▪Those dhammā with energy (i.e., kamma bīja) are CREATED by our minds. Specifically, they are created in javana citta. For deep analysis, see “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

▪Einstein’s famous equation relates tangible matter and energy: E = m * c^2, where E is energy, c is the speed of light, and m is mass (amount of matter.)

▪Just like plant seeds can germinate and become trees, our kamma bīja (kamma seeds; bīja means “seeds”) can germinate in our minds and bring kamma vipāka.

Rūpa Can be Dense or Fine (Subtle)

4. Rūpa in Buddha Dhamma cannot be translated into English as “matter” or “solid objects.” As we discussed above, our kammic energies are “stored” in the immaterial world (viññāṇa dhātu) as very fine rūpa called dhammā.

▪Of course, the word “dhamma” (without the long “a”) refers to a theory or teaching, like in Buddha Dhamma. Only when used in the plural, dhammā refer to those fine rūpā detected with the mind (with the help of mana indriya.)

▪Therefore, those very fine rūpā are called “dhammā” They are “anidassanaṁ, appaṭighaṁ,” meaning they cannot be seen or detected by our five physical senses; see, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.” They include “kammic energies” that can bring vipāka at any time.

▪They bring vipāka when the corresponding dhammā contact the mana indriya and get passed down to hadaya vatthu. Since viññāṇa dhātu pervades the universe, dhammā (or kamma bīja) can bring vipāka anywhere in the universe.

5. The five physical senses detect “dense” rūpā in the material world. Such dense rūpā are ABOVE the smallest “unit of matter” in Buddha Dhamma, called suddhaṭṭhaka. (A suddhaṭṭhaka is a billion times smaller than an atom in present-day science). The 28 types of rūpa consist of these “dense types of rūpa”; see “Rūpa (Material Form).”

▪The fine rūpā are normally not called rūpa but dhammā to make the distinction. Dhammā are very fine rūpa which are at or below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage. They are the rūpa are grasped only by the mana indriya or dhammayatana: “anidassanaṁ, appaṭighaṁ, dhammayatana pariyapanna rūpaṁ.” For a more in-depth analysis, see, “What are Rūpa? – Dhammā are Rūpa too!.”

All Thirty-One Realms Share the Immaterial World

6. The immaterial world is like a fine fabric that connects all living beings. We cannot experience the immaterial world with the five physical senses (that we use to experience the material world.) All 31 realms share the immaterial world. 

▪In the four realms of the Arūpa loka, “dense matter” formed by suddhaṭṭhaka is absent (except for the hadaya vatthu of the arūpa Brahmā). Beings in the arūpa loka (arūpāvacara Brahmā) experience only dhammā. They do not have any five physical senses and only have the mind (hadaya vatthu).
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▪Thus the “material world” is accessible only to living beings in the kāma loka and rūpa loka.

▪Arūpa loka means there are no “condensed rūpa” (like those in kāma loka and rūpa loka), but of course, dhammā are there (those arūpa beings can think and recall past events just like us).

▪Furthermore, even in the rūpa loka only fine and subtle matter exists. There are no “solid objects” like trees. If we visit a rūpa loka, we may not see anything with our eyes.

The World in Terms of Dhātu

7. Let us briefly discuss the main points depicted in the above chart. Everything in this world is made of six dhātu: pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, ākāsa, and viññāṇa. Five of them constitute the “material world” and the viññāṇa dhātu represents the “immaterial world.”

▪By the way, ākāsa is not merely “empty space.” We will discuss this later.

▪The basic building block for the material world is suddhaṭṭhaka. Not long ago, scientists thought that atoms were the building blocks, but now they say that even those elementary particles have structure. A suddhaṭṭhaka is much finer than any elementary particle.

▪In the immaterial world (or the mental plane), there are the mental precursors to suddhaṭṭhaka. They are dhammā, gati, and bhava. Based on our gati, we make suddhaṭṭhaka in our javana citta; see, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

Five Physical Senses Detect Dense Rūpa and Mana Indriya Detects Dhammā

8. We have five sense faculties to experience the material world: eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and body. They pass down the sensory inputs to the five pasāda rūpa located in the gandhabba or the monomaya kāya, which overlaps our physical body); see “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).” By the way, gandhabba is not a Mahāyāna concept: “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

▪On the mental side, we have a mana indriya in the brain to sense the immaterial world; see, “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪Based on those five physical sense contacts with the material world and the contacts of the mana indriya with the immaterial world, our thoughts arise in the hadaya vatthu (also located in the gandhabba or the monomaya kāya); see, “Does any Object (Rūpa) Last only 17 Thought Moments?.”

▪That is a very brief description of the chart above. One could gain more information by clicking on the links provided and using the “Search” button. Don’t worry too much if all this does not make complete sense.

9. Thus it is important to understand that there are two types of rūpa in our human world:

▪Tangible matter in the material world that we experience with the help of the five physical senses.

▪Then there are unseen (anidassana), and intangible (appaṭigha) rūpa such as thoughts, perceptions, plans, and memories. They are dhammā, mano rūpa, gati, bhava, nāma gotta. It is the mana indriya in the brain that helps detect subtle rūpa.

▪ Both types of rūpa are eventually detected and experienced by the mind (hadaya vatthu). The hadaya vatthu is not located in the brain but the body of gandhabba and overlaps the physical heart region of the body; see “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”

▪Comprehending this “wider picture” may need a little bit of effort. The world is complex and much of the complexity is associated with the mind. The seat of the mind is not in the brain but the fine body (manomaya kāya) of the gandhabba.

The Dream World

10. Another part of our immaterial world is the dream world. 

▪When we dream, we “see” people and material objects. But we cannot say where those are located. They do not have a physical location; they are in the immaterial plane. And we do not “see” those dreams with our eyes, but with the mana indriya. 

▪When we sleep, our five physical senses do not function. But the mana indriya in the brain does. Scientists do confirm that parts of our brains are active during sleep.

▪What is experienced in Arūpa Loka is somewhat similar to seeing dreams. Of course, one can contemplate in the arūpa loka. However, one is unable to read or listen. Therefore, one cannot learn Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta) from a Noble Person. Thus, one is unable to attain the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna in the arūpa loka. But if one had attained the Sotāpanna stage before being born there, one can meditate and attain higher stages of Nibbāna.

Dense Rūpa for “Rough” Sensory Contacts

11. There is another way to look at our sense experiences. Living beings are attached to this world because they expect to gain pleasure from this world. Such pleasures are obtained by making contact with rūpa. Those rūpā come at various densities.

▪Bodily pleasures are achieved by the strongest contact (touch). Then come taste, smell, vision, and sounds, becoming less dense in that order.

▪The softest contact is via dhamma. This is our immaterial world; we think, plan for the future, remember things from the past, etc: We do this all the time, and we can do it anywhere. Another way to say this is to say that we engage in mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪Thus, contacts by the mana indriya with dhammā in the mano loka constitute a significant portion of sense experience. That involves mano rūpa (dhamma, gati, bhava, nāma gotta) in the mind plane or the immaterial world.

12. The way a living being experiences and enjoys (or suffers) sense contacts is different in the three main categories of existence: kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka.

▪Most “rough” or “olārika” sense contacts are available only in the kāma loka. Even here, they are roughest in the niraya (the lowest realm) and generally reduce in “roughness” as moving up to the human realm, the fifth. The six deva realms are significantly “softer” than the human realm; deva bodies are much finer (like gandhabba) and a normal human cannot see them.

▪The roughest sense contacts (touch, taste, and smell) are absent in the rūpa loka. Only visual and sound contacts are available for the Brahmā in the 16 rūpa loka realms, in addition to the mind.

▪Those arūpi Brahmā in the four arūpa loka realms has only the mind, with which they experience only the finest rūpa (dhamma) that are below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

▪Those Brahmā in both rūpi and arūpi loka have seen the perils of “kāma assāda” that are available in the kāma loka. They had enjoyed jhānic pleasures as humans and valued those more than the “rough” sensory pleasures. They have given up the craving for those “rough” sense pleasures that are available via touch, taste, and smell.

Stronger Cravings Match “Denser Sensory Contacts”

13. We can get an idea of such “soft” and “rough” sense contacts with the following example. Suppose someone (a grandmother is a good example) watches her grandchild laughing, dancing, and having a good time.

▪At first, she may be watching from a distance and enjoying the sight of the baby having fun.

▪Then she goes and hugs the child. It is not enough to just watch from a distance; she needs to touch the child.

▪If the child keeps wiggling and having a good time, the grandmother may start kissing the child. In some cases, the grandmother may start tightening the hold on the child, even without realizing it and may make the child cry out in pain.

▪This last scenario exemplifies how the craving for extreme sense pleasures can instead lead to suffering. Of course, the craving for oḷārika sense pleasures leads to most suffering.

▪But suffering is there even in the rūpi and arūpi realms. Even at the level of arūpi Brahmā — where the attachment is only to pleasures of the softest of the rūpa (dhamma) —, there is inevitable suffering at the end when they have to give up that existence and come back down to the human realm.

Less Suffering in “Less-Dense” Realms

14. Therefore, the level of inevitable suffering goes hand in hand with the “denseness” of the sensory contact.

▪Pains, aches, and illnesses are there only in the lowest five realms (including the human realm) where there are dense physical bodies. In the higher realms, those are absent. This is the price even humans pay for being able to experience “rough contact pleasures” such as a body massage, sex, eating, and smelling.

▪We humans in the kāma loka enjoy close and “rough” sense pleasures. In addition, most times, just enjoying sense pleasures is not enough; we like to “own” those things that provide sense pleasures. For example, people like to “own” vacation homes; it is not enough to rent a house in that location just for a visit.

▪This tendency to “own” pleasurable things also goes down in higher realms. There are fewer material things to “own” in Brahma lokas, especially in the arūpi Brahma realms.

Connection to Magga Phala

15. As one attains higher stages of Nibbāna, craving for “rough” sensory pleasures and the desire to “own” things go down.

▪A Sotāpanna has only “seen” the perils of kāma assāda; he/she still enjoys them. Thus, he/she will still be born in the kāma loka realms, but not in the apāyā.

▪A Sakadāgāmī may still enjoy “kāma assāda,” but has no desire to “own” those things that provide pleasures. It is enough to live in a nice rented house, and there is no desire to own a nice house. A Sakadāgāmī can see the burden of “owning things.” A Sakadāgāmī will be born only in realms above the human realm.

▪An Anāgāmī has no special interest in enjoying kāma assāda. He/she eats to quench the hunger (but will eat delicious foods when offered.) An Anāgāmī will never prioritize sensory pleasure over the “pleasure of Dhamma” (of course, Dhamma here means Buddha Dhamma). He/she will be born in the rūpa realms reserved for the Anāgāmīs upon death, and will not be reborn in kāma loka.

▪An Arahant has no desire for even jhānic pleasures, and will not be born anywhere in the 31 realms upon death.

16. Each habitable planetary system (cakkavāla) has all 31 realms of existence, even though we can only see two realms (human and animal) in ours.

This is discussed next: “31 Realms Associated with the Earth”, ………
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1. There are many things in “this world” that we cannot see, hear, etc. (i.e., perceive with our six senses). Scientists admit that they cannot account for 96% of the “stuff” that makes our universe. See “WebLink: PDF Download: The 4 Percent Universe: Dark Matter, Dark Energy, and the Race to Discover the Rest of Reality” by Richard Panek (2011). For more information, Google “dark energy, dark matter.”

▪Many forms of energy do not have significant mass (or weight) but exist in the universe.

▪A good example is that we are unaware of the vast amounts of “information” surrounding us. Hundreds and thousands of radio and television signals pervade a major city. We cannot see or hear any of those programs (i.e., unaware of their existence) without having a radio or a television “tuned” to the correct frequency.

▪In the same way, we are unaware of the existence of 29 of the 31 realms centered around the Earth. Living beings in some realms live side-by-side with us, but we are unaware of them. Most of these beings have bodies “more like energy forms” than solid bodies. 

▪With better detection technologies, we may be able to communicate with some of these living beings with subtle bodies in the future. Of course, those who develop abhiññā powers can also see some of them. We will get back to this issue below, but let us first discuss the relative locations of the 31 realms.

2. Buddha Dhamma says there are 31 realms associated with each habitable planetary system (cakkavāla). And there are an infinite number of them in the universe (this latter fact has been confirmed by science).

▪Modern science has gradually confirmed this broader worldview explained by the Buddha 2500 years ago; see “Dhamma and Science – Introduction.” Only a few hundred years ago, the Western world accepted a universe centered around the Earth with stars “embedded in a celestial sphere”; see, “WebLink: WIKI: Celestial spheres.”

3. In the post, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma – Introduction,” we described a model that consisted of 31 concentric “shells.” The actuality is close to that analogy, with some additional features. I have summarized the 31 realms in the “31 Realms of Existence” post.

▪The sphere with 31 concentric shells overlaps the Earth. The lowest realm, niraya (or hell), is deep inside the Earth.

▪The next four realms (preta, asura, animal, and human) are closer to the Earth’s surface. Some preta apāyā deep inside the Earth, but some pretās live on the surface. Asurās live on the surface, mostly in remote locations such as the ocean and isolated mountains. Humans can not see both pretās and asurās.

▪Many suttā in the Tipiṭaka describe those three realms (niraya, preta, asura) in detail. The Peta Vatthu in the Khuddaka Nikāya of the Tipiṭaka describes pretās as well as gandhabbā.

▪Most humans are born in the niraya, preta, asura, and animal realms at the end of the human bhava; see a series of suttas starting with “WebLink: suttacentral: Passing Away as Humans and Reborn in Hell (SN 56.102).”

4. Of course, humans and animals live on the surface of the Earth. Gandhabbā only belong to either the human or animal bhava. Those gandhabbā are waiting for a suitable womb to be born with human (or animal) bodies; see the “Mental Body – Gandhabba” section. There are many other posts as well.

▪Thus we say those gandhabbā are in para loka (nether world). Even though they live alongside us, we cannot see their subtle bodies: “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Para Loka).”

▪So, our world is much more complicated than we think.

5. Then come the six realms for the devas. The lowest of the six deva realms are on the surface of the Earth. Those devas are Bhummatta devas belonging to the Cātummahārājika deva realm; see “31 Realms of Existence.” They live mostly in their residences (deva vimāna) based on trees. Of course, we cannot see them or their “residences.”

▪The higher deva realms extend out from the Earth.

▪The 16 rūpa realms extend even higher above the Earth.

▪The four arūpa loka realms are located even further from the Earth.

▪All these realms are concentric with Earth’s center. As the Earth spins around its axis and rotates around the Sun, all 31 domains move along with the Earth, just like the human realm.

▪Buddha has named these various realms in several key suttā, such as WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11) and WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Samaya Sutta (DN 20).

6. In general, beings in higher realms can “see” those in the lower ones, but not the other way around (if they came “face-to-face”). For example, devas can see us but cannot see the rūpi or arūpi brahmā. Rūpi brahmā can see devas but cannot see the arūpi brahmā.

▪From the previous post, “Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial,” we know that there are only traces of “real” matter (suddhaṭṭhaka) in the arūpa realms. Thus beings in the other 27 realms cannot “see” arūpi brahmā.

▪When one develops abhiññā powers, one is said to be able to “see” successively higher realms. Of course, one needs to be able to get into the fourth jhāna to develop arūpāvacara samāpatti (and can get into aṭṭha samāpatti), one can see many of the 31 realms. See “The 89 (121) Types of Citta.”

7. Now let us look at “things” in this world in a different way. A fundamental premise of Buddha Dhamma is the following. “Energy” is embedded in spin (bramana in Pāli; bramana or බ්‍රමණ in Sinhala) and rotation (paribbramana in Pāli; bramana or පරිබ්‍රමණ in Sinhala).

▪The smallest unit of matter, a suddhaṭṭhaka, does not stay still. Depending on its rotation or spin (bramana) and its rotation around something else (paribbramana), other “modes of energy” and “types of rūpa” arise.

▪It is easy to visualize by considering the motions of the Earth. We all know that the Earth rotates (paribbramana) around the Sun, and it takes a year to complete one revolution around the Sun.

▪While doing that, the Earth rotates around its North-South axis; this is spinning (bramana). It takes a day for the Earth to complete one such spin.

▪Here is a video that discusses rotation and spin (see #17 below for an advanced video):

WebLink: YOUTUBE: Rotation in Space - Professor Carolin Crawford 
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Difference Between Bhava (Existence) and Jāti (Births)

1. Many posts on the critical concept of gandhabba are in this series. More are scattered throughout the site, especially in the “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya)” section. These posts discuss how a living being goes through rebirths without having an unchanging “soul.” But they maintain (ever-changing) personal characteristics or gati (pronounced “gathi”) between two adjacent lives.

▪It all started with a post on this basic concept at the start of this website: “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪While it is good to get an idea of the nature of all living beings in the 31 realms, it is not necessary to learn those in detail. I want to provide a complete and inter-consistent picture compatible with the Buddha’s original teachings in this section.

▪However, the concept of the gandhabba is essential to understand how we are reborn with physically different bodies — multiple times — in a single human existence (human bhava.) That human bhava may last thousands of years; see “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.” Unlike devas and Brahmā (born just once,) we live and die to be reborn human multiple times before switching to another realm.

This World Has Thirty-One Realms of Existence

2. We will first review two significant aspects of the 31 realms. Then we will discuss the concept of a gandhabba (which applies only to human and animal realms) in more detail.

▪First is that the transition from one existence (bhava) to another is ALWAYS instantaneous; it happens at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment (“cuti” pronounced “chuthi”); see, “Paṭisandhi Citta – How the Next Life is Determined According to Gati” and “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

▪The second aspect is that in the 20 higher-lying realms, those beings (Brahmā) weigh less than a billionth of an atom in modern science!

▪All beings with dense bodies are in the 11 realms of the kāma loka. Even there, the six deva realms have less-dense bodies compared to humans.

Death of Physical Body Different From the End of an Existence

3. The following chart shows the major features of what happens at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. That is when a transition occurs from one bhava (existence) to another, e.g., from being a human to a Brahma.
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▪Without exception, at each such cuti-paṭisandhi moment, a new kammaja kāya is generated by the kammic energy fueling a new existence. That kammaja kāya ALWAYS has a hadaya vatthu. That is the seat of the mind (the quality of which depends on the realm).

Types of “Bodies” In Different Realms

4. Thus, it is essential to realize that the critical thing that happens at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment is the generation of the unbelievably small kammaja kāya, which contains the blueprint for the new existence. At that point, the mechanism of “birth” can be roughly divided into three categories, as shown in the chart.

▪The Brahmā in the rūpi and arūpi realms (top 20 realms) are instantaneously born with very little else other than several suddhaṭṭhaka–size “material elements.” Their body features are discussed below. The main feature here is that they are spontaneously born in those realms and live very long times there until death. Then another cuti-paṭisandhi moment takes that being to a new bhava.

▪The only difference in the six deva realms (in kāma loka) compared to the Brahmā is that they do have well-defined physical bodies (karaja kāya) like us. However, those bodies are much less dense, and we cannot see them even if they stand right before us.

▪A deva is born with the body equivalent of a 16-year-old, and their food is a drink called amurtha. Devas have all five sense faculties like us and are said to have the optimum sense pleasures available in kāma loka. They also live that one life until death and then switch to a new existence (bhava) at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

▪That completes the discussion on the green box to the right.

5. What happens in the green box to the left is a bit more complicated. That is because each realm in the apāyā (lowest four realms) is somewhat different. We will discuss the animal realm together with the human realm (middlebox) below. Let us first discuss briefly the lowest three realms indicated by the green box on the left.

▪The lowest is the niraya (hell), where beings are born with full dense bodies like ours instantaneously. They undergo ceaseless cutting, burning, and various other forms of torture. They die innumerable times, only to be reborn promptly. Only when the kammic energy for that existence is exhausted (usually after millions of years) that they encounter the next cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

▪Beings in the preta (peta) realm also are born instantaneously and can have subtle or dense bodies. The distinguishing feature there is suffering due to hunger.

▪Beings in the asura realm are beings with massive, very inactive bodies. They are also born instantaneously and live those miserable lives until the next cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

Kammaja Kāya (Gandhabba) Can Last Thousands of Years With Many Human Rebirths

6. That brings us to the middle green box, representing the human and animal realms. A little bit more complicated process takes place here. Here also, a being with a subtle (energy) body is produced at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment, just like in the rūpa loka realms. It is called a gandhabba.

▪A gandhabba has the basic thrija kāya of a rūpi Brahma: kammaja kāya, cittaja kāya, and utuja kāya, which we will discuss in detail below. Besides, a gandhabba may acquire a very fine karaja kāya (physical body) by inhaling the aroma. Thus a gandhabba is denser than a rūpi Brahma. It has a “body” more like a deva in density.

▪A gandhabba could be in that state for many years until a suitable womb becomes available. More precisely, the mother’s mental state at that time must match the gati of the gandhabba. The evolution of the gandhabba in the womb is discussed in “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.” Then it is born as a new baby, grows, and eventually, that physical body also dies. If more kammic energy is left for the bhava, then the gandhabba leaves that dead body and waits for another womb. That process continues until the bhava energy is exhausted, and then it goes through the cuti-paṭisandhi moment to receive a new bhava; see the chart above.

▪In addition to going into a womb (in some animal species), gandhabba may enter an egg inside a female animal. At the death of an “egg-born” animal, gandhabba comes out and waits for another egg. It is the same procedure as above.

Physical Body is Just a Temporary Shelter

7. One of the main benefits of learning about the gandhabba is helping remove the wrong view that “I am my physical body.”

▪On the contrary, a physical body is a temporary shelter that the gandhabba uses to experience the much-coveted “sense pleasures.” In particular, smelling, eating, and touching (most of all, sex) require a dense human body. Unfortunately, the human body can last only about 100 years. Even that body is in the “decay mode” after about 50 years. Thus, those sensory pleasures start diminishing, and eventually, that body dies.

▪Then the gandhabba comes out of that dead body and waits for a suitable womb. If and when it gets into a womb, the new physical body is influenced by the new parents. Thus the new body can be very different from that in the previous birth. Even during this same “human bhava,” our human bodies may look very different from one birth to another (as confirmed by rebirth stories).

▪Of course, the gandhabba does not stay the same either. The only things that can be called “personal” to that gandhabba are its gati, which also evolve.

▪That is a brief explanation of the above chart.

Brahma “Bodies” Have Only a Trace of Matter

8. As mentioned in #4 above, most lifeforms in the 31 realms have unbelievably tiny physical bodies. They are more like “energy bodies.” Brahmā in the 16 rūpa loka realms and the four arūpa loka realms weigh less than a billionth of an atom! They may be thought of more as energy packets.

▪In case it was not clear from previous posts, we recall that an arūpa loka Brahma has a kammaja kāya consisting of just a vatthu dasaka.

▪Rūpa loka Brahmā have vatthu dasaka (seat of the mind) and two pasāda rūpa for seeing and hearing. They also have kāya dasaka and bhava dasaka. Thus their kammaja kāya has five suddhaṭṭhaka-size elements. A rūpa loka Brahma also has a cittaja kāya (thought stream) and a utuja kāya (very fine).

▪Thus any of the Brahmā cannot be seen with the most sophisticated microscope we have today.

▪More details in, “Body Types in 31 Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya.” A manomaya kāya, when referred to the human and animal realms, is the same as gandhabba.

Kammaja Kāya of a Human Gandhabba

9. Let us again summarize the make up of a kammaja kāya of a human gandhabba. It has a hadaya vatthu (consisting of a vatthu dasaka), bhava dasaka, and kāya dasaka, and four pasāda rūpa (cakkhu dasaka, sota dasaka, gandha dasaka, jivhā dasaka).

▪This kammaja kāya consists of 7 suddhaṭṭhaka in different bramana (spin) and paribramana (rotation) modes. That is how they become dasaka (units of ten or decads); see, “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.”

▪Six of these define the sense faculties of the gandhabba: vatthu dasaka is the mind, and kāya, cakkhu, sota, gandha, and jivhā dasaka) are the “fine senses” that correspond to the body, eyes, ears, nose, and tongue in the physical body. Gandhabba can interact with the external world directly via them when outside the physical body. It can smell and inhale aroma giving rise to a very fine and subtle material body. However, that body is not solid enough to physically touch anything or be able to eat.

▪The seventh dasaka is bhava dasaka, which — together with the kāya dasaka — defines what kind of a physical body it will start building once inside a womb. For example, bhava dasaka determines sex.

10. The mind becomes active as soon as the kammaja kāya forms at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. The thought stream (cittaja kāya) starts, and the mind will be mainly in the bhavaṅga state. Simultaneously, an utuja kāya forms by the suddhaṭṭhaka generated by both the kammaja kāya and cittaja kāya.

▪Thus immediately after the cuti-paṭisandhi moment, gandhabba has three “bodies” or thrija kāya. However, the cittaja kāya is all mental, and both the kammaja kāya and utuja kāya are very fine. They are more like “energy bodies.”

▪Soon after this “initial formation,” the gandhabba can build a “subtle, misty” body (karaja kāya) by inhaling aroma (from fruits, trees, etc.). Still, an average human cannot see it since it is not “dense enough.” However, some people (especially those with abhiññā powers) can see “sufficiently solidified” gandhabbā.

The desire for a Dense Human Body

11. But this gandhabba is continuously under stress because it cannot enjoy the most coveted sense pleasures of those with dense human bodies, i.e., eating and sex. It can see people enjoying these sense pleasures and is very much frustrated not being able to acquire a “real physical body.” Some can stay in this state for many years if a suitable womb is unavailable.

▪In some cases, they may spend the kammic energy for the human bhava and undergo another cuti-paṭisandhi moment without inheriting a human body. That is why one is indebted to one’s parents, no matter how bad they may be.

12. The story of the gandhabba gets more interesting (and complicated) after it goes through the first birth as an average human, and that human body dies. The gandhabba that comes out of that dead body is, of course, different from the original gandhabba. Its kammaja kāya has changed due to whatever abhisaṅkhāra that the humans cultivated. But the kammic energy for the human bhava does not change; if it had 1000 years’ worth of kammic energy at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment, that would deplete with time.

▪Of course, there is no cuti-paṭisandhi moment when a human dies with extra kammic energy for the human bhava. Death is the death of the physical body. The gandhabba comes out of that dead body and awaits a new womb; see the above chart. Thus all three components of the thrija kāya continue after the “death of the human.”

New Physical Body Incorporates Characteristics of New Parents Too

13. Let us consider some important features of this gandhabba that comes out of that dead body after its birth as a human.

▪The kammaja kāya still has a copy of the previous physical body. However, when it starts a new physical body in the new womb, it also takes some physical features from the new parents. Thus the new physical body is a trade-off between those three influences. It may keep some distinguishing features (birthmarks or gunshot wounds, for example, as we have encountered in rebirth accounts. But it will acquire new features also from the new parents (skin color, size, etc.).

▪The gandhabba that comes from the dead body is just a “misty, fine version” of the person at death. They often come out with imprints of the clothes they were wearing at death and may look just like that (in a ghostly, misty form) until going into a new womb. My teacher Thero has seen gandhabbā of people who died hundreds of years ago “wearing” those old costumes. Of course, they are not actual physical clothes.

14. Since the cittaja kāya also continues, their thought streams continue. So, if someone dies in an accident, he may not realize that he is dead for a while. If he died from a gunshot instantly, the gandhabba comes out and will look at the dead body trying to figure out what happened. He may wish to go home and finds himself instantly at home. And he will try to shout to others, but they don’t hear. He may try to touch them, but he cannot. It takes seven days for a gandhabba to comprehend what happened entirely and to resign to his/her new life.

▪That is also why children can recall their past life. But just like we start forgetting things from years ago, those children start forgetting about their previous life when they grow older. Furthermore, it is harder to remember from a past life than this.

▪Another point is that most such rebirth accounts are from people who died while young in accidents. Those gandhabbā who come out of the bodies of people dying in old age are not likely to remember that life. That is because they might have lost their memories even during that life.

Next in the series, “Body Types in 31 Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya”, ………..
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31 Realms In 3 Loka

1. There are three main categories that the 31 realms can be divided into kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka.

▪Living beings in the kāma loka are in 11 realms: four lowest realms (apāyās), the human realm, and six devā realms.

▪Rūpa loka has 16 rūpāvacara brahma realms. A “rūpāvacara brahma” means a brahma in the rūpa loka.

▪Arūpa loka has 4 arūpāvacara brahma realms.

▪Different sets of sense faculties are associated with beings in those three types of “loka.”

Body Types in Arūpa Loka

2. Those in the arūpa loka have just the mind. Therefore, the only rūpa (or matter) associated with an arūpi Brahma is the hadaya vatthu, the smallest unit of matter in Buddha Dhamma is a suddhaṭṭhaka. 

▪An arūpāvacara brahma has a manomaya kāya that has only a hadaya vatthu. 

▪That suddhaṭṭhaka is unimaginably tiny; much smaller than an atom in modern science. So, we cannot see these beings. 

▪It is important to note that we cannot even see many microscopic beings that live among us, like those in drinking water. Just because we cannot see them, it does not mean they do not exist. Furthermore, a microscopic creature like an ameba is made of billions of suddhaṭṭhaka! That should give an idea of a suddhaṭṭhaka.

Body Types in Rūpa Loka

3. Those in the rūpa loka have just three sense faculties: eyes, ears, and mind (but five dasaka of hadaya vatthu and bhāva, kāya, cakkhu, sota dasaka.)

▪But the eyes and ears are not solid and tangible things like the physical eyes and ears that the animals or we have.

▪Seeing and hearing for those rūpāvacara Brahmā happen with the aid of cakkhu and sota pasāda rūpa. Each of those two is also the size of a suddhaṭṭhaka.

▪Therefore, even for a rūpāvacara Brahma, the whole “body” is just fice suddhaṭṭhaka, unimaginably small. This collection of hadaya vatthu and the four dasaka is called the manomaya kāya of that Brahma.

Therefore, even with the aid of the most sophisticated microscope, it will be impossible to see any Brahmā in those 20 realms (rūpa and arūpa loka.) They all have a “subtle body” with just a few suddhaṭṭhaka or a “manomaya kāya.”

Manomaya Kāya in Kāma Loka

4. In fact, ALL BEINGS have such basic sense faculties of the size of a suddhaṭṭhaka each. The primary sensing unit for a kāmāvacara being has six units for seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling, touching, and thinking.

▪Any kāmāvacara being (including humans, animals, and devās) has a “fine body” with those unseen five sense faculties called “pasāda rūpa”: cakkhu pasāda rūpa for seeing, sota pasāda rūpa for hearing, ghana pasāda rūpa for tasting, jivhā pasāda rūpa for smelling, kāya pasāda rūpa for touching.

▪In kāma loka, the manomaya kāya would have a hadaya vatthu (vatthu dasaka,) bhāva dasaka, and five pasāda rūpa (each of which is a dasaka.) A dasaka is a suddhaṭṭhaka (the smallest unit of matter with eight units of pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, vaṇṇa, gandha, rasa, ojā) and two modes of vibration and rotation; “dasaka” means a “collection of ten.” Thus, a manomaya kāya in kāma loka would have seven suddhaṭṭhaka-size units.

Dense Physical Body in Kāma Loka

5. The above mentioned manomaya kāya of a being in kāma loka is “trapped inside” a dense body. It contacts the external world through the “windows” on the physical body: Eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body.

▪Thus, the physical (solid) eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body of a kāmāvacara being (human or animal) act as “sensing equipment” to collect external signals.

▪The brain processes those signals and transfers them to the manomaya kāya inside this solid body. See “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪This is why, even for humans, the essence is in the manomaya kāya. The solid body is just an inert shell “powered by” the manomaya kāya. When the manomaya kāya comes out at death, the physical body becomes inert, like a piece of wood.

Manomaya Kāya Has the Blueprint for the Physical Body

6. This “manomaya kāya” is the one that takes hold of the zygote in a womb at conception. The union makes that zygote of the mother and father; see “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪A gandhabba pulled to the womb initially has a denser body than this manomaya kāya. In addition to the “manomaya kāya (defined by the hadaya vatthu and six more dasaka),” it has a “material body,” too, but that is still too fine to be seen by us. When the gandhabba enters the womb, that “material body” is shed and only the “very fine manomaya kāya (with just the seven dasaka)” combines with the zygote.

▪As discussed in that post, the zygote is the cell formed by the mother and father’s union and is well understood in modern science. Of course, modern science is unaware of the manomaya kāya of the gandhabba that merges with the zygote.

▪Scientists do not know how that zygote becomes a “new life,” a new living being.

▪Gandhabba is discussed in “Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

7. Now that zygote with the manomaya kāya starts diving into more and more new cells. The energy needed to make those new cells comes from the mother (i.e., from the mother’s food). See “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪That initial single cell grows to a baby of the size that comes out of the womb after nine months. Now, we can see that the critical manomaya kāya — with those basic sensing faculties – is negligibly small compared to that baby.

▪Of course, once outside the womb, the baby grows by eating food and eventually grows into an adult. Virtually all solid matter in an adult is just lifeless matter. This is why a person can lose one-third or even half of the body mass and remain the “same person.”

▪“Life” is not in the physical body but the manomaya kāya.

Manomaya Kāya is Primary

8. Nothing in the heavy solid body defines that “person.” All the key aspects are in the mental body or the manomaya kāya.

▪That solid body is made alive by the manomaya kāya with the hadaya vatthu and the five pasāda rūpa. Hard to believe, but that is what happens.

▪At the death of the physical body, that manomaya kāya comes out. When it comes out, it also has a very fine “physical type” body that resembles the body of the person that dies. That combined fine body is really “ghost-like” and can be seen by even some people. That is called gandhabba, which now waits for another suitable body to enter if more kammic energy for the “human bhava” is left.

No Dense Bodies in Rūpa and Arūpa Loka

9. For Brahmā in the rūpa loka, three units of matter are formed by kammic energy at the moment of birth; because it has three units of matter, an initial “body” formed at the moment of paṭisandhi is called a “tija (or thrija) kāya.” The three units are kammaja kāya, cittaja kāya, and the utuja kāya. The utuja kāya is a very subtle “physical body,” and those “rūpi Brahmā” can “see” and “hear.”

▪Those rūpi Brahmā have a kammaja kāya consisting of kāya dasaka, vatthu dasaka, bhava dasaka, and two pasāda rūpa for seeing and hearing: cakkhu pasāda and sota pasāda. Each pasāda rūpa is essentially a suddhaṭṭhaka, with different modes of spin/rotation (“bramana”/”paribramana”); see “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.”

▪Even though “kāya” is translated as “body,” the only “physical body” of a rūpi Brahma is the “utuja kāya.” Thus a “kāya” does not necessarily mean a “physical body.”

10. The physical bodies (utuja kāya) of those rūpi Brahmā are much finer than those of the devas, and thus devas cannot see those rūpi Brahmā just like we cannot see the devas.

▪The Brahmā (and also devas) can “see” without the aid of light and “hear” without having air to transmit sound waves; their “physical bodies” do not have “eyes” and “ears” like ours. Thus they can “see” and “hear” over great distances. And they can be anywhere they wish within a short time.

▪The closest analogy of how their “vision” works is how we “see” dreams; we don’t need eyes to see dreams. The Brahmā can “see” with the cakkhu pasāda rūpa (perceive may be a better word). These things will become clear in the future as we get into details.

“Denser” Bodies in Lower Realms

11. A basic rule of thumb is that those in lower realms generally cannot see the beings in the higher realms. Humans, of course, can develop abhiññā powers and “see” those beings in higher realms.

▪In the kāma loka, the highest realms are, of course, the deva realms. Devas are also born instantaneously (opapātika births), just like the two kinds of Brahmā. However, devas have a fourth type of body called the “karaja kāya,” which is like our physical body. And just like us, they need to consume food (“amurtha”) regularly to sustain their “karaja kāya,” which is also called the “āhāraja kāya” since it requires food (“āhāra”) for sustenance.

▪Thus devas have “four bodies” or “catuja kāya,” i.e., the four bodies of “kammaja kāya,” cittaja kāya, utuja kāya, and the “karaja kāya.” are collectively called a “catuja kāya.”

▪But devas (and Brahmā) do not get sick. They die and disappear when the kammic energy for that existence runs out.

Beings in Kāma Loka Start With Manomaya Kāya

12. When humans and animals are first “born” into that existence, they are also instantly formed in a form close to Brahma. This is the manomaya kāya generated by kammic energy at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

▪That manomaya kāya is condensed into the gandhabba state we discussed in previous essays; see “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya) – Introduction” and follow-up posts.

▪For example, if a man dies and still has kammic energy for the “human bhava” left, he will be reborn as a human. Otherwise, he will latch onto another “bhava” on his past strong kamma vipāka. For example, his next “bhava” could be a deer.

▪If reborn as a human, a “human gandhabba” will emerge from the dead body; if he is born a deer, then a “deer gandhabba” will emerge from the dead body.

Gandhabba Can See/Hear Without Physical Eyes/Ears

13. The body of a human or animal gandhabba is also a “catuja kāya” like a deva. But it is finer than the body of a deva. A gandhabba can only inhale odors (“gandha” + “abba”) as food, and thus the name.

▪Like Brahmā or devas, a gandhabba can “see” and “hear” over great distances. A gandhabba does not have a solid body to support physical eyes or ears. (Of course, we have a hard time imagining that. But it can be compared to what happens when we see a dream. There is no need for light to see dreams; we see dreams when pitch-black at night; we do not dreams with our eyes).

▪Even though one could think it would be nice to be a gandhabba, a human gandhabba is in perpetual stress (agony may be a better word). A gandhabba cannot enjoy any “contact-type” sensory pleasure since the body is not dense enough to make any physical contact; thus, it cannot taste the food or grasp a physical object.

A Physical Body Is Needed for “Sensual Pleasures” or “Kāma Assāda”

14. A human or animal gandhabba must “build” a physical body to experience sensual pleasures with touch, smell, or taste. They received those “bhava” because they very much DESIRE “coarse sensory pleasures”: “upādāna paccayā bhava.”

▪Thus we can see that we get these solid, dense bodies BECAUSE that is what we so eagerly desired. As long as we crave these “coarse sense pleasures,” we will be born in the kāma loka. Even though the devas are in the kāma loka, their desires are not as “coarse.” They do not need to “tightly grab things” to get enjoyment.

▪Brahmā in rūpa loka is further removed from “coarse sensory pleasures”; they do not desire tastes, smells, or body touches. Seeing and hearing are enough for them.

▪Brahmā in arūpa loka does not even desire sights and sounds. Mind pleasures are enough for them, and the presence of matter is minimal in the arūpa loka.

Those “Kāma Assāda” Come With Drawbacks (Ādīnava) [/Danger]

15. We do not realize that having a “dense body” also leads to various ailments. A dense body is also subject to decay as it gets old.

▪Furthermore, now the ability to “see” and “hear” over great distances is gone. Now the gandhabba is trapped inside a heavy, solid body shell and has to “see” and “hear” through the “physical doors” that are attached to that body. That is the sacrifice made to be able to have the “grabbing experience,” to be able to enjoy coarse foods and sexual pleasures, etc.

▪The Buddha called the physical body (“karaja kāya” or “āhāraja kāya”) a “cave” or a “shell” that a gandhabba uses temporarily. It has a lifetime much less than the gandhabba, it grows, decays, and dies within that time. Then the gandhabba needs to find another body. Especially in the kāma loka, we build a “new shell” when the old one dies and spend a lot of time as a frustrated gandhabba waiting for a suitable womb to start building a new body.

▪“WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammapada Verse 37” states: “Dūraṅgamaṁ ekacaraṁ, asarīraṁ guhāsayaṁ;” OR “The mind travels far, wandering alone; incorporeal, it hides in a cave.” That cave is the physical body.

Physical Body a Temporary

16. Thus, it should be clear now that only the “physical body” that decays and dies in a relatively short time compared to the gandhabba. A human gandhabba will keep evolving and find a “new body” similar to the old one IF the kammic energy for that bhava is not exhausted. Otherwise, the human gandhabba will disappear (like a deva or Brahma does at death), and a new animal gandhabba will emerge if the new bhava is that of an animal; see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪Thus we can see now that even for humans and animals, “the basis” is a subtle body of a gandhabba similar to that of a rūpi Brahma (and less dense than the body of a deva). The “solid body” starts growing inside the mother’s womb and continues after the “birth” as a baby by eating food.

17. Nature also uses this physical body or the “shell” to impart kamma vipāka. We need to constantly clean this body all the time and also need to take care of vital body parts. These are part of the “physical suffering” we do not think twice about.

▪And, of course, we can come down with not only minor colds and headaches but also significant ailments like heart problems or cancer; this is also part of the “physical suffering.” Both kinds of “physical suffering” arise due to the physical body.

▪However, these hardships are “masked” by our sense of “anticipated future happiness” by acquiring such and such “pleasurable things.”

Human Body Is Special

18. Even more critical point, is the unique nature of the human body with a well-developed brain. See “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.” That is what makes human life unique because that is what allows us to understand the message of the Buddha and get released from the suffering-filled round of rebirth.

▪How the bodies of the hell beings are prepared by kammic energy to impart kamma vipāka (they are unable to do abhisaṅkhāra, especially puññābhisaṅkhāra) is discussed in “Does the Hell (Niraya) Exist?.

Next in the series: Gandhabba Sensing the World – With and Without a Physical Body
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Gandhabba Is The “Mental Body” of a Human

1. Physical bodies are just temporary shelters for the gandhabba. 

▪In a single “human bhava” or “existence as a human,” a gandhabba could be born with one to hundreds of different physical bodies; see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein” and “Gandhabba – Only in Human and Animal Realms.” 

▪Such “human births” could be anywhere on Earth. However, they usually occur in a specific region based on one’s gati. Most rebirths occur within a given country, as seen from rebirth accounts. See, “Evidence for Rebirth.”

▪In between two consecutive “physical lives,” the gandhabba is in the nether world or “para loka”; see, “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Para Loka).”

Racial and Cultural Differences Are Meaningless

2. Thus all racial and cultural divisions people fight daily are meaningless; those identities change as the gandhabba “switches physical bodies” from life to life. In principle, a Chinese may be born as a “black person” in Africa or as a “white person” in Europe in the next life. However, adjacent lives are generally in similar geographic locations because of the condition for matching “gati.” Still, in the following “human bhava” — which may come after billions of years — one’s gati could change drastically.

▪As more and more people start grasping the Buddha Dhamma, most of the violence in the world could reduce. Along that line, one who may be born into poverty in this life may be born wealthy in the next life (if enough merits accrued), and vice versa. All these struggles we go through are only for an insignificantly short time in the scale of saṁsāra (cycle of rebirths) or compared to the duration of a single human bhava (which could last many hundreds of years). Thus it is wise to “invest in the long term.”

Sensory Faculties Are in Gandhabba

3. The physical body shields the gandhabba’s sensory system, while the gandhabba is inside the physical body. The gandhabba has all sensory faculties. But now those “external sensory signals” must come through the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mana indriya in the brain; see below.

▪When outside a physical body (and waiting for a suitable womb), the gandhabba cannot eat or physically touch tangible things, because it does not have a “dense body.” But it can see and hear. Furthermore, it uses a very sophisticated sensory system (not light or sound waves) to see and hear, which we will discuss briefly below.

Difference Between Indriya and Āyatana

4. The Buddha analyzed the world in many different ways. Here we present another such analysis since it can provide different insights into gandhabba.

▪We have six sense faculties (indriya) to sense six different types of “matter” (rūpa) in our world. There is a subtle connection between our six sense faculties and the types of “matter” in our world. We will discuss this connection.

▪By the way, indriya and āyatana have different meanings. For example, eyes are indriya when we happen to see things. Still, they BECOME āyatana when used for pleasure, i.e., deliberately looking at mind-pleasing things to enjoy them. Only an Arahant always uses his/her sense faculties as indriya.

▪That is another way to define and analyze our world. Everything in our world belongs to the 12 āyatana. Sometimes they are called six ajjhatta āyatana (or internal āyatana or sense faculties) and six bāhira āyatana (things in the external world that we sense).

5. These are listed in Pāli in #6 of the post, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.” A simpler description in, “What are Rūpa? – Dhammā are Rūpa too!.”

▪We touch the densest material (phoṭṭhabba) out there with our bodies (kāya).

▪Next, less dense are tasted (rasa) with our tongues (jivhā).

▪We smell odors with even less dense minute particles with smell (gandha) with our noses (ghāṇa).

▪Hearing uses vibrations propagating through the air (sadda) with our ears (sota).

▪We see with the aid of photons propagating through space (vaṇṇa) with our eyes (cakkhu).

▪Our consciousness arises via dhammā in the mind plane with our minds (mano).

Dhammā Are “Stored Energy”

6. The last type of rūpa (dhammā) is not solid matter, but “packets of energy” stored in viññāṇa dhātu; see, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.” 

▪Thus, dhammā do not occupy space (ākāsa) and are in the mind plane or the viññāṇa dhātu.

▪All the other five types of rūpa occupy space and are in the material world.

▪So rūpa cannot be translated as “matter.” See, “Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial.” That is why sometimes it is better to use the Pāli words.

How Does a Gandhabba “See” While Inside a Physical Body?

7. It is through a complicated process that a gandhabba sees, hears, etc while being inside a physical body (karaja kāya) like ours. I have explained the basics in “Citta and Cetasika – How Viññāṇa (Consciousness) Arises,” “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya)- Introduction,” and many other posts.

▪However, it is much easier to grasp how a gandhabba sees and hears while outside the physical body. Even though most of us may not have had such “out-of-body experiences,” it can happen, especially during heart operations; see, “Manomaya Kāya and Out-of-Body Experience (OBE).” Some people have a natural ability to do that on their own, as discussed in that post.

▪Thus, let us discuss how a stand-alone gandhabba sees and hears while being outside a physical body; this is simpler and provides us with some insights.

The Sensory Faculties In Gandhabba

8. The real sense faculties created with kammic energy at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment are in the kammaja kāya of the gandhabba. The subtle body of the gandhabba has three components, as we have discussed and will again discuss below. The sensory faculties are all in the kammaja kāya (same as manomaya kāya.)

▪The kammaja kāya of the gandhabba has seven essential elements called dasaka, meaning entities with ten items (decads). They are made of suddhaṭṭhaka, which is composed of eight “units,” as we have discussed; see, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.” Different types of dasaka are formed just by incorporating one mode of spin (bramana) and one mode of rotation (paribramana); see, “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.”

▪One added component gives rise to jīvita rūpa (pronounced “jeevitha roopa”); this is likely to come from the spin (bramana) mode, but I cannot be sure. This jīvita rūpa is in all these other types of dasaka because that is what “maintains life.” Thus different types of dasaka (see below) arise due to different modes of rotation (paribramana). [jīvita :[nt.] life; span of life.]

9. Now we can list the different types of 7 dasaka (or decads) that are in the kammaja kāya of the gandhabba. 

▪Vatthu dasaka (mind; also called hadaya vatthu): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + hadaya rūpa

▪Kāya dasaka (body plan): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + kāya pasāda rūpa

▪Cakkhu dasaka (eye indriya): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + cakkhu pasāda rūpa

▪Sota dasaka (ear indriya): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + sota pasāda rūpa

▪Ghana dasaka (nose indriya): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + ghāṇa pasāda rūpa

▪Jivhā dasaka (tongue indriya): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + jivhā pasāda rūpa

▪Bhava dasaka (bhava): suddhaṭṭhaka + jīvita rūpa + itthi or purisa rūpa (determines female/male nature of the body)

Again, it is to be noted that jīvita rūpa, itthi and purisa rūpa, and the five pasāda rūpa are not “physical matter” but modes of energy in spin and vibration of suddhaṭṭhaka.

▪That is analogous to different electron orbitals, giving rise to various types of molecules in chemistry.

Components of the Gandhabba or “Mental Body”

10. A gandhabba is born with those seven dasaka (i.e., kammaja kāya,) and immediately, the mind starts generating citta (thoughts), which are vipāka citta and, for the most part, in the bhavaṅga. Thus now the gandhabba has a cittaja kāya as well. Note that cittaja kāya is all MENTAL.

▪Almost at the same time, both the kammaja kāya and the cittaja kāya start producing more suddhaṭṭhaka giving rise to the utuja kāya. This utuja kāya is similar to the “aura” surrounding our bodies; in fact, that aura is part of our own (i.e., gandhabba’s) utuja kāya. Some people claim to be able to see “body aura”; those with abhiññā powers can see them. Also, see “Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept.”

▪Thus the best way to visualize a gandhabba is to imagine a human with just the “body aura” (without the physical body). Since kammaja kāya consists of only a few suddhaṭṭhaka, and the cittaja kāya is just thoughts, something like an “aura body” is all a gandhabba has.

▪Right now, this subtle body of my gandhabba overlaps my physical body. My gandhabba (is a blueprint for my physical body).

▪While waiting for a physical body, this gandhabba can inhale scents from fruits, vegetables, etc., and acquire a subtle physical body (karaja kāya) too. Then it expands to the grown size of a human. But of course, it is only an “energy body” that we cannot see.

▪Thus a human has four types of “bodies”: kammaja kāya, cittaja kāya, utuja kāya, and karaja kāya.

Gandhabba Outside the Physical Body

11. A gandhabba, outside the physical body, can see over vast distances, hear over large distances and travel instantly to remote destinations. Sight does not need light, and sound does not require vibrations in the air. It is equivalent to seeing and hearing with abhiññā powers. That is how those with abhiññā skills can see through walls and hear over vast distances; they have control over their gandhabba kāya or the manomaya kāya.

▪However, since it has only a fine/subtle body (like air), it cannot taste food or touch solid things. The gandhabba needs to be inside a dense human body to touch, taste, or smell. That is why it has to take possession of a zygote in a womb and build a physical body. See “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception” and “Cloning and Gandhabba.”

12. When a gandhabba builds a physical body (inside a womb), those seven dasaka — each of which is the “size of a suddhaṭṭhaka” — determine all critical functions. Furthermore, gandhabba has the blueprint for that physical body.

▪The physical body (karaja kāya) of the human grows according to kāya dasaka and bhava dasaka but also takes into account the physical qualities of mother and father (eye and skin color, as well as size, are good examples).

▪When inside a physical body, the external signals that come to the physical body via eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body touches, are converted in the brain into the form that can be sensed by the five pasāda rūpa (they are the five dasaka with corresponding pasāda rūpa). This somewhat complicated process is discussed in “Citta and Cetasika – How Viññāṇa (Consciousness) Arises,” “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya)- Introduction,” among others.

Why Are Some Born With Deformed Body Parts?

13. The blueprint in the kammaja kāya (or the manomaya kāya) of the gandhabba also has all the details of physical organs. The physical body (karaja kāya) forms according to this blueprint. Some people are born without limbs because past kamma vipāka is taken into account by the kammaja kāya.

▪Some are born with physical eyes, but without the cakkhu pasāda in the kammaja kāya, so they will never be able to see; they are the ones who are born blind. Similarly, some are born deaf, and sometimes both. That is because the gandhabba in them does not have the cakkhu pasāda and sota pasāda.

▪However, in some cases, the gandhabba may have the cakkhu pasāda, but during birth, the optical nerves in the brain may be damaged. In such cases, it may be possible to have vision restored.

Gandhabba Is The Blueprint For the Physical Body

14. It is, in fact, the gandhabba that controls the otherwise inert physical body. There is a carbon copy of all parts of the physical body (including the nervous system) in the fine utuja kāya of the gandhabba.

▪What mechanism is used by the gandhabba to control the inert physical body? The easiest way to visualize this is to consider the following. If we put some iron dust on a piece of paper and move a magnet below the paper, we can see that those dust particles move along as one moves the magnet. If we move the magnet in a circle, dust particles move along that circle. In the same way, when the gandhabba moves its utuja kāya, the physical body follows that motion.

▪Thus, what the gandhabba does is similar to what the magnet does in the above analogy. But it is a bit more complicated, because moving heavy body parts needs much more energy. That is where the physical nervous system comes into play. In synchronization with the mind (hadaya vatthu), the brain sends signals to muscles to move. The energy to move those muscles comes from the food we eat.

▪Both the “magnetic nervous system” or the “ray system” of the gandhabba and the physical nervous system based on the brain are needed to move the physical body.

Two Nervous Systems

15. Thus, there are two nervous systems in the body: one is the physical nervous system known to modern science. The other is the subtle nervous system (ray system) of the gandhabba.

▪When they go “out-of-sync,” our physical bodies start aching. Even in a perfectly healthy human, it is not possible to maintain a given posture for too long.

▪Kamma vipāka can shift the nervous system (ray system) of the gandhabba away from that of the physical body. The body’s muscles need to move to the new equilibrium position, causing us discomfort or pain. 

▪We will discuss more critical consequences experienced during meditation in future posts.

Physical Body Comes With a Price

16. The physical body can also impart various other forms of suffering. It can develop diseases such as cancer in parts of the body; body parts can break or be injured.

▪The effects we discussed above may be the reason humans (and animals) have this complicated mechanism involving repeated births in a single bhava using a gandhabba and multiple physical bodies.

▪The Brahmā and even Devā do not suffer physical ailments; their subtle bodies can last longer and need not be “regenerated” via this mechanism, i.e., just one physical body for the gandhabba.

▪Another important aspect is that our physical brain slows down the generation of javana citta in a given time. The “signal processing” in the brain is much slower than the high-speed generation of cittā in the hadaya vatthu; see, “Citta and Cetasika – How Viññāṇa (Consciousness) Arises.”
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Here we will discuss how one can get an idea about Nibbāna within the Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.

1. In the posts in this series I described the wider world of 31 realms according to the Buddha, and why ALL living beings have been just meandering through these 31 realms from beginning-less time. We can summarize the results succinctly as follows:

▪The lowest four realms (apāyā) are where all beings suffer the most during the beginning-less rebirth process. Unfortunately, this is where each and every living being spends the most time in the long run. This is the real suffering that the Buddha tried to convey. 

▪The fifth realm or the human realm is where one is most likely to be able to grasp Buddha Dhamma and become a Sotāpanna. This is the only realm where one can experience (or at least see) both suffering and sense enjoyments.

▪A deva in the next six realms is also capable of becoming a Sotāpanna, but due to the absence of much visible suffering, incentive to strive for the Sotāpanna stage is almost non-existent (think about a healthy, wealthy teenager!).

▪The same is true for rūpi and arūpi Brahmā, who enjoy jhānic pleasures in the higher realms.

2. Thus one can clearly see that as one proceeds to higher realms, suffering is reduced in stages. The worst sufferings are in the lowest 4 realms (apāyā), and we can see animal suffering if we pay attention and think especially about the animals in the wild. There are no “old animals” in the wild. As soon as they get a bit slow due to old age they are killed for food by stronger animals.

▪One could try to stay away from the apāyā (in future births) by avoiding from immoral acts. But the problem with just that approach is that we have almost certainly done such immoral acts in our previous lives, and thus are likely to have accumulated enough kamma seeds to be born many times over in the apāyā.

▪Thus the key is to cleanse our minds of the worst defilements, which will prevent apāyagāmī citta from arising at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment; see, “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apayagami Citta.” Such thoughts cannot just be suppressed; they arise in a billionth of a second. Thus the practical way to do that is to reduce cravings (āsavas) in STAGES; see, “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavās,” and “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

▪As mentioned above, the first stage of the cleansing process is possible mainly in the human and deva realms, but the incentive to do that is virtually non-existent in the deva realms.

2. Another subtle reason for the uniqueness of the human realm is that one’s future destiny is MOSTLY determined while in the human realm. Humans are the unique species who can access all 89 types of citta that are present in all 31 realms. Moreover, they are the ones who can generate the all important javana citta that can produce kamma bīja (seeds) for future existences (bhava).

▪Here is a simile that hopefully will convey this idea: Human realm can be compared to a training school, and the other realms can be compared to where one gets employment depending on one’s qualifications upon completing the training. 

▪Those who did not make progress and caused problems for others are born in the apāyā and will have to suffer the consequences. Another way to say this is to say that they cultivated saṅkhāra (or gati or habits) suitable for a being in the apāyā: cruel and hateful gati correspond to the lowest realm of niraya (hell); extreme greed correspond to the pretha realm; those who are lazy and depend on others are born in the asura realm; those with different combinations of those bad gati are born in the animal realm.

▪Once born in the apāyā, they are more like programmed machines. They just suffer their fate without having any way to even lessen the suffering (in contrast, humans are capable of devising ways to make their lives better).

3. This last point is worth discussing a bit more.

As we can see, animals just live their lives like robots. They are incapable of sorting out moral from immoral and also from being able to come up with ways to improve their lives. Birds have been building the same kind of nests for billions of years. Ants have been building the same types of anthills, and the dolphins (who are one of the animals with higher intelligence) have been the same way over billions of years.

▪In the same way, rūpi or arūpi Brahmā also just live their serene lives until the lifetime is exhausted. It is like a nice vacation. Then they come back to the human realm and start over.

▪It is mostly humans and devas who are CAPABLE of forging their own future, but the devas enjoy so much sense pleasure, they have no incentive to think about Nibbāna.

4. Continuing that analogy, those who do well in the training school can go to one of the 27 higher realms. those who cultivate rūpa jhānā are born in the 16 rūpa realms. Those who cultivate higher jhānā are born in the 4 arūpa realms. The Brahmā in those 20 realms are like beings who are on a nice, very long vacation. They just live happy lives in jhānic bliss.

▪Of course there are some Brahmā who had attained a magga phala in either human or a deva realm previously and they can proceed to higher stages. And there are a few rūpa realms reserved for the Anāgāmīs only.

▪But in general, the rūpi and arūpi Brahmā are the ones who graduated with high qualifications and thus get to enjoy the fruits of those efforts for long times. Yet, when they come back to the human realm, they may be born into environments where they could go in a wrong path and fail next time around and thus could be born in the apāyā.

5. Those who want to enjoy sense pleasures without causing problems to others work on it by doing meritorious deeds and are qualified to be born in the 6 deva realms (according to the level of merits accrued). They may not have even known about Buddha Dhamma, but knew moral from immoral.

▪Life in a deva realm is more like a vacations to a “pleasure island.” Those who cultivate “deva gati” (high moral character, but with attachment to sense pleasures) are qualified for those realms. Devas are more like humans but with fine bodies that do not age (until close to death), and are not subject to diseases. Thus if one really wants to “enjoy sense pleasures” one should focus more on doing good deeds instead of just focusing on making a lot money in this life, because this human life is so short and the human body is subjected to diseases and old age problems.

▪However, devas can build up extreme attachment to sense pleasures and are capable of tailoring their future lives down to the animal realm. After their “pleasurable vacation” they could even come back to the animal realm instead of the human realm.

6. Finally, those who cultivate “human gati” are born in the human realm. They are more like deva gati, but generally have more attachment to sense pleasures at close contact.

▪However, those humans who may have cultivated high moral values AND had some inkling of the sansāric suffering (via exposure to Buddha Dhamma) are like to come back to the human realm to “complete their training.” That is because that is what they desired (upādāna).

▪That is a very simple outline of the existence in the 31 realms.

7. Now, if one has attained the Sotāpanna stage in the human realm, then his/her number of possible destinations become less and better. In #7 and #8, we will discuss how a Sotāpanna goes through higher realms as he/she approaches Arahanthood.

▪Of course that person will never be born in the apāyā, because those “apāya gati” have been permanently removed via Sammā Diṭṭhi with a grasp of the anicca nature.

▪A Sotāpanna starts to comprehend the futility and even dangers of sense pleasures (kāma rāga).

▪Then one first loses the desire to “own” sense objects (“vatthu kāma”) that provide sense pleasures; one is merely satisfied with enjoying them. Thus one has not given up all kāma rāga, just “vatthu kāma.” Now one is at that Sakadāgāmī stage, and will not be born again below the deva realms. Thus one is freed from rebirth where diseases are possible (including the human realm) and one is said to be “healthy forever.”

8. When a Sakadāgāmī contemplates on the anicca nature more (while in the human or deva realms) he/she can remove kilesa kāma and also paṭigha from their minds and become free of all kāma loka realms. Then one becomes an Anāgāmī, i.e., not coming back to the kāma loka ever again.

▪But an Anāgāmi has not removed the liking for Dhamma, and thus will be born in one of the five rūpa realms reserved for the Anāgāmīs. He/she will attain Nibbāna from there.

▪An Anāgāmī becomes an Arahant by removing rūpa rāga, arūpa rāga, māna, uddhacca, and remaining avijjā.

▪Of course one can proceed all the way to the Arahanthood while in the human realm. An Arahant will not be born anywhere in the 31 realms at death. His/her mind becomes free of even a trace of matter that is subject to decay and destruction; see, “What Are Rūpa? (Relation to Nibbāna).”

9. This gives a brief summary of how a living being goes from realm to realm in the rebirth process, until the Arahanthood is attained. It is NOT a random process. Everything happens due to causes. The following are two (related) ways to analyze that process.

▪The key point to comprehend is that a birth in a given realm occurs because one has developed gati suitable for that realm; see, “Paṭisandhi Citta – How the Next Life is Determined According to Gati.”

▪One develops any kind of gati by cultivating corresponding saṅkhāra, i.e., one tends to think, speak, and act in ways suitable for that realm. This is what is described in detail in Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha”+”Sama+uppāda.”

10. It is also clear why it is futile to seek happiness anywhere in the 31 realms.

▪One could live for millions of years in deva realm with much higher sense pleasures than in the human realm (and without being subjected to diseases), but then one has to come back to human realm or even a lower realm.

▪Even if one is born in the highest brahma world (31st realm) and lives 84,000 eons in jhānic bliss there (each eon is roughly 30 billion years!), one has to eventually come back to the human realm and start over. Then at some point after that, birth in the apāyā is unavoidable. This is why infinite time (or beginning-less time) is a concept that is hard to wrap one’s mind around; see, “Infinity – How Big Is It?” and “Saṁsāric Time Scale, Buddhist Cosmology, and the Big Bang Theory.”

▪Thus one needs to contemplate whether it is worthwhile to seek happiness in a 100-year human life! I know by experience that this is not easy to fully grasp, even when logically proven, because our minds are enamored and blinded with sense pleasures. That truth starts to sink in when the mind loses more and more defilements (greed, hate, and ignorance) and start seeing the perils of sense pleasures to some extent.
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What We Perceive is Limited

1. Many people try to analyze and interpret Buddha Dhamma in terms of mundane concepts. However, we (including scientists) are unaware of much about this world, as science has shown in recent years; see below.

▪The Buddha said that the world “had never known” his Dhamma. Many people try to explain the Buddha’s core teachings using conventional/mundane concepts. Only a Buddha can truly perceive the true nature of this world with 31 realms; see “Wider Worldview of the Buddha.” A Noble disciple of the Buddha (one who has attained a magga phala) can start perceiving some aspects of the wider world.

▪This has happened ever since Nagarjuna and other forefathers of “Mahāyāna Buddhism” tried to explain Nibbāna in terms of various concepts such as “suññatā” or “emptiness”; see “Saddharma Pundarika Sutra (Lotus Sutra) – A Focused Analysis” and “What is Sunyata or Sunnata (Emptiness)?.”

▪The same thing happened to “Theravada Buddhism,” too. Buddhaghosa, like Nagarjuna and others, was not even a Sotāpanna. Before converting to “Buddhism,” he was a Vedic brahmin, he edited and twisted Buddha Dhamma to fit his Vedic concepts; see, “Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga – A Focused Analysis.”

▪Buddha’s ānāpāna bhāvanā was replaced by the Vedic prañāyāma breath meditation, for example.

Buddhaghosa and Nagarjuna Were Not Noble Disciples

2. It is quite possible that Buddhaghosa, Nagarjuna, and others did not intentionally distort Buddha Dhamma. They just described Buddha Dhamma as they understood it with their background in vedic concepts.

▪Even today, there are many “scholars” who write books explaining what “Buddhism” is. They also explain it in terms of their mundane frames of reference.

▪When you look at most of the books today about Buddha Dhamma, it seems there is not much difference between Buddha Dhamma and any other religion. They all teach “how to live a moral life.”

▪There is minimal discussion, if at all, on the foundational concepts such as anicca, dukkha, anatta, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Ānāpāna sati, Satipaṭṭhāna. Whatever is discussed is primarily incorrect.

3. I think that is the biggest obstacle for most people in figuring out the true teachings of the Buddha Dhamma.

▪We must contemplate what the Buddha meant when he said, “My Dhamma has never been known to the world before.”

▪One cannot grasp it within the “conventional framework,” which is readily perceivable to a normal human with a defiled mind. It involves a broader worldview with 31 realms (we see only the human and animal realms) and a rebirth process and is based on the Laws of Kamma; see, “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.” Details at “Origin of Life.”

What is Perceivable to an Average Human?

4. First, let me clarify what I mean by “perceivable” or “comprehensible” to us as normal humans. Our six senses can “detect” only a tiny sliver of the “world.”

▪At a base level, science today can account for only 4 percent of the mass of our universe; see “WebLink: PDF file download: The 4 Percent Universe: Dark Matter, Dark Energy, and the Race to Discover the Rest of Reality” by Richard Panek (2011).

▪Many things have not been “discovered” by science (or philosophy) yet. In particular, nothing significant about the MIND has been discovered yet. For example, scientists cannot explain how consciousness can arise in a brain of inert atoms and molecules.

5. Therefore, trying to gauge the validity of Buddha Dhamma using only the known facts from science is like a blind man trying to figure out what an elephant looks like by touching a leg of the elephant; see, “How do we Decide which View is Wrong View (Diṭṭhi)?.”

▪A frog living in a well knows nothing about the wider world. Similarly, normal humans, including scientists, face the problem of figuring out “reality” by only using data available through our limited six senses. Thus a scientific theory can’t ever be “complete,” as proven by the mathematician Kurt Gödel; see “Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem.”

Science Is Still Far Behind the Buddha

6. Most people believe that the only way to confirm what the Buddha taught is to see whether those teachings are compatible with science. That is not different from believing that one can get an idea of what an elephant looks like by asking a blind man who has touched an elephant’s leg. OR asking a frog what the world outside the well looks like.

▪This may sound ridiculous to many, but let us think about the fact that 400 years ago, “science” believed in the geocentric model of the universe. That the Earth was in the universe and that the stars were embedded in a celestial sphere far above; see: WebLink: wiki: Geocentric model

▪Science and all other major religions tried to attune their religions to this model then. Most religions still adhere to those concepts; see the same Wikipedia article above.

7. But 2500 years ago, the Buddha described our Solar system as a “Cakkavāla,” or a planetary system. Not only that, but he also said there are uncountable such systems in the universe. Trying to find such details about the universe is a waste of time.

▪Through the years, and especially since the beginning of the 20th century, science has “re-discovered” some aspects of the Buddha’s wider worldview, including billions of galaxies, each containing billions of planetary systems like our Solar system.

▪But someone living in the 19th century was likely to ridicule the idea of innumerable planetary systems (Cakkavāla) and could have said, “Where is the evidence from science?.” That aspect of Buddha Dhamma was not amenable to “science” then.

▪Similarly, many aspects of Buddha Dhamma are not amenable to science now. But scientific progress will show more to be correct as science advances.

What the Buddha Taught

8. In Abhidhamma, it is described in detail how all types of energies in the universe are “stored” in orbital motions (“bramana” in Pāli or Sinhala); see “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.”

▪For example, planetary systems are planets orbiting stars. Those planetary systems combine to make galaxies, which also undergo circular motion in the shape of disks. See: WebLink: wiki: Retrograde and prograde motion - Formation of celestial systems

▪Scientists discovered that atoms are electrons orbiting the tiny nucleus made of protons and neutrons.

9. If one is going to wait for the full confirmation of Buddha Dhamma by science, one is as foolish as those who lived five hundred years ago and embraced the geocentric model and dismissed Buddha Dhamma as “exotic” or “mystical.”

▪We are fortunate to live in a time where science has made impressive progress and has confirmed many aspects of the Buddha’s world view.

▪Just as the invention of the telescope led to the discovery of a much bigger cosmos, the microscope (and its sophisticated versions) led to a previously unknown “microscopic world” teeming with innumerable microscopic living beings. There are billions of such beings in a single human body. See, “There are as many creatures on your body as there are people on Earth!.”

Scientific Tools Are Still Primitive

10. Science can accept only those phenomena that can be observed and measured with scientific instruments. Such scientific instruments are basically “extensions” of our six senses; see, “Expanding “Consciousness” by Using Technology.”

▪For example, while we cannot see the moons of Jupiter with our naked eyes, we can see them with telescopes. While we cannot see those microscopic creatures in our bodies with our naked eyes, we can see them with sophisticated microscopes. These are just two examples of many.

▪People looked around and laughed when the Buddha said innumerable beings exist in this world. The Mahayānists are still under the impression that one could wait to attain the Buddhahood itself (not merely Nibbāna) until “everyone” is ready to attain the Buddhahood! However, they did not realize that they needed to include all those billions of microscopic creatures on one’s body in the category of “everyone.”

11. This is just the tip of the iceberg. While science has confirmed that there are countless planetary systems, life has not yet been found on another planetary system. When that happens, the “wait for the Buddhahood” for the Mahayānists will become much longer.

▪Similarly, the job of any “Creator” who looks after every being (even if just humans) will also become unbearably burdensome. That is because there are uncountable world systems with human beings as well.

▪I am not trying to make fun at the expense of others but merely trying to get the point across that, for those who can think for themselves, it is time to get rid of all such nonsensical beliefs and wrong views; these are all micchā diṭṭhis.

▪Getting rid of such wrong views is necessary before starting any fruitful meditation. Purification through “correct views” comes before “purification through formal meditation.” Sammā Diṭṭhi, or “correct views of this world,” comes first in the Eightfold Path.

12. When we hear about something that we cannot explain with the CURRENT SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE, we categorize it as “esoteric” or “mystical.” Of course, many such “made up theories” are without substance. However, Buddha Dhamma can be SHOWN TO BE CONSISTENT with all our world knowledge.

▪If we can bring back someone who died before the 20th century and tell him that we can “see” an event in a distant country in real-time, he will not believe it. If we turn on a television and show him the actual event, he will be flabbergasted; he will refuse to believe it, saying it is a magic trick.

▪But now we know that the visuals and sounds of that event can be transformed and transmitted over long distances almost instantaneously and that such signals can be retrieved by “tuning a television set” to the correct frequency.

▪Kamma vipāka (energy stored) or rebirth at a distant location works similarly. Even though we cannot “see” or perceive, that energy can materialize when the conditions become right; see “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.” Sinking these concepts into the mind will take some time, but the more you read, the more you will understand.

Self Consistency Is Critical

13. Two key methods are used in science to verify a given scientific theory. They have some basic axioms that appear to be inviolable. Then all other currently accepted scientific theories must be CONSISTENT with those axioms.

▪If a currently accepted scientific theory is proven inconsistent with a newly discovered phenomenon, then that scientific theory is discarded, and a new theory is adopted.

▪Scientific findings up-to-date are consistent with pure Buddha Dhamma as given in the Tipiṭaka.

▪However, many things in Buddha Dhamma have not been confirmed by science. More are being confirmed as new scientific findings emerge.

▪And Buddha Dhamma is self -consistent. Thus, I am obsessed with ensuring all my posts are inter-consistent.

14. There are two ways to test the validity of the Buddha Dhamma. First is the self-consistency within the foundational concepts, such as Tilakkhaṇa, Four Noble Truths, Noble Eightfold Path, Paṭicca Samuppāda, etc. Second is the compatibility with “new findings” by science.

▪Here “new findings by science” do not necessarily mean the explanations given by science depict the “absolute truth.” That is because scientific explanations can change with time (for example, the geocentric model had to be changed).

▪If science finds evidence for life in outer space, that will be consistent with Buddha Dhamma. However, what science proposes about how life arose may not be correct.

Power of a Purified Mind

15. One needs to contemplate the implications of these points (and there are many, as I will mention in other posts). How can a human being who lived 2500 years ago come up with such an elaborate way of describing our world? Those are just beginning to be “re-discovered” by the efforts of thousands of scientists over many generations.

▪The Buddha could transcend all “normal human capabilities” by purifying his mind. Thus Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem does not apply to Buddha Dhamma; see #5 above.

▪Thus, his Dhamma may not be “amenable” to the frame of reference we all have as normal human beings (based only on our six senses.) Concepts like rebirth and kamma vipāka may sound mysterious. The only way to see the truth in such concepts is to put them to the standard scientific method discussed above.

16. The Buddha could see those and much more just by purifying his mind. And science has not yet discovered the “Power of the Human Mind.”

▪Modern science is way behind Buddha Dhamma regarding the mind; see the “Abhidhamma” section. Also see “Origin of Life.”

▪A human can purify the mind to the level of a Buddha only once in many eons on average. However, we can purify our minds enough to see many facts about nature that science is unaware of.

▪The sense of relief and well-being one can achieve by purifying one’s mind is beyond any sensory pleasure.

Pleasures of “This World” Are Short-Lived

17. For example, one can enjoy even the best food on Earth only while eating that food. How long does that last? Jhānic experiences (Ariya or even anariya jhānā) can last longer.

▪However, the “base level” of “cooling down” or Nibbāna or “niveema” or “nivana” that comes at the Sotāpanna stage is forever. There is no comparison to any briefly-lived sensory pleasure or even “jhānic pleasures.”
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1. To understand the Buddha’s message, one needs to grasp the unimaginable length of the saṁsāra (the rebirth process). The Buddha said that there is no discernible beginning to conscious life. It always existed, and it will exist until one attains Nibbāna.

▪Infinity is a mind-boggling concept; see “The Infinity Problem in Buddhism.”

2. This is a bit difficult concept for many because many cultures/religions have the idea of a set time of Creation. If there is a First Cause (such as Creation), then there must be a time that everything got started. But if there is no Creation, then there cannot be a set time for a beginning.

▪Even as recently as at the beginning of the 1900s, Lord Kelvin, one of the top scientists of the day, estimated that the age of the Sun was < 40 million years based on gravitational contraction (scientists did not know the atomic structure at that time). Our knowledge of the universe was pretty much limited to the Solar system.

3. Vindication of the Buddha’s teachings on the long saṁsāra started at the beginning of the 1900s with the advent of quantum mechanics and relativity. 

▪The discovery of radioactivity in 1898 by Becquerel and Einstein’s explanation of the photoelectric effect in 1905 led to the quantum theory of atomic structure. That, in turn, led to the correct picture of nuclear fusion as the source of solar energy.

▪By 1956, scientists knew the age of the solar system to be > 4 billion years. Yet, even billions of years are hardly the same as “beginning-less time!”

4. But there was more to be discovered. By 1929, Edwin Hubble showed that distant galaxies are moving away from each other and that our galaxy is just one of many galaxies. That was a vast understatement since now we know billions of galaxies exist in our observable universe! And they are flying away from each other, meaning the universe is expanding.

▪The discovery of microwave background radiation in the 1960s led to the “Big Bang Theory” that our universe started with the “Big Bang” about 14 billion ago.

▪However, it is just a theory.

5. The currently accepted explanation for the “big bang origin of the universe” (by scientists) is the inflationary theory of Alan Guth; see the book, “The Inflationary Universe” by Alan Guth, 1997. In the inflation theory, if one “Big Bang” is possible, then it is a given that many other “Big Bangs” are possible. The total energy of our universe is entirely consistent with adding up to zero.

▪If a universe requires zero energy to produce, then “the universe is the ultimate free lunch,” as Guth explains in his book (pp. 247-248). Thus, implied in the inflation theory is the existence of multiple universes.

▪However, there are some contradictions to the “Big Bang Theory” emerging in 2023. 

▪According to the “cyclic theory” model, an alternate theory, the same universe comes to a “Big Crunch,” which leads to another Big Bang, and the whole process keeps repeating. So, there is no beginning to time either; time is infinite.

6. There are several theories currently being explored in quantum mechanics related to cosmology. One theory requires a universe to exist for each possible event! So, there may be an infinite number of parallel universes. For example, see “The Beginning of Infinity” by David Deutsch (2011). In all these theories, multiple universes always exist.

▪If that is not enough to boggle one’s mind, another theory in quantum mechanics is called the “Many Worlds Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics.” It speculates that multiple universes arise each time a quantum event takes place!

▪All the above are mere speculations as of now. 

7. Buddha explains how the universe operates in the Aggañña Sutta (DN 27). However, all English translations available today are not correct. A good translation of the sutta with details would need a good background in Buddha Dhamma.

▪I wrote an introduction to Aggañña Sutta in “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27)”. 

▪Also see, “Infinity – How Big Is It?.”

8. I would like to close this essay with a simile from the Buddha that he used to describe the unimaginable length of saṁsāra, and to point out that our time in this life is less than a blink of an eye to the length of saṁsāra. The Buddha used a great eon as the measurement unit to help his followers visualize the enormous length of saṁsāra.

▪In Buddha Dhamma, the Earth goes through a cyclic process: it forms, stays in that state, starts being destroyed, and stays in that destroyed state. That whole process takes a great eon (mahā kappa) , and then the entire process repeats, again and again.

▪The Buddha gave a simile to describe the length of a great eon (mahā kappa). It is longer than the time it would take a man to wear away a mountain of solid granite one yojanā (about 7 miles) around and one yojanā high by stroking it once every hundred years with a silk cloth. 

▪These days, scientists use the word “eon” to denote the duration of a universe (from the “big bang” either to a “big crunch” or just fading away). That will be proven to be incorrect in the future. I hope I will live to that day!

9. For fun, I estimated the mass of the material that needs to be removed by the silk cloth each time (this happens every 100 years). Using a 7-mile cube of stone with a density of 2515 kg per cubic meter, I calculate the mass of the mountain to be 3.5 x 10 ^6 kg. 

▪Assuming our Solar system’s lifetime is 10 billion years, I calculate the mass removed by each stroke is about 36 grams or about 1.2 ounces. That appears to be a reasonable number!

▪When we try to visualize the wearing of a mountain, we can imagine how long a time period that is.

10. Yet, that is still nothing compared to the length of the saṁsāra. Infinity is a concept that is hard to wrap one’s mind around; see, “Infinity – How Big Is It?.”

▪One day the bhikkhus asked the Buddha how many great eons had already passed and gone by. The Buddha told them, “Suppose, bhikkhus, there were four disciples here, each with a lifespan of hundred years, and each day they were each to recollect a hundred thousand great eons. There would still be great eons not yet recollected by them when those four disciples pass away at the end of a hundred years. Because, bhikkhus, this saṁsāra is without discoverable beginning.”

▪Another simile given by the Buddha to indicate the length of saṁsāra is the following: Every living being has been one’s mother, father, or a close relative in this unimaginably long saṁsāra.

▪One could understand why infinity is so hard to fathom by reading about what scientists say about infinity; a very entertaining book is “The Beginning of Infinity” (2011) by the physicist David Deutsch.

July 20, 2019: New series on “Origin of Life.”
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Rebirth is a foundational axiom of Buddhism (Buddha Dhamma.) There is much evidence from rebirth accounts, Near Death Experiences, child prodigies, and other areas.

[image: Buddhism – In Charts: 3. Rebirth – Axiom of Buddha Dhamma (with clickable links only in PDF and WebHelp)]

Buddhism – In Charts: 3. Rebirth – Axiom of Buddha Dhamma (with clickable links only in PDF and WebHelp)



Download/Print: “WebLink: JPG Download: 3. Rebirth – Axiom of Buddha Dhamma”

Introduction

1. Most people in Western societies are not familiar with the concept of rebirth. However, that is changing because there is a lot of evidence emerging, and scientists and philosophers are beginning to take it seriously.

▪One needs to look at the mounting evidence without any preconceived ideas. There is no plausible way to explain these accounts from a purely “materialistic” point of view, i.e., that consciousness arises from inert matter. The brain does not produce consciousness but plays a critical role in human consciousness: “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪Here is a video of a recent discussion on Western research on children’s past lives, Near Death Experiences, etc.:

WebLink: Youtube: Is There Life after Death? Fifty Years of Research at UVA 
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1. Most people know about Buddha Gotama as a knowledgeable and compassionate human being. In “Dhamma and Science – Introduction,” I pointed out the similarities and differences between a scientist and a Buddha. Here I want to discuss in detail the incomprehensible complexity of the human mind, and how a Buddha achieves the peak performance of that complex entity.

▪As I pointed out in “Gōdel’s Incompleteness Theorem,” an average human mind works within the sense sphere of an average human and is thus inherently incapable of providing a complete theory about our world; but the mind of a Buddha can transcend our sensory experience and see the whole of existence.

▪Here I point out, in a systematic way in a series of posts, the progression of the human mind to higher levels achieved by purifying the mind (not by merely learning), and why a Buddha is at the very pinnacle. At the end of this series you will see why no other human being, no matter how intelligent, can even remotely approach the mind of a Buddha.

2. In the “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma,” we discussed the 31 realms of existence laid out by the Buddha.

▪Out of these, the human realm is at the fifth level (and our knowledge base is limited to our sensory experience within it, and Gōdel’s Incompleteness Theorem applies to any theory derived within it). There are four realms below the human realm, and 26 realms above.

▪Out of the 31 realms, we can see only the human and animal realms (one of the four lower realms or the apāyā). But we can access the thoughts enjoyed by the beings in the higher realms, and the transcendental (lokuttara) cittā too. Please do not give too much significance initially to the number of cittā in each realm, etc. Be patient with me as I need to lay out the “big picture” first.

▪As we proceed systematically in a few posts, you will see various connections to concepts discussed in other parts of the site, eventually all fitting together. This is why I keep saying it is a complete and self-consistent worldview on a scale unimaginable to a normal (unpurified) human mind.

3. The types of thoughts (cittā) that can be experienced in the whole of existence (31 realms) is 89 (or 121 depending on the scheme); see, “The 89 (or 121) Types of Cittās.” In the three main lokas (or planes) of kāmaloka, rūpaloka, and arūpaloka, different types of cittā are of common occurrence. While most of the 89 cittā are possible in all three lokas, normally a subset of cittā operate primarily in a given realm. 

▪For example, in the kāmaloka, only 54 cittā are mainly experienced. The kāmaloka consists of the lower eleven realms, with the sixth through eleventh shells representing the realms of the devas. Beings in these 11 realms have all six sense bases, and in the deva realms the sense pleasures are higher than in the human realm.

4. Out of all 89 types of thoughts, only 12 are immoral or akusala cittā and these are experienced only in kāmaloka; see, “Akusala Citta and Akusala Vipāka Citta.”

▪In the higher 20 realms belonging to the rūpaloka and arūpaloka, only jhānic cittā are mostly present, and akusala cittā usually do not arise. 

▪So, as one can imagine, beings in the lower realms entertain more immoral cittā, and with higher frequency, too. The human realm is kind of in the middle, with both moral and immoral cittā.

▪Mainly vipāka citta arise in the lowest four realms; they basically “pay for their previous kamma.” It is said that the beings in the lowest realm, niraya (hell) experience basically two immoral cittā based on hate, because of the high degree of suffering there.

5. The human realm is unique in that the human mind can access not only the cittā in the rūpa and arūpa lokas, but also the eight types of cittā that transcend the 31 realms. These cittā are the four path (magga) cittā for the four levels of Nibbāna (Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmī, Anāgāmī, Arahant), and the corresponding resultant (phala) cittā. Thus all 89 types of citta are possible for humans.

▪Beings in the higher realms can also attain the eight magga/phala citta, but do not usually experience the cittā typical of the lower realms.

▪Furthermore, the most potent cittā are those with the highest javana (impulse) power in “mahā kusala citta.” They are accessible primarily by humans and those in higher realms; see,“Javana of a Citta – Root of Mental Power.” More posts will follow in the future.

▪This is the basis of the power of the human mind. A human can attain the mindset of a being in the lowest realm (niraya) and it is also possible to go all the way up to the mindset of a Buddha.

6. The cittā in the rūpaloka and arūpaloka are easily categorized according to the jhānic states. These are the same jhānic states attained by humans via meditation.

▪A human can attain all eight jhānic states, and the lower four correspond to the rūpaloka and the higher four to the arūpaloka.

▪By the way, the Buddha never referred to the arūpāvacara states as jhānā. Rather they are referred to in the suttā by their names: ākāsānañcāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana, etc.

▪Each jhānic state corresponds to three types of cittā: wholesome (kusala) citta and the corresponding vipāka (resultant) citta are two; when the same jhānic kusala citta experienced by an Arahant it is called a kiriyā (functional) citta, because it does not lead to a vipāka citta.

7. In the 16 realms belong to the rūpaloka, where only two physical sense faculties (eye and ear) are active. These beings have very fine (less dense) bodies.

▪In rūpaloka 15 types of thoughts (citta) are mostly experienced corresponding to the five jhānic factors: vitakka, vicāra, pīti, sukha, ekaggatā; see, “Power of the Human Mind – Anariya or Mundane Jhānā.” These are the lower five jhānic kusala cittā, corresponding five vipāka cittā and five kiriyā cittā (the last five are effective only for the Arahants who get into these jhānic states).

▪The highest four realms represent the arūpa lokas, where beings have ultra fine bodies and only the mind faculty, with no physical senses. Here, only 12 types of jhānic cittās are mainly present. These are the higher four (fifth through eighth) jhānic kusala cittā, corresponding four vipāka citta, and corresponding four kiriyā citta (which are effective only for the Arahants who get into these jhānic states, which do not have corresponding vipāka citta).

8. The rūpaloka and arūpaloka are collectively known as Brahma realms, which comprise the higher 20 realms. In the Brahma realms, beings are mostly devoid of both greed and hate, but they have dormant ignorance (moha) in their kamma seeds; see, “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka.” In the deva worlds (which belong to kāmaloka), those beings are mostly devoid of hate-rooted cittā but have greed-rooted cittā since they enjoy sensual pleasures.

▪It is possible for a human to attain any of those jhānic states via samatha meditation, and one does not have to be a Buddhist to attain those mundane or anariya jhānic states.

▪Those anariya jhānic states are temporary; a yogi in a jhānic state can be “taken out” of the jhāna; see the next post. They may be lost if one does not keep practicing, and the ability to enter such jhānā is lost when one dies, i.e., he/she may not have the ability to get into jhānā in the next life, even if they are born human.

▪However, if one dies while in even an anariya jhānic state, he/she will be born in the corresponding rūpaloka or arūpaloka. Yet, a being who gets into even the highest arūpaloka via anariya jhānā will end up eventually in the four lower realms (apāyā).

▪However, Ariya jhānā are permanent. Once one gets into an Ariya jhāna, it will hold through future lives.
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1. There are many misconceptions about the relationship between jhāna and magga phala (the four stages of Nibbāna). Some view that jhāna is necessary to attain magga phala, and others believe that being able to get into jhāna means one has attained magga phala.

▪The first assumption is wrong, and the second is true if one has attained an Ariya jhāna (which can be defined as the removal of kāma rāga, not merely suppressing it.) Thus, one with an “Ariya jhāna” would be at least an Anāgāmi who has cultivated jhāna.

▪We can resolve these issues by looking into what jhāna and magga phala mean.

2. One attains magga phala (various stages of Nibbāna) by permanently removing greed, hate, and ignorance (about the nature of this world or Tilakkhaṇa): “ragakkhayo  dosakkhayo mohakkhayo—idaṁ vuccati nibbānan’ti.”

▪This can also be stated as “one needs to remove seven anusaya” or, equivalently “10 saṁyojana” to attain Nibbāna. At the Sotāpanna stage one removes two anusaya and three saṁyojana; see, “Conditions for the Four Stages of Nibbāna.”

▪The most commonly used evaluation is that a Sotāpanna has removed the three saṁyojana of sakkāya diṭṭhi, vicikicchā, and sīlabbata parāmāsa.

▪Therefore, a critical first step for attaining magga phala is to be exposed to the correct interpretations of anicca, dukkha, and anatta; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪The second step is, of course, to grasp the anicca (and dukkha and anatta) saññā to some extent; see, “What is Saññā (Perception)?.”

3. Jhāna (sometimes written as “dyāna”) can provide blissful bodily and mental sensations. These arise due to the “cleansing of the physical body and the nervous system” induced by “defilement-free” thoughts; see “Jhānic Experience in Detail – Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).”

▪Jhāna are mental states corresponding to the rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara realms; they still belong to “this world” of 31 realms. Just like the human realm is “more peaceful in general” than the animal realm, jhānic states are “more peaceful in general” than the human realm.

▪We all have been born in most of the 31 realms (except for the realms reserved for the Anāgāmis) uncountable times, and thus had attained those jhānic states uncountable times in previous lives.

▪Even this second phenomenon of jhāna is completely outside the realm of modern science. Scientists cannot explain jhānic phenomena, but soon they will not be able to ignore these as “hallucinations” because more and more people are attaining jhāna.

4. Two main factors come into play in cultivating jhānā.

▪Some people have cultivated jhānā in their recent previous lives and are able to get into anariya jhānā very quickly. For a few it comes without any effort, just lying on the bed (by the way this can be any person who lives a moral life, whether exposed to Buddha Dhamma or not).

▪The second factor involves the “cleansing of the physical body,” as discussed below. This means the actual physical body with its nervous system, in addition to cleansing the mind.

5. My late Noble teacher, Waharaka Thero, used the following simile to explain  this “cleansing process” and describe the main difference between a jhāna and magga phala.

▪I hope you have at least heard about — preferably seen — an old oil lantern with a glass enclosure where the wick is soaked in oil or gasoline that comes up through the wick from a built-in reservoir.

▪If gasoline is contaminated, the glass enclosure gets dirty quickly. In the same way, our defiled thoughts lead to a “contamination effect” in our physical bodies.

▪Many body ailments, including bodily pains and even some diseases, COULD BE reduced by cleansing one’s mind. Of course, those initially arise due to kamma vipāka, and this process may not overcome the stronger ones; see, “What is Kamma? – Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

6. Our thoughts can be compared to the burning wick and the physical body of the glass enclosure in the above simile. When the thoughts become defiled, the body will be “contaminated” giving rise to discomforts and even diseases. We will discuss the causes below.

▪The lamp’s glass enclosure needs to be removed and cleaned in order for it to shine bright again, i.e., to make the “body of the lamp” clean again.

▪In contrast, there is a built-in mechanism for our bodies to be cleansed.

▪This built-in mechanism is our cittaja kāya or our thoughts. The primary mechanism is that javana citta in our thoughts (cittaja kāya) produces good or bad energy fields called utuja kāya. These are rūpa below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage (very fine), analogous to electromagnetic waves in physics.

▪Immoral thoughts associated with dasa akusala lead to the contamination of the body, and good thoughts generate utuja kāya that can clean up such contamination.

▪If you need more information on these terms, the “Search box” at the top right can be used to find more relevant posts.

7. This utuja kāya (an energy field) can and does affect our physical body. This is why people who are depressed or have high levels of anger or greed, are more likely to be subjected to ailments and diseases, and people with joyful mindsets have relatively healthy bodies.

▪This effect can be enhanced via nirāmisa sukha that arises due to “moral living.” The more one stays away from the dasa akusala, the happier one becomes, and starts feeling “sukha” in the body. It may not be fast, but it happens over time.

▪Comprehending Tilakkhaṇa can enhance it much more. The difference here is that one will then stay away from dasa akusala mainly because one would have realized the fruitlessness and danger of seeking sensual pleasures by committing dasa akusala.

8. I have discussed — starting with basics — how our thoughts can affect our well-being in the “Living Dhamma” section. Understanding those basic concepts is crucial in order to understand deeper concepts and to do Ānāpāna and Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā effectively as discussed later in that section.

▪When defiled thoughts are suppressed at least for a short time (during a desanā or while reading Dhamma), one’s mind becomes joyful and one can get samādhi for a short time (tadaṅga pahāna).

		[pahāna : (nt.) removal; giving up; abandoning; avoidance.



		pahāna : ‘overcoming,’ abandoning. There are 5 kinds of overcoming: 



		(1) overcoming by repression (vikkhambhana-pahāna), i.e. the temporary suspension of the 5 hindrances (WebLink: palikanon.com: nīvaraṇa, q.v.) during the absorptions, [vikkhambhana : [nt.] arrest; elimination; discarding; suppression.]



		(2) overcoming by the opposite (tadaṅga-pahāna), 



		(3) overcoming by destruction (samuccheda-pahāna), 



		(4) overcoming by tranquillization (patipassaddhi-pahāna), 



		(5) overcoming by escape (nissaraṇa-pahāna).



		(1) “Among these, ‘overcoming by repression’ is the pushing back of adverse things, such as the 5 mental hindrances (WebLink: palikanon.com: nīvaraṇa q.v), etc., through this or that mental concentration (samādhi, q.v.), just as a pot thrown into moss-clad water pushes the moss aside....



		(2) “ ‘Overcoming by the opposite’ is the overcoming by opposing this or that thing that is to be overcome, by this or that factor of knowledge belonging to insight (vipassanā q.v.), just as a lighted lamp dispels the darkness of the night. In this way, the personality-belief (sakkāyadiṭṭhi, s. WebLink: palikanon.com: diṭṭhi) is overcome by determining the mental and corporeal phenomena ... the view of uncausedness of existence by investigation into the conditions... the idea of eternity by contemplation of impermanency ... the idea of happiness by contemplation of misery....



		(3) “If through the knowledge of the noble path (s. WebLink: palikanon.com: ariyapuggala) the fetters and other evil things cannot continue any longer, just like a tree destroyed by lightning, then such an overcoming is called ‘overcoming by destruction’ ” (Vis.M. XXII, 110f.).



		(4) When, after the disappearing of the fetters at the entrance into the paths, the fetters, from the moment of fruition (phala) onwards, are forever extinct and stilled, such overcoming is called the ‘overcoming by tranquillization’.



		(5) “The ‘overcoming by escape’ is identical with the extinction and Nibbāna” (Pts. M. I. 27). (App.).]



▪If one spends more and more time doing such activities, the length of this calm mindset (samādhi) can be lengthened, even up to weeks (vikkhambhana pahāna). Three types of pahāna are discussed in “Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities.”

▪That may not be jhāna yet, but it is possible to get into jhāna by increasing one’s efforts through either Samatha or Vipassanā meditation.

▪As we mentioned above, it is easier for some people to cultivate a jhāna because they have cultivated jhānā in recent previous births.

9. The power of a javana citta is increased when one is in samādhi and is even more when one gets to a jhāna. The “body cleansing effect” is enhanced and one starts feeling joy in the face and sukha in the body.

▪This can be compared to the wick in the oil lamp generating a “high-power laser light” that automatically cleans the dirty glass enclosure.

▪That bright “utuja kāya,” which are also called “kirana” (or electromagnetic waves in physics), can burn those long-accumulated “bad deposits” in our bodies and also “straighten out” the nervous system.

▪This is the first confirmation of the effect of the mind on the body for someone starting on the Path. One can actually convince oneself that the body CAN BE affected by one’s thoughts.

10. All this can be done by SUPPRESSING pañcanīvaraṇa for a long time, see, “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.”

▪Even before the Buddha, ancient yogis were able to get to jhāna by SUPPRESSING defiled thoughts or pañca nīvaraṇa. They did this mainly by staying away from sensual objects (usually in a forest or an isolated place).

▪They were able to cultivate powerful abhiññā and even travel through the air.

▪As long as one’s mind can be kept away from greedy and hateful thoughts, such states of samādhi and jhāna can be maintained for a long time (vikkhambhana pahāna).

▪This is related to the fact that how people can go to even anariya meditation retreats (breath meditation) and attain a sense of peace for many days at a stretch. However, it slowly fades when they return and get back into the regular lifestyle.

11. The problem is that those effects are only temporary with jhāna without magga phala. They have not removed the root cause of getting attached to greed and hate. They remain hidden deep down as anusaya/saṁyojana.

▪This is discussed in detail in “Power of the Human Mind – Anariya or Mundane Jhāna.”

▪Those who cultivate jhāna are reborn in Brahma realms, which belong to the 31 realms. Thus, cultivating jhāna and being reborn in a Brahma realm does not help attain Nibbāna: “Sīla, Samādhi, Paññā to Paññā, Sīla, Samādhi.”

12. Now, we are getting closer to seeing the difference between anariya and Ariya jhāna (as defined in #1).

▪The main difference between them is that an Ariya jhāna is permanent since they are attained via REMOVING and not just SUPPRESSING the kāma rāga anusaya/saṁyojana. 

▪Once removed via wisdom (paññā) when attaining the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna, some of those anusaya/saṁyojana are permanently removed from one’s mind (uccheda pahāna).

▪After that, no matter how strong an attractive/hateful sensory input comes in, defiled thoughts (of apāyagāmi strength) CANNOT arise in a Sotāpanna; see, “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apāyagāmi Citta,” and other relevant posts in the “Sotāpanna Stage of Nibbāna.”

13. The remaining key to the puzzle is that it is possible to attain magga phala just by getting into samādhi and not necessarily to jhāna.

▪There are many types of people based on their gati (personalities) and capabilities: saddhā, viriya, samādhi, sati, paññā. The suttā in the Tipiṭaka are separated into five Nikāyas based on that so that each individual can study appropriate suttā for him/her, see, “Nikāya in the Sutta Piṭaka.”

▪Without getting into details, people with predominantly paññā indriya can attain magga phala without going through jhāna.

▪Others can go through jhānā to attain magga phala. This is not clear-cut, but to get an idea.

14. The bottom line is that jhānā can be pretty helpful in getting to magga phala. Furthermore, one may attain both within a reasonably short time. But magga phala (at least the Sotāpanna stage) comes before Ariya jhāna are attained.

▪The reason is that uccheda pahānā mentioned in #12, which is necessary for the Ariya jhāna, and cannot occur unless one has comprehends the Tilakkhaṇa and attains the Sotāpanna stage.

▪One typically attains Ariya jhāna by recalling the (stage of) Nibbāna that one has seen, and the “cooling down” that one has thus experienced; see, “Power of the Human Mind – Ariya Jhānā.”

15. For people with high levels of paññā, even a brief state of samādhi, called tadaṅga pahāna (see #8 above,) is enough to attain the Sotāpanna stage. A famous example is Bahiya Daruchiriya who attained the Arahantship upon hearing just a single verse.

▪Then there are accounts of many people who attained the Sotāpanna stage via vikkhambhana pahāna (see #8 and #10 above), mainly while listening to a desanā by the Buddha.

▪For example, Alavaka yaksa (not a niraya yaksa but a deva yaksa) threatened the Buddha just before sitting down to listen to a desanā. He attained the Sotāpanna stage during the desanā. Aṅgulimāla chased the Buddha with the intention of killing him but attained the Sotāpanna stage immediately afterward.

▪More information on the three kinds of pahāna can be found in, “What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika.”

16. Therefore, there can be people with magga phala without any jhāna.

▪If there are people with magga phala without jhāna, they cannot experience the “jhānic sukha” in the body. Even though they do not generate “bad thoughts” to further contaminate their bodies, they have not cleansed the old contaminants. Jhānic javana citta (that can run continuously for long times, compared to just seven javana citta in a normal citta vīthi) are like laser beams that can clean contaminants in the body even in an anariya jhāna; see #4 of “Citta Vīthi – Processing of Sense Inputs.”

▪In the simile of #5 above, this is like a wick not emitting any more smoke, but the glass enclosure is not yet cleaned.

▪Of course, it would be easier for a person with magga phala to attain Ariya jhāna.  However, there could be Ariyas below the Anāgāmi stage with anariya jhāna; they will be born in the corresponding Brahma realm and will attain Nibbāna from there.

17. Finally, from the above discussion it appears that the only way to confirm the attainment of the Sotāpanna stage is to see whether one has removed the three saṁyojana (sanyojana) of sakkāya diṭṭhi, vicikicchā, and sīlabbata parāmāsa; see “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – “Not Seeing the Unfruitful Nature of the World”.”

▪And that cannot be determined by anyone else, but oneself. 

18. April 28, 2018: I found a desanā by Waharaka Thero where he presents clear evidence that jhāna is not necessary to attain magga phala:

WebLink: Download “Are Jhāna Required for Magga-Phala”

▪The main point Thero makes is that we know that there are jāti Sotāpannas born in the human realm. But if a jhāna was REQUIRED to attain the Sotāpanna stage, then that person WOULD NOT be born in the human realm, but in a Brahma realm corresponding to that jhāna.

More information with references to suttā at: “Samādhi, Jhāna (Dhyāna), Magga Phala.”






   Power of the Human Mind – Anāriya or Mundane Jhānā
   

   




Power of the Human Mind – Anariya or Mundane Jhānā





Pre-2015 post; rewritten December 15, 2022; revised December 18, 2022 (#10); revised April 19, 2024

Anariya (or mundane) jhāna are unnecessary to attain Nibbāna and can be a distraction if one is not careful.

Introduction

1. I will make general statements here to explain the “big picture.” While there can be exceptions, the following statements generally hold.

▪Sentient beings in the 31 realms have different mental states and capabilities. The 26 realms above the human realm have better mental states with less mental and physical suffering. The four realms below the human (apāyās) have more mental and physical suffering. 

▪At the beginning of a world cycle or a Mahā Kappa (with a newly-formed Earth), most sentient beings are “Brahma-kāyika humans.”  They have just descended from the Ābhassara Brahma realm. However, the Brahma realms above the Ābhassara Brahma realm were not destroyed. Thus, a new world cycle starts with only the Human and the 20 Brahma realms populated. All Deva realms and the apāyās are empty at the beginning of a new world cycle!

▪Over millions of years, those humans’ hidden defilements (anusaya) begin to surface. They gradually start committing immoral deeds, and their bodies transform into the dense physical bodies we have today. Like Brahmā, the “early humans” did not have sex organs. 

▪Those aspects are summarized in the post “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

The “Early Humans” Branch Out into Other Realms

2. In the newly-formed Earth, there were no plants or animals. Those evolved over hundreds of millions of years. With time, humans started engaging in immoral activities, and the physical environment (as well as their physical bodies) evolved according to that too.

▪Plants appeared, and the first batch of small animals was born with opapātika births. That took place long after humans evolved into bodies with sex organs. Those humans who got corrupted first were reborn animals. 

▪The lower three apāya realms also formed over a longer time, according to the kammic energies that evolved humans deposited when they started cultivating apuñña abhisaṅkhāra. Of course, some humans cultivated puñña abhisaṅkhāra and were born in Deva realms.

3. The early humans had long lifespans (lifetimes.) By the time the first Buddha (Buddha Kakusanda) was born, the human lifespan had decreased to 80,000 years. That happened after a long time, probably over a billion years after the formation of the Earth.

▪By that time, possibly the lower three realms had been populated by those humans who got “corrupted first” and engaged in immoral deeds and cultivated apuñña abhisaṅkhāra. Of course, those who engaged in moral deeds (with puñña abhisaṅkhāra) populated the Deva realms and the 16 rūpāvacara Brahma realms. Furthermore, others cultivated āneñjābhisaṅkhāra (āneñja abhisaṅkhāra) and were reborn in the four arūpāvacara Brahma realms.

▪It is good to understand how the cultivation of the three types of abhisaṅkhāra leads to rebirth in various realms: “Rebirths Take Place According to Abhisaṅkhāra.”

Future Rebirths Are According to One’s Gati

4. It is clear that rebirths in various existences (bhava) are according to the type of abhisaṅkhāra. A sentient being tends to cultivate a specific type of abhisaṅkhāra based on the gati (character/habits) at that time.

▪No sentient beings (below the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage) have “fixed gati.” We all had cultivated apāya, human, Deva, and Brahma gati and were born in all those realms! That is why the Buddha said there is no fixed “soul/ātman” traversing the rebirth process.

▪Only when one starts attaining various stages of Nibbāna, that one’s gati will not “fall back” from that attainment. Thus, for example, an Anāgāmi will never again be born in kāma loka because they had eliminated “kāma gati.”

▪On the other hand, those born in even the highest Brahma realms (without a magga phala) can “get back apāyagāmi gati” and be reborn in an apāya in the future. As we saw, all sentient beings were in the Ābhassara Brahma realm at the beginning of this world cycle, yet most are now in the apāyās.

Various Types of Gati Cultivated in the Human Realm

5. The human realm is unique. It is where a sentient being can cultivate abhisaṅkhāra of all three types. The human realm is like a “training school” where people train to be reborn in different realms by cultivating specific types of abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Animals and other sentient beings in the lowest realms do not cultivate puñña abhisaṅkhāra or āneñja abhisaṅkhāra. They are primarily like robots. 

▪Even those in the Deva and Brahma realms (without a magga phala) mostly spend time there enjoying their lives without accumulating significant abhisaṅkhāra of any type. 

▪Humans have the unique ability to cultivate any abhisaṅkhāra (that leads to rebirths in various realms) and also cultivate the Noble Path to Nibbāna.

6. Those humans with immoral gati (at a given time) cultivate apuñña abhisaṅkhāra and are reborn in the apāyās. Others with moral gati cultivate puñña abhisaṅkhāra (puñña kamma and rūpāvacara jhāna) and are reborn in the human, Deva, and rūpāvacara Brahma realms. Others cultivate āneñja abhisaṅkhāra and are reborn in the four arūpāvacara Brahma realms. See “Rebirths Take Place According to Abhisaṅkhāra.”

▪With that background, now we can discuss the cultivation of anariya jhānā. Cultivation of anariya jhāna does not require the knowledge of Buddha Dhamma.

▪As we saw above, all sentient beings had to cultivate anariya jhāna by the time Earth was destroyed (in the previous world cycle) to be born in the Ābhassara Brahma realm! That happened naturally.

Cultivation of “Brahma Gati” – Two ways 

6. We are now in the human realm (in kāma loka) because we all had cultivated “kāma abhisaṅkhāra.” Those did not involve immoral actions, but we had craved “sensual pleasures.”  Bhava and jāti are according to the abhisaṅkhāra cultivated via “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” Again, I refer to the post “Rebirths Take Place According to Abhisaṅkhāra.”

▪Even though most of us enjoy sensual pleasures, we can also see their drawbacks.  To enjoy them (especially taste, smell, and bodily contacts, including sex), a dense physical body is required. But such a physical body can and will be subjected to various illnesses, injuries, and old age issues leading to inevitable suffering.

▪There are two ways humans transcend the human realm (without the help of a Buddha) and experience the higher mental states belonging to the rūpa loka. 

7. First, to avoid such suffering in the human realm and with the expectation of being born in the Brahma realms, ancient yogis cultivated (anariya) jhānā. As we know, Brahmā do not have dense bodies; they only have the manomaya kāya. They don’t need to eat to sustain those subtle “energy bodies.” 

▪Those ancient yogis knew they had to avoid “mind-pleasing” contacts such as tasty food, perfumes, and even seeing women. (We know that is true since only such ārammaṇa can get a mind to generate “kāma abhisaṅkhāra” via “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” See “Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime” and especially the second post.)

▪Avoidance of “mind-pleasing sensory objects” will happen naturally toward the end of a world cycle. When the Earth starts getting hot, such mind-pleasing objects will gradually be destroyed. Human minds will be naturally released from “kāma saṅkappa,” or “thoughts of sensual pleasures.” That is the second way of getting rebirths in Brahma realms.

Mental States of Rūpāvacara Brahmā

8. We are “bound” to this world via three types of “rāga”: kāma rāga, rūpa rāga, and arūpa rāga.

▪The “highest level of bondage to this world” is in the lower 11 realms where kāma rāga is dominant. Here a conscious being highly values all six sensory inputs.

▪When those ancient yogis realized the drawbacks of kāma rāga, they found ways to detach their minds from kāma saṅkappa. While being isolated in deep jungles helped, that was not enough. Their minds still wanted to recall the sensory pleasures of the old days. So, they started using “kasiṇa objects” to keep their minds focused on inert objects like clay balls, fires, etc. 

▪The easiest of such “mundane kasiṇa meditations” was to focus the mind on the breath. That was available at all times! That is the origin of the “mundane Ānāpāna meditation.” That is not the “Buddhist Ānāpānasati meditation.” See “Elephant in the Room 3 – Ānāpānasati.”

▪Thus, those ancient yogis transcended the lowest mental states in the kāma loka by cultivating nekkhamma saṅkappa (i.e., absence of kāma saṅkappa) by focusing the mind on “neutral kasiṇa objects” to keep their minds off of kāma saṅkappa.

What Is a Jhāna?

9. Those mental states reached via “transcending of the kāma loka” are the rūpāvacara jhāna, sensory experiences of rūpāvacara Brahmā. 

▪When a mind transcends the kāma loka, it gets to the mindset of rūpāvacara Brahmā. Those are the four jhānic states (the first jhāna is split into two in Abhidhamma analysis.) Lower Brahma realms have lower jhānic states, and higher Brahma realms have higher jhānic states.

▪From the discussion in #7, it should be clear that a mind must give up kāma saṅkappa. The second mechanism happened naturally due to “mind-pleasing things” being destroyed naturally.

▪But let us look into the first method used by ancient yogis to get some insights.

What Is a Jhāna Samāpatti?

10. But when a human enters a jhāna (especially without much practice), the mind does not stay continuously in the jhāna citta stream. It alternates between jhānic citta vīthi and pañcadvāra citta vīthi belonging to the kāma loka, i.e., kāmāvacara citta vīthi also arise intermittently. Thus, the yogi may see and hear while in a jhānic state.

▪Initially, only 2-3 jhānā citta vīthi flow before a pañcadvāra citta vīthi comes in. As one cultivates the jhānā, there will be less and less pañcadvāra citta vīthi coming in between successive jhānic citta vīthi. 

▪With practice, one could be experiencing jhānā citta vīthi continuously for many minutes. That means the yogi will not be aware of any sensory inputs through the five physical senses; thus, he will not see, hear, etc. During that time, the yogi is in a jhāna samāpatti.

▪The duration of a jhāna samāpatti can be increased to many hours with practice.

Arūpāvacara Samāpatti – Third and Highest Mental States in This World

11. In the above, we learned that overcoming kāma rāga will advance a mind to the higher mental states  (rūpāvacara jhāna) enjoyed by the rūpāvacara Brahmā. 

▪When a yogi reaches the fourth (or fifth in Abhidhamma classification), their minds become detached from the physical body. They can even come out of their physical body with their manomaya kāya and perform many “miraculous feats” like going through walls. See “Buddhahood Associated Controversies.”

▪Once getting to the highest rūpāvacara jhāna, those yogis realized they could advance to the highest mental states available in the arūpāvacara Brahma realms.

▪Those four highest mental states in this world of 31 realms are ākāsānañcāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana,  ākiñcaññāyatana, and nevasaññānāsaññāyatana samāpatti. There are no arūpāvacara jhānic states. 

Even Arūpāvacara Samāpatti Will Not Stop Suffering in the Rebirth Process

12. Before he attained Buddhahood, our Bodhisatta learned those mundane meditation techniques from two yogis: Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta. 

▪But he soon realized that none of those “higher states” solve the problem of rebirth. The main reason is that those techniques (mundane kasiṇa and Ānāpāna meditations) only suppress lobha, dosa, and moha defilements. They remain hidden as “anusaya” and inevitably come to the surface under strong enough sensory attractions (temptations.) See “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

▪Even though a yogi can be reborn in a rūpāvacara realm with long lifespans or even an arūpāvacara realm with very long lifespans, they all “come back” to lower realms at the end of their long lifespans. They can and will be reborn in apāyās unless they attain a magga phala on the way to Nibbāna.

▪ In other words, those meditation techniques do not break the mental bonds (saṁyojana) to the world of 31 realms. See “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process.”

Summary

13. It should be clear that any anariya rūpāvacara jhāna/samāpatti or arūpāvacara samāpatti will not solve the issue of suffering in the rebirth process. We all have attained all of them uncountable times in the past.

▪Suffering in this world of 31 realms ends only with the Parinibbāna of an Arahant.
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One attains anariya jhāna by merely suppressing kāma rāga. An anariya jhāna can be converted into an Ariya jhāna by contemplating the “anicca nature” of that jhāna, i.e., by engaging in Vipassanā.

Anariya Jhāna Belong to This World – Āsava and Anusaya Remain

1. We saw in the previous post that jhānā are the mental states of rūpāvacara Brahmās, i.e., they belong to this world and have nothing to do with Nibbāna; see “Power of the Human Mind – Anariya or Mundane Jhānās.”

▪Anariya jhānās can be attained by focusing the mind (savitakka/savicāra) on ANY neutral thought object (ārammaṇa) devoid of defiled (akusala) or sensual (kāma) thoughts. 

▪That ārammaṇa could be breath, a kasiṇa object, or any other religious symbol. Then, keeping the mind there (vicāra or sustained application) helps one to get to an anariya jhāna.

▪Therefore, anariya or mundane jhānā are attained by suppressing the five hindrances by concentrating on mundane objects (breath, a kasiṇa object, etc.)

▪Those with anariya jhāna have not removed anusaya (hidden defilements) or saṁyojana (saṁsāric bonds) from their minds.

2.  On the other hand, Ariya jhānā are attained via reciting a kammaṭṭhāna (to keep the mind from jumping off to other ārammaṇa) and keeping in mind that the eventual goal is to attain Nibbāna.

▪A suitable recital verse is used since Nibbāna is not “an object” in this world. For example, a verse that summarizes the anicca nature of rūpa, vedanā, etc., can be used. I will discuss this in the upcoming posts in the “Buddha Dhamma – Advanced” section.

▪Of course, one must be an Ariya (at or above the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage) to cultivate an Ariya jhāna.

3. Thus the key is first to become an Ariya and experience some “cooling down” by comprehending the Three Characteristics of “this world” of 31 realms. One examines real-life situations and understands that no lasting happiness is possible, either in this life or anywhere in these 31 realms; see. “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta,” and “Why is Correct Interpretation of Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta so Important?.” 

▪This gives rise to nirāmisa sukha (see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?”) of Nibbāna, i.e., some “cooling down”, over time. How long it takes to experience some “cooling down” will depend on the person.

4. When one has experienced some “cooling down” that one can recall, then one can use it in a kammaṭṭhāna to cultivate jhāna. This procedure is more effective for those who have attained the Sotāpanna stage. One can sit in a quiet place and recite a kammaṭṭhāna, as mentioned in #2 above.

▪That kammaṭṭhāna must be recited with Nibbāna in mind as expressed by “etaṁ santaṁ etaṁ paṇītaṁ, yadidaṁ sabbasaṅkhārasamatho sabbūpadhipaṭinissaggo taṇhākkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbānan’ti,” which means, “It is the only peace, the only happiness: prevent saṅkhāra from arising (via) eliminating taṇhā and excess greed, and thus stopping the arising of defilements, which is Nibbāna.” 

▪The above verse, by itself, is not enough to attain an Ariya jhāna. However, it can be used to quickly enter a jhāna that one has already cultivated. 

5. Thus, the difference between the mundane and Ariya versions of Samatha meditation is the meditation object. In the former, one can focus on ANY neutral object like breath or a ball of clay. In the latter, one focuses on a specific recital associated with Nibbāna.

▪One could also start with an anariya jhāna and switch to the Ariya version by contemplating anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of that jhāna.

6. When one gets into jhānās, jhānic pleasure can be felt in the body. The Buddha described the experiences of all jhānās. See “Jhanic Experience in Detail – Samaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).”

▪Jhānic states are mental states of the Brahma realms lying above the realms in the kāma loka. In any realm in kāma loka, including the human and deva realms, kāma rāga and paṭigha are present. Both kāma rāga and paṭigha are absent in Brahma realms, as in jhānic states. Thus, the jhānic experience will likely be the same in both versions.

▪One gets to anariya jhāna by SUPPRESSING the hindrances.

7. One can engage in insight (Vipassanā) meditation and convert that “mundane jhāna” into an “Ariya jhāna.” Of course, one must first comprehend the Four Noble Truths/Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪Thus as one contemplates anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature, one automatically starts reducing, not just suppressing the hindrances. 

▪In the post, “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apāyagāmi Citta,” I have explained how a Sotāpanna automatically removes the five types of citta that are responsible for rebirth in the apāyā (the lowest four realms). In that discussion, it was also shown how vicikicchā is responsible for such bad kamma and how contemplation on Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta) can remove vicikicchā, and also four other greed-rooted cittā that arise because of the wrong views.

8. In summary, Ariya jhānā are permanent in nature compared to Anariya jhānā. By that, I do not mean one will be permanently in a jhānic state. It means one will be able to get into jhāna at will.

▪On the other hand, anariya jhāna can be “lost.” By that I mean one who has cultivated anariya jhāna may lose the ability to get to that jhāna. The best example is Devadatta who attained the highest anariya jhānās and also cultivated supernormal (iddhi) powers. He lost all that and ended up in an apāya.

▪One can contemplate Dhamma concepts (savitakka, savicāra) while in a jhāna. Vitakka and vicāra are reduced in the first jhāna and completely eliminated at higher jhānās. Insight meditation (contemplating anicca, dukkha, anatta or any Dhamma concept) can be done with a clear, bright mind.

▪All jhānā are mundane in the sense that they provide the jhānic experience in the rūpaloka and arūpaloka, which still belong to the 31 realms of existence. The Nibbānic bliss is the ultimate bliss.

▪The nirodha samāpatti that a Ubhatobhāgavimutta Arahant can attain is incomparably better than any jhāna. Such an Arahant can continually enjoy Nibbānic bliss for up to seven days in nirodha samāpatti.
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1. Learning Dhamma (or following the Path) is very different from learning mundane subjects like history, economics, or even science and mathematics.

▪Ariya jhāna and subsequent abhiññā powers are realized as “by products” after one attains the Sotāpanna stage. Of course, only some of those can cultivate jhāna and subsequent abhiññā powers.

▪Even attaining magga phala does not have set procedures, other than following the Eightfold Path. However, kammaṭṭhāna based on one’s personality can be helpful.

▪The most important thing is to cleanse one’s mind. Things just become clear with a purified mind.

2. There is an excellent example described in the Tipiṭaka. There were two bhikkhus at the time of the Buddha called Mahāpanthaka and Cūḷapanthaka. They were brothers and Ven. Mahāpanthaka was the elder. Ven. Mahāpanthaka had been trying to teach Ven. Cūḷapanthaka a particular verse (gāthā) for six months, but Ven. Cūḷapanthaka was unable to memorize it.

▪Ven. Mahāpanthaka got frustrated and asked Ven. Cūḷapanthaka to disrobe and he left crying. The Buddha saw this incident and realized that Ven. Cūḷapanthaka had very unique hidden capabilities.

▪He gave proper instructions to Ven. Cūḷapanthaka, and Ven. Cūḷapanthaka was able to attain not only the Arahantship but also attain vast super-normal (abhiññā) powers within the same day. The trick for Ven. Cūḷapanthaka was to go beyond a specific sticking point blocking his mind.

▪He recited not one but 500 gāthā that day. There are many reports of his abhiññā powers. Once, he made 999 copies of himself and they were all engaged in various activities at the temple.

▪The point is that none of that was gained via “book knowledge.” Once the breakthrough came with the instructions from the Buddha, the rest of it gushed through immediately.

▪No one taught him how to memorize all those 500 verses or how to cultivate abhiññā powers. A decent version of this story can be found in WebLink: Dhammapada Verse 25 – Cūḷapanthaka Vatthu.

3. Another example is how Ven. Ānanda attained the Arahanthood and many abhiññā powers overnight. Three months after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha, the first Buddhist Council (Sangāyana) was set to take place, and the day before that, Ven. Ānanda had not attained the Arahantship. He had been a Sotāpanna while the Buddha was alive.

▪Since only “sivpilisimbiya” Arahants (those with paṭisambhidā ñāṇa [‘analytical knowledge’ or ‘discrimination’]) were allowed to attend the Sangāyanā, Ven. Ānanda was under pressure to attain the Arahanthood. Despite his efforts, he had not attained the Arahanthood the night before, and he decided to lie down to take a rest. As he was getting into bed, thinking about a Dhamma concept, he attained the Arahantship while not in any of the four postures (he was not on the bed yet but was off the ground).

▪Simultaneously, he acquired many abhiññā powers too. The next day, when he went to the Sangāyanā hall, everyone was inside. He stood by the door and announced that he had attained the Arahantship and requested the door be opened. One of the Arahant asked Ven. Ānanda removed the doubts of everyone present about his attainment.

▪So, Ven. Ānanda went inside through the closed door, traveled through air and took his seat. Then it was clear to everyone that he had not only attained the Arahantship, but also had cultivated abhiññā powers overnight; see, “WebLink: Ānanda -The Guardian of the Dhamma.”

4. Waharaka Thero has given the following simile to explain what happens when one attains the Sotāpanna stage, and why it takes only a fraction of a second.

▪Suppose person X is running back and forth past a sign that has written some information in small letters. It is impossible to read the sign while running, no matter how many times you run past it.

▪But suppose X stops for a few seconds to read the sign and then resumes running back and forth again. Now that he has read the message that is on the post, he knows what is written on it, even though he again cannot read it while running.

▪In the same way, it takes only a fraction of a second for the mind to grasp the true nature of this world (anicca, dukkha, anatta) when the mind is calm AND if one has learned enough background material (in the simile, he must know the language the sign was written in).

▪While one is gathering this supporting material one is a Sotāpanna Anugami. Then the Sotāpanna phala moment can come at any time. It comes and goes even without one realizing it. Only weeks or months later will one realize the permanent change in oneself.

5. This is why I said in #1 above, that there are no set procedures for making progress on the Path or developing abhiññā powers (of course, anariya techniques are different). As one makes progress, one will AUTOMATICALLY receive the results based on one’s progress.

▪One will automatically attain magga phala.

▪One may also attain Ariya jhānic states subsequently, if one had cultivated them in recent previous lives. For others, it may take some time to cultivate Ariya jhāna. Jhāna are very different from magga phala, and it may not be easy to verify whether one has attained Ariya or anariya jhāna; see, “Difference Between Jhāna and Stages of Nibbāna.”

▪While certain meditation techniques COULD be helpful, the two main factors are kusala sīla (moral living) and comprehending the fundamental nature of this world, i.e., Tilakkhaṇa.

6. Our goal should be to eliminate future suffering by cultivating wisdom (paññā), and thereby getting rid of micchā diṭṭhi.

▪Of course, learning correct Dhamma is a joyful experience that can motivate one to learn further and thereby help comprehend the true message of the Buddha.

▪The key is not to confuse “learning” with “memorization.” One needs to get the key idea or saññā of a given concept. When one gets the saññā of a concept, one will never lose it: “What is Saññā (Perception)?.”

7. This website with hundreds of posts could discourage people, if they try to memorize all these different things to learn Dhamma.

▪It is not necessary to MEMORIZE ANYTHING. Most of the material on the website is for reference. If one forgets some details about a concept it is easy to use the menu system, “Search” button at the top right, or the Pure Dhamma – Sitemap to locate relevant posts.

▪However, listening to desanā or reading Dhamma (and then grasping concepts, not memorizing) is an essential part of learning (grasping concepts).

▪Getting into jhānā or attaining magga phala does not have set procedures. They will AUTOMATICALLY be realized as one follows the Path and one’s wisdom grows.

▪The key is to stay away from dasa akusala, live a moral life, and comprehend the key message embedded in anicca, dukkha, anatta by learning Dhamma and contemplating.

▪By the way, there is a connection between dasa akusala and anatta; see, “Dasa Akusala and Anatta – The Critical Link.” So, anicca, dukkha, anatta are related to dasa akusala.

8. Memory and wisdom are two different things, even though they are somewhat related. To comprehend the message of the Buddha, one should cultivate wisdom (paññā) instead of memorizing verses. Let us take a simple example to explain this.

▪A child can learn addition by memorizing. Then, he/she will be able to give the right answer to the addition of two numbers that have been memorized, but he/she will not be able to add two randomly chosen numbers.

▪However, if the child is taught HOW TO add two numbers, using a technique like using the fingers in the hand to represent numbers. it will be possible to “see” WHY two plus three equals to five. Then the child will be able to add any two numbers.

▪Once that is grasped, it would be easy for the child to then learn subtraction, multiplication, and division.

▪However, it will be an impossible task to memorize the addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division of any two numbers.

9. There is a fundamental difference between “real learning” (grasping concepts) and memorization (just blindly following rules/instructions).

▪This is a concept that is hard to grasp for many these days because we are used to “book learning.” Many people who can repeat specific tasks mechanically without even bothering to think through. And then when the situation changes somewhat, they do not know how to handle the “new situation.”

10. The Buddha’s message is unique. It goes far beyond moral living. Some people think that by living a moral life, one can get an afterlife in heaven forever.

▪On the other end of the spectrum, another set of people believe that killing those who are unfaithful to their God can also lead to a heavenly life, which should be beyond belief for any reasonable person.

▪However, if a mind is contaminated from an early age, such dangerous ideas sink into the mind and are very hard to change.

▪Both extremes are faith-based.

▪Hopefully, one would be able to see that there is a critical element of reasoning, not faith, involved in Buddha Dhamma. A  reasonably moral person can grasp it. It can be followed to a very deep level if desired. 

11. Buddha Dhamma cannot be learned by reading books or this website. But they can help by providing (correct) information; if it is incorrect information, then it would be just a waste of time.

▪Since Buddha Dhamma is very different from any other religion or philosophy, one first needs to get that basic information from someone who really knows the fundamentals (kamma/vipāka, dasa akusala, Paṭicca Samuppāda, etc) and then the deeper aspects like anicca, dukkha, anatta once the basics are absorbed.

▪It is not possible to even absorb the fundamentals unless one is already living a moral life. It may sound hard to believe, but a defiled mind CANNOT absorb Buddha Dhamma.

▪A defiled mind is like a dirty cloth, which cannot be made colorful by soaking in a dye. The cloth needs to be cleaned to absorb the dye and become bright.

▪Therefore, the first step is to stay away from the worst of the dasa akusala, which are also called “pañca duccarita” or “five immoral qualities”: killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and alcoholism/drug use.

12. What is discussed in the Kalama Sutta is this very first step: Understanding that what one does not like to be done to oneself, another wouldn’t like either. No one likes to be hurt and to be put to misery. Any average human should be able to comprehend that simple concept.

▪That step needs to happen before one starts on the five precepts or moral conduct (panca sīla) which are deeper; see “The Five Precepts – What the Buddha Meant by Them.”

▪Only then can one start comprehending the deeper concepts like anicca, dukkha, anatta, the Four Noble Truths, and start on the Noble Eightfold Path; see, “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?.”

▪The ability to understand deeper concepts gets easier as one purifies one’s mind.

13. Although this website will be a helpful resource, one should not start memorizing key concepts. First of all, it is not possible to do that. There is so much material that it is impossible to remember everything. But it is essential to read various aspects and try to “fill in gaps” in the “big picture.”

▪Of course, I also do not memorize all the details. But I do know where to refer to get any needed information. It is all in the Tipiṭaka, and the late Waharaka Thero has clarified the key terms for us so that we can gradually find our own way. 

▪It becomes easier to analyze a given concept as one progresses. The more one grasps about a concept (not merely memorizing the wording), the more the meanings (and how to use them in other situations) start to flow through.

▪At some point, when one starts comprehending key concepts, one will be able to see connections among different aspects and start seeing the big picture or to make that big picture even more clear. That is when a Sotāpanna Anugami becomes a Sotāpanna.

More information with references to suttā at: “Samādhi, Jhāna (Dhyāna), Magga Phala.”

An in-depth analysis is in “Elephant in the Room 2 – Jhāna and Kasiṇa.” This series of posts is the latest on jhāna.
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Revised July 7, 2018; August 16, 2019; February 12, 2020; August 9, 2022

Introduction – Unseen Mental Energy

1. Even some Buddhists are skeptical that merits can be “transferred” to other beings: It does not appear “scientific.” However, Buddha Dhamma is far ahead of science, and this is another example. Even though the vocabulary is different, mechanisms of “energy transfer” (mental energy) are also explained in Dhamma.

▪It is possible to transfer the merits of a good deed and many other versions of “mental energy.”

▪The basic idea can be thought of as follows. Suppose one has a lighted oil lamp, and many others have oil lamps but don’t have access to a flame to light them. Wouldn’t it be good to let others use one’s lamp’s flame to light their lamps?

▪Of course, it is not possible to “create” many lighted oil lamps starting with one. But it is possible to light a thousand other lamps by sharing the flame of one oil lamp. In the same way, the receiving person needs to have essential ingredients to reap the benefits, as explained below. But since all those lamps will be useless without a way to light them, the person providing the light is doing an excellent service.

▪One “giving merits” is doing pattidāna or “conditions” for good kamma bija (or bīja) to germinate. The receiver must have good kamma bīja or “root causes” and receive those pattidāna willingly, which is called “puñña anumodanā,” which rhymes as “puññānumodanā.” [pattidāna :[nt.] transference of merit or share.]

What Is Anumodanā?

2. Anumodanā means the receiving mind is becoming joyful with the merits it received (“anu” + “odanā,” which rhymes as “anumodanā”). The giver is giving (“dāna”) the “paccayā” or the auxiliary causes. (The commonly-used word is “pratyaya” but that is the incorrect Sanskrit word; the correct Pāli word is paccayā). It is paccayā that represents “patti” in “pattidāna” (pronounced, “paththidāna”).

▪Only in direct giving of material things can a giver ensure that the receiver receives what is given.

▪Giving merits (pattidāna) is different. The giver cannot ensure that the receiving party “received what is intended” unless the person receiving was attuned to receiving.

▪It is the receiving person that is doing the “puñña anumodanā,” i.e., gladly receiving the pattidāna of the giver and becoming joyful with the merits received. That is also called “pattānumodanā.” [pattānumodanā :[f.] transference of merit.]

Giving Can Be Mental Too – Dāna and Pattidāna

3. Giving and receiving can be done in many ways:

▪The direct method of giving/receiving is when one gives money or something material. It is deducted from the giver’s ledger and added to the receiver’s: Transfer is complete.

▪When a teacher teaches a classroom full of kids, he/she gives instructions the same way to all the kids. But how much a particular kid “receives” or comprehends depends on that specific kid’s ability to receive. That is similar to pattidāna.

▪A radio/television station is broadcasting a program. But the reception of the program by a radio/TV depends on the quality of that receiving device. Furthermore, it has to be “tuned” to the correct station.

▪This transfer can happen instantaneously or with a time lag because that mental energy is in the “nāma loka” and is accessible at any time; see “Memory, Brain, Mind, Nāma Loka, Kamma Bhava, Kamma Vipāka,” “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis,” and “Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial.”

4. Therefore, only in “direct giving” is the amount received the same. The amount received in “indirect giving” methods depends on the receiver. That latter mechanism works when “transfering merits” to another person who may be far away.

▪All intentions have kammic energy. You may remember that the Buddha said, “Cetanā ahaṁ bhikkave kammaṁ vadāmi,” or “Bhikkhus, I say that intention is kamma.” And kamma is the vital potential energy for everything in this world. [Cetanāhaṁ, bhikkhave, kammaṁ vadāmi. Cetayitvā kammaṁ karoti— kāyena vācāya manasā. AN 63. Nibbedhikasutta]

▪People very much underestimate the power of the human mind. Those who have experienced at least anariya jhānā can sense at least a little about the power of the mind; see “Power of the Human Mind – Introduction” and the two follow-up posts.

▪Direct giving is “dāna”; indirect giving is “pattidāna.” These are two of the ten meritorious deeds (puñña kamma); see, “Puñña Kamma – Dāna, Sīla, Bhāvanā.”

Giving Merits – Pattidāna

5. One such mechanism is the anantara-samanantara paccayā; see “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.” It is one of the universal laws governing how kamma and kamma vipāka operate (kamma niyāma). Many people pronounce “niyama” as “niyāma,” but “niyāma” is the Pāli or Sinhala word for “principle.”

▪Thus kamma niyāma are the universal laws of kamma (like the law of gravitation).

6. Suppose one is “transferring merits” by sincerely saying, “May so and so receive merits from this good deed that I have done.” One could do Metta bhāvanā by saying, “May all beings be free from the suffering in the apāyā” or some version of it. In both cases, one is BROADCASTING one’s intention.

▪However, just because one is doing such a “giving,” the intended recipient may not receive the benefits UNLESS the recipient has a matching mindset. It is just like the case of radio/TV, where the receiving device needs to be set to the “right frequency” to receive the signal.

▪That is explained in the post, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.” Don’t be discouraged by those Pāli words. Sometimes, as in the case of Paṭicca Samuppāda, it is best to use the Pāli words and understand their meanings.

7. Transfer of merits is efficient when the giver and the receiver are together, and each is aware of the other’s intention. For example, in Asian countries, it is customary to transfer merits to deceased relatives. Alms-giving to the Saṅgha and pattidāna offered to the deceased relative belong to this category. 

▪The deceased party can receive merits if it is in a state where it can receive such merits, for example, if it is in a gandhabba state.

▪But if the deceased is reborn as an animal or human, it cannot receive full benefits, even though it may benefit to some extent.

Dhamma Dāna Is The Ultimate Giving

8. It is possible to “give Dhamma” or to “give kusala” too. The Buddha said, “sabba dānaṁ Dhamma dānaṁ jināti” or, “from all kinds of giving, Dhamma giving is the most meritorious.”

▪When the Buddha gave a discourse, those listening “received” Dhamma in varying degrees. Some became Arahants, and some attained the Sotāpanna stage during the discourse itself. But others did not achieve any stage but possibly still accumulated merits or kusala. Kusala (“ku” or “kunu” or “dirty”+”sala” or “remove,” and thus shedding defiled thoughts from the mind). That means gaining wisdom, non-greed, non-hate AND discarding greed, hate, and delusion. 

▪During such a discourse, one mainly cultivates wisdom. That, in turn, results in discarding greed and hate.

Importance of State of Mind

9. How much merit a given person receives depends on the state of mind of that person. It also depends on the intellectual level of that person. But it is impossible to quantify the intellectual level using modern standards of “book knowledge.” It is not directly related to one’s formal education. It is easier to give some examples.

▪Ven. Ānanda was highly literate, a former prince, and had fantastic memory power. He had the whole Sutta Piṭaka in his memory. And he was with the Buddha for many years but attained Arahanthood only after the Buddha’s Parinibbāna (passing away).

▪Sunīta was of low caste and carried buckets of feces when the Buddha met him. With his supernormal powers, the Buddha saw that Sunīta could comprehend Dhamma and asked Sunīta to become a bhikkhu. Ven. Sunīta became an Arahant within seven days.

10. A given person may be receptive to “receiving Dhamma” when his mind is calm. But the same person may not comprehend anything when his mind is excited or distracted. That is the same as saying that the five hindrances are active; see “Key to Calming the Mind – Five Hindrances.” Therefore, it is IMPORTANT to have a correct mindset when learning Dhamma, whether by listening or reading.

▪Therefore, try to read these posts at quiet times, when the mind is receptive, and NOT during the brief breaks at work when the mind is occupied or agitated.

▪In Asian countries, that is a significant reason for going to the temple. At the temple, people offer flowers to the Buddha or the Bodhi tree. Such activities get the mind into a calm, peaceful state suitable for listening to a Dhamma discourse afterward; see “Buddhist Chanting” and “Tisarana Vandana and Its Effects on One’s Gati.”

Both Anantara and Samanantara Must be Optimized

11. Therefore, both anantara and samanantara must be optimized to make all these activities efficient.

▪Of course, if one is not learning the true Dhamma, there is nothing substantial in anantara. Thus, one would be wasting one’s time. 

▪On the other hand, even with an excellent Dhamma delivery, the receiver’s mind needs to be receptive to get full benefits. In other words, samanantara must be good too.

12. The following example may help clarify this concept: Having “good kamma bīja” is like having “good seeds.” Suppose person X has potent seeds but does not have water and nutrients for those seeds to germinate and grow. If person Y can provide X with water and nutrients, X can plant those seeds and get them to germinate and grow.

▪Some people may have “good kamma seeds” but do not have the necessary conditions to bring the corresponding good kamma vipāka. When another person does pattidāna, that is like donating water and nutrients to that person.

13. A seed is the anantara or the cause (kamma bīja), and the receiving party must have that. However, like a seed cannot grow unless it is exposed to moist soil, has nutrients, and sunlight, that kamma bīja cannot bear fruit without suitable conditions; i.e., the samanantara (or suitable conditions) must be there too.

▪Therefore, the receiver can accept those conditions from the giver and get those existing good kamma bīja to bring their good vipāka.

▪It is only when both anantara and samanantara are optimized and matched that full benefits result. i.e., the optimum transfer takes place. This phenomenon is quite similar to the “resonance effect” in physics. Only when the energy of a photon matches an energy gap of an atom that the absorption of that photon by the atom is optimum.

Different Types of Anumodanā

14. A type of “anumodanā” also happens in day-to-day life. Suppose X starts a project to feed the hungry. Many poor people benefit from it. Another person (Y) sees that and may become joyful seeing the hungry getting fed and may thank X for doing it. This joy of heart, even if Y did not contribute, counts as “merits”; it becomes a good kamma vipāka for Y. That does not take any merits away from X.

▪Something can come out of nothing. So, where do those kinds of benefits come from? It comes from the mental energy of Y, who became joyful upon seeing the kind act. That is part of a human’s mental energy (javana); see “Power of the Human Mind – Introduction.”

▪That is true of immoral acts too. Suppose X is beating up Y. Person Z may be glad to see that and may encourage X to beat up Y. Now, suppose Y dies due to the beating. Then not only X but Z also gets bad kamma vipāka for that immoral act.

▪In our societies also, the same principle applies. Suppose the police are investigating the death of Y. They have evidence that Z encouraged the killing; they can prosecute both Z and X.

▪Thus our feelings (good or bad) play an important role in accumulating good and bad kamma vipāka.
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Most people believe that the First Noble Truth just says there is suffering. Some also think that it is possible to “remove” this existing suffering IN THIS LIFE by following extensive and elaborate meditation techniques.

1. The Buddha said, “My Dhamma has not been known in this world. It is something people have never heard of previously.” So we should carefully examine to see what is really new about the suffering that he talked about.

▪What is new about knowing that there is suffering around us? Everybody knows that there is suffering with old age, diseases, poverty, etc.

▪And it is possible to REMOVE existing suffering by doing meditation? For example, if one has come down with a disease, can one overcome that by doing meditation? If someone is getting old and is feeling the pains and aches of old age, can that be PERMANENTLY removed by doing meditation? Even though some issues can be handled due to special reasons, in most cases we CANNOT change such EFFECTS or end results.

2. Let us discuss these two points one at a time.

3. Let us first see whether it is possible to REMOVE the existing suffering.

▪For example, if someone has aches and pains due to old age, it is not possible to get rid of them other than to use medications or therapy to lessen the pain and manage it. If someone gets cancer, it is normally not possible to get rid of it by meditation. It may be handled by medication. Even the Buddha had pains and aches due to old age, and had a severe stomach ache at the end.

▪In the context of that last sentence, It must be noted that there are two types of vedanā (feelings): those due to kamma vipāka and those due to saṅkhāra (attachment to sensual pleasures), and an Arahant gets rid of only the second kind until the Parinibbāna (death); see, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways.”

▪In fact, it may not even be possible to do meditation under any of such conditions. Even someone who has developed jhānā, may not be able to get into jhānā if the pains are too distracting.

▪The purpose behind Buddhist meditation is to contemplate on the true nature of the world and find the CAUSES of such suffering, so that those causes can be stopped and FUTURE suffering can be stopped.

▪It is true that one can get a relief from day-to-day stresses by doing different kinds of meditation. And it is good to do them. But such practices were there even before the Buddha. There was no need for a Buddha to reveal to the world that one could get some “calming down” by doing breath meditation or kasiṇa meditation.

▪In a way, such “samatha” meditations are comparable to taking an aspirin for a headache. One can get relief in the short term but it is temporary. But the problem that the Buddha addressed involved a much longer time scale, and will lead to a nirāmisa sukha that is permanent.

4. So, what was the “never heard truth about suffering” that the Buddha revealed to the world? In short it is the “suffering that is hidden in sense pleasures; the suffering that WILL ARISE in future lives.”

▪Let us take an example to get a simple version of this “new idea.”

▪When a fish bites the bait, it does not see the suffering hidden in that action. Looking from the ground we can see the whole picture and we know what is going to happen to the fish if it bites the bait. But the fish is unable to see that whole picture, and thus does not see the hidden suffering. It only sees a delicious bit of food.

▪In the same way, if we do not know about the wider world of 31 realms (with the suffering-laden four lowest realms), and that we have gone through unimaginable suffering in those realms in the past, we only focus on what is easily accessible to our six senses.

▪In order to really comprehend suffering through repeated rebirths, one needs to comprehend that most suffering is encountered in the 4 lowest realms (apāyā); see, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪Thus, stopping suffering requires one to first stop the causes for rebirths in the apāyā by attaining the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna; see, “Nibbāna in the Big Picture.”

5. Seeing this hidden suffering is indeed difficult. It is not possible to convey the whole message in one essay, but I will try to get across the main idea. One really needs to spend some time thinking through these issues. When the Buddha attained the Buddhahood, it said that he was worried whether he could convey this deep ideas to most people.

▪Everything happens due to one or (usually) many causes. The famous Third Law of motion in physics says that every action has a reaction; and the First Law says that an object will not change its status unless a force acts on it. It is easy to see these “cause and effect” principles at work in mechanical objects. If something needs to be moved, it needs to be pushed or pulled. If a stone is thrown up, it must come down if there is gravity pulling it down.

▪We seek pleasures that are highly visible. But if we gain such pleasures with immoral acts, the consequences of such immoral acts are not apparent. We can see a stone thrown up coming down, but we cannot see any bad consequences to the drug dealer who seems to be enjoying life.

6. The main problem in clearly seeing the “cause and effect of mind actions” is that the results of those actions have a time delay and that time delay itself is not predictable. In contrast, it is easy to predict what is going to happen with material things (moving an object, a vehicle, a rocket, etc). The success of physical sciences is due to this reason. Once the underlying laws are found (laws of gravity, laws of motion, electromagnetism, nuclear forces, quantum mechanics, etc), one has complete control.

▪But the mind is very different. To begin with, no two minds work the same way. Under a given set of conditions, each mind will chose to act differently. With physical objects, that is not so; under a given set of conditions, what will happen can be predicted accurately.

▪Effects of some actions (kamma) may not materialize in this life and sometimes it may come to fruition only in many lives down the road (but with accumulated interest).

▪Even in this life, mind phenomena are complex: This is why economics is not a “real science.” It involves how people act sometimes “irrationally” for perceived gains. No economic theory can precisely predict how a given stock market will perform.

7. When mechanical systems have time lags, those are predictable. We can set off a device to work in a certain way AT A CERTAIN TIME, and we know that it will happen at that time if all mechanical components work properly. Not so with the mind. When we act in a certain way, the RESULTS of those actions may not be manifested for many lives. This is a key point to contemplate on.

▪But cause and effect is a nature’s basic principle. When something is done, it will lead to one or more effects. In mind-related causes, the effects may take time, sometime a long time over many lives, to trigger the “corresponding effect.”

▪Thus it should be clear that “action and reaction” associated with mind effects REQUIRE the rebirth process. It is not readily apparent and is an essential part of the “previously unheard Dhamma” that the Buddha revealed to the world. 

▪This “cause and effect” that involves the mind is the principle of kamma and kamma vipāka in Buddha Dhamma.

▪But unlike in Hinduism, Kamma is not deterministic, i.e., not all kamma vipāka have to come to fruition; see, “What is Kamma? Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.” All unspent kamma vipāka become null and void when an Arahant passes away.

8. The life we have as a human is a RESULT of a past good deed. The life of a dog or an ant is the result of a past deed by that sentient being.

▪And what happens to us in this life is a COMBINATION of what we have done in the past (kamma vipāka) AND what we do in this life.

▪What happens to an animal is MOSTLY due to kamma vipāka from the past.

▪The difference between a human and an animal is that the animal does not have much control over what is going to happen to it. But human birth is a special one: We have a higher level mind that CAN change the future to some extent, and with possible enormous consequences.

9. What can we change and what cannot be changed?

▪We are born with a certain kamma vipāka built in. Our body features, major illnesses (such as cancer) are mostly, not completely, built-in. We can avoid many kamma vipāka by acting with mindfulness, i.e., by planning well, taking precautions, etc.

▪But we CANNOT change the fact that we are going to get old and eventually die, no matter what we do. Our life a RESULT.

▪What we CAN change are the CAUSES for future lives.

▪Even though meditation cannot relieve us of most of the pre-determined suffering, proper meditation CAN provide temporary relief, as well as PERMANENTLY removing future suffering.

10. The second Noble Truth is describes those CAUSES that we need to work on. The root causes are greed, hate, and ignorance, but they need to be removed mainly via understanding the Three Characteristics (see #12 below) and also via removing our bad sansāric habits; see a series of posts starting with, “Habits, Goals, Character (Gati)” to “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavās.”

11. The Third Noble Truth is about what can be achieved by systematically removing those causes. Nirāmisa sukha increases from the point of embarking on the Path, and has four levels of PERMANENT increases starting at the Sotāpanna stage and culminating at the Arahant stage; there are several posts starting with, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”

12. And then Fourth Noble Truth is the way to attain nirāmisa sukha and then various stages of Nibbāna. Nirāmisa sukha starts when one lives a moral life (see, “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)” and follow-up posts). The root causes of immoral behavior are greed, hate, and ignorance. Ignorance can be reduced to the extent of attaining the Sotāpanna stage just via comprehending the Three Characteristics of “this world of 31 realms,” i.e., anicca, dukkha, anatta; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations,” and the follow-up posts. It is that powerful.

▪Once one attains the Sotāpanna stage, one can find the rest of the way by oneself.

13. There are many different ways to describe and analyze what I summarized above. Different people can grasp Dhamma by looking at it from different angles. That is what I try to cover with sections like “Dhamma and Science”, “Dhamma and Philosophy”, and for those who like to dig deeper into Dhamma, the section on “Abhidhamma” which means “Higher or Deeper Dhamma.”

▪My goal is to provide a “wide view” that accommodates most people. Even though I cannot even begin to cover even a significant fraction of Buddha Dhamma, one does not need to understand “everything” even to attain the Arahanthood. The Buddha has said that one could attain all four stages of Nibbāna just via comprehending anicca, dukkha, anatta at deeper and deeper levels. This is because with deeper understanding, one’s mind automatically directs one in the right direction.

▪Another reason that I try to cover many topics is to illustrate the point that Buddha Dhamma is a complete description of nature.
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Pre-2016 post; revised July 18, 2022; April 30, 2023

Our lives and existence are based on constantly getting into debt and then paying off debts. This latter is done by Nature whether we like it or not. When we steal, kill, lie, or do any of the dasa akusala, we get into debt, and nature keeps track of that via kammic energy.

▪We are reborn to pay debts. This is another way of looking at the cycle of rebirth. Nature will automatically ensure that the largest debts are paid off first; this is how the next existence (bhava) is determined.

▪During a lifetime, debts are paid off when suitable conditions appear; see “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.”

▪Nature is the final arbitrator. A criminal may get away with a crime by hiring a good lawyer but must pay for the crimes in nature’s court. Similarly, when we do something good, we will get the rewards regardless of whether we wish for anything in return. Most people do not realize this because of the delay between the act (kamma) and its result (kamma vipāka).

1. When we do either a moral or an immoral act, it is done with an intention and has associated energy. That is the kammic energy produced in javana citta. That energy resides in the universe until spent or otherwise reduced by some means (this is related to quantum entanglement; see, “Quantum Entanglement – We are All Connected”). It is the principle of energy conservation in physics.

▪We can become indebted to a living being or the “world as a whole.”

▪There were no Vinaya rules in Buddha sāsana for about 20 years after the Buddha attained Enlightenment. When Buddha Dhamma started flourishing, unscrupulous people started becoming monks to live comfortable lives depending on the devotees’ kindness. The Buddha admonished them about the consequences of becoming indebted and started setting up the Vinaya (“vi” + “naya,” where “naya” in Pāli or Sinhala means debt) rules to rein in those people.

2. When there is an energy imbalance, nature tries to bring it to balance. For a given individual (in the conventional sense), i.e., a life stream (absolute sense), the biggest imbalances are settled first.

▪Thus at the death when paṭisandhi takes place, the biggest kamma seed with the highest imbalance comes into play and releases that energy by initiating the next birth in the corresponding “bhava”; see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.” Thus the next “bhava” is determined by the biggest kammic seed at the end of the current “bhava” (this is a simple interpretation of a complex process).

▪During a lifetime (pavutti vipāka), in addition to the energy content, the prevailing conditions also come into play for delivering kamma vipāka or releasing kamma seeds. This is why we can prevent many bad kamma vipāka from coming to fruition by acting with  or “being mindful”; see, “What is Kamma? Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

▪In both cases (paṭisandhi and pavutti vipāka), “matching conditions” plays a big role; see “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.” For example, a seed does not germinate if it is in a dry place; it needs to be in the ground with water and sunlight to germinate.

3. Getting back to the issue of coming to equilibrium, a stone is in equilibrium when it stays on the ground. If we pick it up and throw it up it goes up because we gave it some energy. But now, it is not in equilibrium and will fall to find its equilibrium position on the ground. The only difference with kammic energy is that the kammic energy could be released much later; it has to find suitable conditions to release that energy; see “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka,” and “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Overview”; Thus the release of kammic energy is more akin to the process of germination of a seed; there is a time lag until suitable conditions appear.

▪When placed in the ground, a seed germinates and becomes a tree according to the “blueprint” in the seed. The energy for the tree’s growth comes from the soil (through the roots) and the Sun (through the leaves.) But the tree, like any other saṅkhata, has a finite lifetime.

▪Unless the tree made more seeds during its lifetime, that tree is the only “result” of that original seed.

4. Through numerous lives in the past, we have accumulated innumerable numbers of both good and bad kammic energy packets, or kamma bīja, or kamma seeds and we keep producing them in this lifetime, too; some are big, and some are small (actually, those done beyond 91 mahā kappā have lost their energy unless they are janaka kamma that can lead to rebirth; like everything else in this world, kammic energy is not permanent either). The small kammic seeds bring in results (vipāka) during any lifetime, and the really big ones (kamma patha) are the ones that determine “bhava” for a new life at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

▪Does that mean we must remove all kamma seeds to stop rebirth, i.e., to attain Nibbāna? No. A new “bhava” is grasped at the “upādāna paccayā bhavo” step in the Paṭicca Samuppāda cycle; see “Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda.” If one has removed ignorance (avijjā) and understood the true nature of the world, then there is no “taṇhā” and thus there is no upādāna at the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step, and thus no “bhava,” and no “jāti” or rebirth. 

▪However, to remove ignorance (avijjā), we must purify our minds. For that, we must understand the true nature of “this world,” i.e., anicca, dukkha, and anatta. We need to eliminate the five hindrances (pañca nīvaraṇa) that cover our minds and not let the mind comprehend anicca, dukkha, and anatta. That is where the removal of bad kamma seeds and the accumulation of good kamma seeds (i.e., doing good deeds and avoiding bad deeds) become important; of course, “deeds” include actions, speech, and thoughts.

5. The point is that every time we do a moral or an immoral act, we generate a kamma seed that embeds the “javana power” of the thought that led to the act; see, “Javana of a Citta – The Root of Mental Power.” The kammic power associated with a moral act can be considered surplus in one’s “account” that can be used to enjoy things in life; an immoral act leads to debt, i.e., it appears on the negative side of the ledger. If one acts immoral against another living being, one is in debt to that being until it is paid off; see “Kamma, Debt, and Meditation.”

6. Nature tries to keep things in balance: the good kamma brings good results, and bad kamma brings bad results when nature implements this balancing act. We can take advantage of both by arranging conditions for good kamma seeds to germinate and not letting bad kamma seeds germinate; see, “What is Kamma? Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.” The development of good habits and getting rid of bad habits go along with this process; see “Habits and Goals” and “Sansāric Habits and Āsavā.” Please review these links carefully. All these tie up together.

7. Thus, we are bound to this saṁsāra or the cycle of rebirths because we do things to make an “imbalance” through moral or immoral deeds: good deeds lead to good rebirths and bad ones to bad rebirths. They both extend the sansāric journey. However, it is essential to engage in moral deeds to avoid birth in the four lowest realms (apāyā), where the suffering is great, AND there is no opportunity for moral deeds. Thus one MUST do moral deeds until one attains Nibbāna.

▪Moral deeds WILL have consequences (they add up in the “plus side of the ledger”), whether or not one wishes for anything in return, i.e., nature will pay back. However, if one does a moral deed AND wishes for something other than Nibbāna, then that is done with greed, and thus one is simultaneously doing an immoral act.

▪Only Arahant does not do any moral or immoral deeds with kammic consequences that are potent enough to bring rebirth. All an Arahant does is low-level saṅkhāra or “kiriya” (like walking and talking) and is “in equilibrium” with nature.

8. When one goes “off the equilibrium,” greed and anger intensify and one is likely to do immoral acts to become indebted. On the other hand, when one is in some samādhi, the mind is close to equilibrium, and thus greed and hate are under control. If one attains rūpāvacara and then arūpāvacara jhānā, the mind gets even closer to equilibrium. Samādhi attains perfection when one becomes an Arahant.

▪This is why one must avoid immoral acts to get results in meditation. A purified mind can quickly get to samādhi; see “The Basics in Meditation.”

▪One becomes indebted via greed, hate, or ignorance (here, ignorance means not knowing the true nature of the world or anicca, dukkha, anatta); thus, there is lobha Vinaya, dosa Vinaya, and moha Vinaya.
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Within thousand years of the Buddha’s Parinibbāna (passing away), certain key concepts became distorted. For many years, I had nagging questions on the compatibility of certain concepts that are widely published in “Buddhist literature”, including Theravāda literature. For example, explanations of anicca, anatta, sunyata, did not make sense to me. Furthermore, I got lost in a myriad of explanations for terms like saṅkhāra; there are three different meanings for that word in standard Theravāda texts.

When I started listening to the desanās by Waharaka Thero in Sri Lanka, it became immediately apparent to me that “this was the true Dhamma”; see, “Parinibbāna of Waharaka Thero.” Furthermore, concepts like saṁsāra, sammā, saṅkhāra became crystal clear while I was just listening. I hope I will be able to convey this information as clearly below.

This main section has the following sub-sections:

oSubsection: Basic Framework of Buddha Dhamma

▪Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa

▪Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa – Key Relationships   

▪Anicca Nature, the First Noble Truth, and Paṭicca Samuppāda

Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction

•Anicca and Anatta – Two Characteristics of the World

•Anuloma Khanti and Sammattaniyāma – Pre-requisites for a Sotāpanna

•Anicca Nature – Not Possible to Overcome Suffering in This World

•Dukkha in Tilakkhaṇa Is a Characteristic – Not Dukkha Vedanā

•Attachment to Things with Dukkha Lakkhaṇa Leads to Dukkha

•How Does Anicca Nature Lead to Dukkha?

•Anatta is a Characteristic of the World, not About a “Self”

•Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 1

•Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 2

 

   Critically-Relevant Posts in Other Sections:

▪Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means

▪Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra

oSubsection: San (Explanation of many key Pāli words)

▪What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)

▪Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka

▪Saṅkhāra – Life is a Bundle of Saṅkhāra

▪Difference Between Dhamma and Saṅkhāra

▪Kamma are Done with Abhisaṅkhāra – Types of Abhisaṅkhāra

oSubsection: Nibbāna

▪How to Taste Nibbāna

▪Nirāmisa Sukha

▪Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?

▪The Four Stages in Attaining Nibbāna

▪What Are Rūpa? (Relation to Nibbāna)

▪Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?

▪Nirodha and Vaya – Two Different Concepts

▪Nibbāna “Exists”, but Not in This World

oSubsection: Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta

▪Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Distortion Timeline

▪Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations

▪The Way to Nibbāna – Transcription of a Discourse by Waharaka Thero

▪Anicca – True Meaning

•Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like

•Anicca – Repeated Arising/Destruction

•Anicca – Worthlessness of Worldly Things

•Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”)

•How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā

•How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā – II

•If Everything is Anicca Should We Just give up Everything?

▪Anattā – A Systematic Analysis

•Anattā in Anattalakkahana Sutta – No Soul or an Ātma

•Anatta – No Refuge in This World

•Dasa Akusala and Anatta – The Critical Link

•Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?

•Anattā (Mundane Interpretation) – No “Unchanging Self”

▪Anatta and Dukkha – True Meanings

▪Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – According to Some Key Suttā

▪Tilakkhaṇa – English Discourses

▪Sotāpanna Stage and Tilakkhaṇa

•Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa

•Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Getting Rid of Deeper Wrong Views

•Associations (Sevana) – A Root Cause of Wrong Views

▪Why are Tilakkhaṇa not Included in 37 Factors of Enlightenment?

▪Two Versions of 37 Factors of Enlightenment

▪Types of Bodies in 31 Realms – Connection to Jhāna

▪Finest Manomaya Kāya of an Arūpāvacara Brahma

▪

oSubsection: Gati, Bhava, and Jāti

▪Nāmagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane)

▪Gati and Bhava – Many Varieties

▪Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control

▪Memory, Brain, Mind, Nāma Loka, Kamma Bhava, Kamma Vipāka

▪Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein

▪Cuti and Maraṇa – Related to Bhava and Jāti

▪Anusaya, Gati, Bhava – Connection to Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba)

▪Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna

▪Pāpa Kamma Versus Akusala Kamma

oSubsection: Sorting out Some Key Pāli Terms (Taṇhā, Lobha, Dosa, Moha, etc)

▪Kāma Taṇhā, Bhava Taṇhā, Vibhava Taṇhā

▪Taṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance

▪Lobha, Raga and Kamaccanda, Kamaraga

▪Lobha, Dosa, Moha Versus Raga, Patigha, Avijjā

▪Diṭṭhi (Wrong Views), Sammā Diṭṭhi (Good/Correct Views)

▪Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya

▪What is Avijjā (Ignorance)?

▪Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways

▪Indriya and Āyatana – Big Difference

▪Hetu-Phala, Paccuppanna, and Paṭicca Samuppāda

▪Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra

▪Kāmaccandha and Icca – Being Blinded by Cravings

oSubsection: The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha)

▪Sensory Experience, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and Pañcupādānakkhandha

▪Saññā – Hidden Aspect of Paṭicca Samuppāda

▪Overcoming Attachment to “Distorted/False Saññā” Leads to Nibbāna

▪Five Aggregates – Introduction

▪Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood

▪Rūpakkhandha and Rūpa Upādānakkhandha

▪Arising of Five Aggregates Based on an Ārammaṇa

▪Memory Records – Critical Part of Five Aggregates

▪Pañca Upādānakkhandhā – Introduction

▪Five Aggregates – Connection to Tilakkhaṇa

•Five Aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction

•Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections

•“Me” and “Mine” – The Root Cause of Suffering

•Difference Between “Me and Mine” and Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

•Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – “Me and Mine” View

•Atta – Two Very Different Meanings

▪Saññā (Perception)

▪Vedanā (Feelings)

▪Saṅkhāra is discussed at, “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka.”

▪Viññāṇa (Consciousness)

▪Rūpa (Material Form)

oSubsection: Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa

▪Mental Aggregates

•What is Saññā (Perception)?

❖Saññā – What It Really Means

❖Future Suffering – Why It Arises

❖Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra

•What Is Vedanā (Feelings)?

❖Vedanā – What It Really Means

❖Does Bodily Pain Arise Only Due to Kamma Vipāka?

•What is Saṅkhāra (Mental Formations)?

❖Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means

▪Rūpa Aggregate

•Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean

•What are rūpa? – Dhamma are rūpa too!

▪Viññāṇa Aggregate

•Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

•Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter

•Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

▪Nāmarūpa Formation

•Kamma Viññāṇa and Nāmarūpa Paricceda Ñāṇa

 

Deeper Analyses:

▪Pañcakkhandha or Five Aggregates – A Misinterpreted Concept

▪Pañcaupādānakkhandha – It is All Mental
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Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa

Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa – Key Relationships

Anicca Nature, the First Noble Truth, and Paṭicca Samuppāda

Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction

oAnicca and Anatta – Two Characteristics of the World

oAnuloma Khanti and Sammattaniyāma – Pre-requisites for a Sotāpanna

oAnicca Nature – Not Possible to Overcome Suffering in This World

oDukkha in Tilakkhaṇa Is a Characteristic – Not Dukkha Vedanā

oAttachment to Things with Dukkha Lakkhaṇa Leads to Dukkha

oHow Does Anicca Nature Lead to Dukkha?

oAnatta is a Characteristic of the World, not About a “Self”

oAnatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 1

oAnatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 2

 

Critically-Relevant Posts in Other Sections:

Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means

Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra
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Buddha Dhamma is Paṭicca Samuppāda. Tilakkhaṇa characterizes this world based on Buddha Dhamma.

Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa – Interrelated

1. Buddha Dhamma is about eliminating suffering associated with the rebirth process. Before following the Noble Eightfold Path, one must understand the First Noble Truth. The First Noble Truth says that EACH AND EVERY birth (jāti) in the rebirth process only perpetuates saṁsāric suffering, i.e., unimaginable suffering associated with the rebirth process.

▪That critical step of “seeing AND fully comprehending” the First Noble Truth REQUIRES the following steps:

a.“Worldly things” are unsatisfactory, meaning we will NEVER be able to keep worldly things to our satisfaction IN THE LONG RUN. [Anicca]

b.All our efforts to pursue such “lasting happiness” only lead to more suffering. [Dukkha]

c.Therefore, all such efforts are in vain; they are unfruitful. [Anattā and Asubha]

Those three characteristics of our world of 31 realms are summarized as Tilakkhaṇa: anicca, dukkha, and anatta.

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda describes how we create our future births among the 31 realms. Moral actions (puñña abhisaṅkhāra) lead to “good births,” and immoral actions (apuñña abhisaṅkhāra) lead to “bad births” in the apāyās. See, “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna).”

▪Just living a “moral life” is not enough to stop suffering. It is necessary to realize that we MUST see the dangers in remaining in the rebirth process. That means we must see that our tendency to value and crave “mind-pleasing things” in this world keeps us trapped in the rebirth process.

Need to “See” Nibbāna Before Following the Path to Attain Nibbāna

2. When one comprehends the dangers of remaining in the rebirth process (i.e., the First Noble Truth) by grasping the concepts of Tilakkhaṇa and Paṭicca Samuppāda, one would also “see” how to stop the rebirth process and be completely free of suffering, i.e., one would comprehend the other three Noble Truths as well. It is ONLY THEN one can follow the Noble Eightfold Path and attain Nibbāna, i.e., Arahanthood.

▪Therefore, there are two major steps. The first is to “see” this new worldview and become a Sotāpanna/ Sotāpanna Anugāmi. With this step, one will be free of future births in the apāyās (where suffering is worst). This step is “dassanena pahātabbā” or “remove defilements with clear vision.”

▪Once one understands the broad picture, one will realize how to Follow the Noble Eightfold Path (which is the Fourth Noble Truth.) That path is covered in three more steps Sakadāgāmi, Anāgāmi, and Arahant. That removes the remaining defilements via Bhāvanā (loosely translated as meditation.) This second step is “bhāvanāya pahātabbā.”

▪Those two categories are discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sabbāsava Sutta (MN 2).” 

The First Noble Truth

3. The foundation of Buddha Dhamma was laid out in the first discourse of the Buddha, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11)” The First Noble Truth stated there succinctly:

“Idaṁ kho pana, bhikkhave, dukkhaṁ ariya saccaṁ:

jātipi dukkhā, jarāpi dukkhā, byādhipi dukkho, maraṇampi dukkhāṁ, appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho, yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ—saṅkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.]  

Translated: Bhikkhus, What is the Noble Truth of Suffering?

“Birth is suffering, getting old is suffering, getting sick is suffering, dying is suffering. Having to associate with things one does not like is suffering, and so is separation from those one likes. If one does not get what one likes, that is suffering – in brief, the origin of suffering is the craving (upādāna) for the five aggregates of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa (pañcakkhandha).

▪As discussed, pañcakkhandha means “the world of 31 realms.” Thus the origin of saṁsāric suffering is craving (and attachment to) this world.

▪This is the “deep Dhamma” that the Buddha said is difficult for most people to understand!

Connection to Tilakkhaṇa

4. Why did the Buddha say that we should not crave any rūpa or any mental aggregate (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa)? This is what we will be discussing over several posts initially.

▪One of the remaining original Commentaries, Paṭisambhidāmagga, explains this. It starts with the following succinct verse in Section “WebLink: suttacentral: 3.1. Mahāpaññākathā (KN Ps 3.1)” 

“Rūpaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti tulayitvā tīrayitvā vibhāvayitvā vibhūtaṁ katvā rūpanirodhe nibbāne khippaṁ javatīti—javanapaññā. Vedanā …pe… saññā … saṅkhārā … viññāṇaṁ … cakkhu …pe… jarāmaraṇaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti tulayitvā tīrayitvā vibhāvayitvā vibhūtaṁ katvā jarāmaraṇanirodhe nibbāne khippaṁ javatīti—javanapaññā.”

Translation: “Any rūpa that ever existed will exist in the future, or that is being experienced now has the following three characteristics: Any such rūpa is of anicca nature because one’s hopes for enjoying rūpa will only lead to one’s demise (“aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena.”) It will eventually lead to sufferings that one should be afraid of (“dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena.”) Therefore, such cravings are unfruitful and will make one helpless in the rebirth process (“anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.”)

▪(Note that “khaya” is commonly translated as “destruction.” It is really the “destruction of moral values” in Buddha Dhamma, especially in the lokuttara sense.)

▪Then the verse is repeated for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa (i.e., that statement holds for the five aggregates. As we have discussed, the five aggregates encompass “the whole world.”

▪Then it is repeated for cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya, mano, and the six types of rūpa (rūpa, sadda, gandha, rasa, phoṭṭhabba, dhamma) we experience using them. These are the 12 āyatanā that also encompass the “whole world.”

▪Finally, it is repeated for the 11 terms in Paṭicca Samuppāda (avijjā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa, nāmarūpa, saḷāyatana, samphassa, vedanā, taṇhā, upādāna, bhava, jāti.) These 11 terms also define our world.

▪Therefore, those three characteristics are associated with ANYTHING to do with this world of 31 realms.

5. The same summary is stated differently in another section of Paṭisambhidāmagga. Section “WebLink: suttacentral: 1.1. Ñāṇakathā (KN Ps 1.1)”  has the following verse:

Kathaṁ “sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā, sabbe saṅkhārā dukkhā, sabbe dhammā anattā”ti sotāvadhānaṁ, taṁpajānanā paññā sutamaye ñāṇaṁ? “Rūpaṁ aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena, dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena, anattā asārakaṭṭhenā”ti sotāvadhānaṁ, taṁpajānanā paññā sutamaye ñāṇaṁ. “Vedanā … saññā … saṅkhārā … viññāṇaṁ … cakkhu …pe… jarāmaraṇaṁ aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena, dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena, anattā asārakaṭṭhenā”ti sotāvadhānaṁ, taṁpajānanā paññā sutamaye ñāṇaṁ. Taṁ ñātaṭṭhena ñāṇaṁ, pajānanaṭṭhena paññā. Tena vuccati—“sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā, sabbe saṅkhārā dukkhā, sabbe dhammā anattā”ti sotāvadhānaṁ, taṁpajānanā paññā sutamaye ñāṇaṁ.

▪It says the same little bit differently. We will also discuss this in future posts. All these are interrelated and self-consistent.

Connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda

6. It says that our tendency to value and thus have upādāna for the five aggregates (i.e., pañcupādānakkhandha) leads to various types of jāti. All jāti, WITHOUT EXCEPTION, end up in old age, decay, and death.

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda describes the mechanism by which that takes place, i.e., starting with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” that cycle ALWAYS ends up with “bhava paccayā jāti, jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa, soka-parideva-dukkha-domanassupāyāsā sambhavan’ti.” [Avijjāpaccayā saṅkhārā, saṅkhārapaccayā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpaṁ, nāmarūpapaccayā saḷāyatanaṁ, saḷāyatanapaccayā phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā taṇhā, taṇhāpaccayā upādānaṁ, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā jāti, jātipaccayā jarāmaraṇaṁ sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupāyāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.]

▪To expand that a bit more: Average humans (puthujjana) who have not comprehended the Noble Truths (and thus have avijjā) engage in deeds that lead to future bhava and jāti, perpetuating/lengthening the suffering-filled rebirth process.

▪Mano, vacī, and kāya (abhi)saṅkhārā generated with avijjā lead to such pāpa/akusala kamma. A strong attachment to a worldly entity induces most apāyagāmi pāpa kamma. Many of them are done on impulse, without thinking about the consequences of such actions. The whole idea of engaging in Ānāpāna/Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā is to train the mind to be not impulsive. One gets there gradually by contemplating the consequences of actions regularly. 

▪It is necessary to understand what is meant by saṅkhāra. See “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means” and “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

Summary

7. It is a good idea to understand the key message of the Buddha before start reading deep suttas and getting confused. In most discussion forums on Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism), people keep discussing the same questions they asked many years ago. The reason is the lack of clarity in basic concepts.

▪Some people question the validity of some suttas in the Tipiṭaka because those suttas don’t fit into their narrative. Some people question the validity of Abhidhamma for the same reason, and also because Abhidhamma is not easy to understand. However, the Tipiṭaka is fully self-consistent. I discussed these issues in the post, “Preservation of the Buddha Dhamma.”

▪This is why it is good to see how the three major concepts — Four Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa — relate to each other. They clarify and strengthen each other. Abhidhamma is not necessary to grasp those concepts, but it can help clarify “knotty issues.”

8. The Four Noble Truths are discussed in many suttas, but many critical suttas are in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sacca Saṁyutta (SN 56),” where there are 131 suttas. The latter part of that section is devoted to many analogies on the high rate of rebirths in apāyās. See, “Introduction – What is Suffering?”

▪There are about 250 suttas concentrated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vedanā Saṁyutta (SN 35)” on Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta.)

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Nidāna Saṁyutta (SN 12)” has about 90 suttas related to Paṭicca Samuppāda. However, Paṭicca Samuppāda is analyzed in great detail only in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6 [Book of Analysis])” in the Vibhaṅgapakaraṇa of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka.

▪Of course, many other vital suttas and sections spread over the whole Tipiṭaka on all three topics because they are the essence of Buddha Dhamma. For example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahānidāna Sutta (DN 15)” is a key sutta on Paṭicca Samuppāda. A new series of posts based on that at “Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime.”
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Noble Truths – Deeper Aspect of Buddha Dhamma

1. Most Buddhists today follow the “superficial” or “mundane” version of the Buddha Dhamma, which is to live a moral life. “Secular Buddhists” –who don’t believe in rebirth — fall into this category.

▪However, Buddha Dhamma is better rationalized within the rebirth process. As I have emphasized many times, Buddha Dhamma is about stopping future suffering in the rebirth process. Of course, one can live a moral life by following the basic precepts in Buddha Dhamma.

▪Any suffering that we may experience now results from previous actions (kamma.) They may only be managed by seeking medical advice and managing the diet, exercise, etc. The “suffering” that the Buddha emphasized was that in the rebirth process, which can extend billions of years to the future.

▪“Living a moral life” is certainly a good thing to do. But this human life (and access to Buddha Dhamma) is a rare occurrence. It would be a huge mistake not to try at least to understand the key message of the Buddha that there is unimaginable suffering in this rebirth process. See, “Introduction – What is Suffering?“

Three “Pillars” of Buddha Dhamma

2. As we discussed in the previous post, Buddha Dhamma stands on “three legs or pillars”: Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. See, “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪In this post, I will try to provide further clarification of the interconnections among those three pillars.

▪It is critical to understand those inter-relationships to understand the meanings of keywords like anicca and anatta and understand what is meant by Nibbāna.

▪Before we start discussing the “three pillars,” we need to get the pronunciations right.

Pronunciation of Pāli Words – “Tipiṭaka English”

3. When the early Europeans started writing the Pāli Tipiṭaka using the English alphabet (which originated from the Latin alphabet), they realized the necessity to represent the original sounds in an “unambiguous and efficient” way.

▪We will call the convention they adopted “Tipiṭaka English.”

▪That “Tipiṭaka English” convention is DIFFERENT from “Standard English.” See, “Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.”

▪The following audio file provides pronunciation of Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, icca, iccha, nicca, niccha, anicca, aniccha, anatta, and anattha in that order.

WebLink: Listen to the Pronunciation of Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, icca, iccha, nicca, niccha, anicca, aniccha, anatta, and anattha

▪More pronunciations/definitions at “Pāli Glossary – (A-K)” and “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z).”

The First Noble Truth

4. With the famous verse — saṁkhittena pañca upādāna khandhā dukkhā — in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (DN 56.11), Buddha stated that future suffering arises due to our tendency to try to keep certain entities “close to us” (upādāna.) Those “entities” are rūpa and any mental entity associated with those rūpā, i.e., vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

▪Why do we have “upādāna” for certain rūpa and associated mental entities? We do that because we like them and think that they will provide us with happiness. That liking/craving is “icca”/ “iccha.”

▪Those 5 aggregates (pañcakkhandha) encompass “the whole world” as experienced by a given person. However, any person attaches (upādāna) only to a tiny fraction of It (pañca upādāna khandhā.)

▪All three “pillars” explain that all our future suffering arises due to pañca upādāna khandhā. In the same verse, Buddha explained the connection to “icca”: “yam pi icchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ” OR “If one does not get what one likes/craves, that is suffering.”

Connection to Tilakkhaṇa

5. Anicca is the first of the Three Characteristics of Nature (Tilakkhaṇa.) “The world is of anicca nature” means that “it is not possible to maintain those things that we like in the rebirth process. We may hold onto certain things all our lives, but we definitely will have to give them up when we die. The worst, and the deeper aspect, is that our efforts to “keep those things close to us” will lead to much more suffering in future lives.

▪Of course, the things that we most like are the parts of our physical body. We take great care of the body and would like it to function well. However, as we get old, the body degrades, and the performance of all body parts, including the brain, will diminish. Eventually, we lose the whole physical body at death. That is why even any thought of death brings sadness and despair. This type of suffering comes under the category of “vipariṇāma dukkha.”

▪Let us discuss a simple extreme case that is easy to understand. A King in the old days was able to keep any woman that he desired in his harem. But as he got old, no matter how many women he had, he would not be able to “enjoy them.” Of course, he would have to leave them when he died. That is another example of “vipariṇāma dukkha.” But the worst is that because of those actions, he would be reborn as an animal and would suffer for millions of years. That comes under “dukkha dukkha.”

▪Think about anything that brings you happiness now. You would make every effort to keep them in good shape, whether a person or an inert material thing like a house or a car. The suffering associated with such efforts falls under the category of “saṅkhāra dukkha.”

6. Those three types of suffering are discussed in “Introduction -2 – The Three Categories of Suffering.”

▪The point is that the root cause for all three types of suffering is our inability to maintain things to our liking. That is anicca nature. That is stated as “yam pi icchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ” ( If one does not get what one likes, that is suffering.) in the First Noble Truth.

▪The above verses are discussed in detail in “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.”

Iccha, Nicca, Anicca – Connection to the First Noble Truth

7. Note that the Pāli word for “like” is “icca” (sometimes written as “iccha” to emphasize “strong liking or craving.”)

“WebLink: suttacentral: Icchā Sutta (SN 1.69)” states “Icchāya bajjhatī loko, icchāvinayāya muccati; Icchāya vippahānena, sabbaṁ chindati bandhanan”ti. 

Translated: “Desire is what binds the world. By the removal of desire, one is freed from this world. With the giving up of craving, all bonds to this world are severed.” (Note that most translations don’t say it is to this world that one is bound!)

▪Of course, that “desire/craving” cannot be removed just by willpower. It HAPPENS through the understanding of the broader worldview discerned by the Buddha. That worldview (and the associated logical analysis) is embedded in the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪We desire worldly things because we think (or perceive) that worldly things are beneficial to us and will bring us everlasting happiness. If that is the case (i.e., if those things can be maintained to one’s satisfaction), that is expressed by “nicca” (or “niccha” to emphasize.)

▪While it may be possible to keep such things to our satisfaction over short times, or even until we die, such cravings lead to suffering in the rebirth process. The key here is to understand what is involved in acquiring such things and in maintaining them. This is the hardest to understand.

▪But the consequences are clear in cases where one needs to act with greed or anger. Such actions involve immoral deeds, and everyone should know that such immoral actions can lead to “bad rebirths.” But we will discuss this in more detail soon.

8. On the other hand, if it is NOT possible to maintain something to one’s satisfaction (i.e., it will eventually bring more suffering), then it is of “anicca” nature, the opposite of “nicca nature.”

▪I hope now you can see why “anicca nature” expresses the same underlying fact as the First Noble Truth. This world of 31 realms is of anicca nature. Whatever things that we perceive to lead to happiness (and thus, we “upādāna” or “attach/keep close”) will only lead to long-term suffering, that suffering arises because “anicca nature” is a universal truth.

9. The ultimate goal of anyone is to stop any possibility of future suffering completely. In Pāli,  “nicchāto” denotes that attainment, and that is Parinibbāna (even an Arahant will be subjected to physical suffering until the death of the physical body; that is Parinibbāna.)

▪The verse “nicchāto parinibbuto” appears in many suttas; see, “WebLink: suttacentral:search with 31 results for nicchāto.”

▪That verse means “an Arahant attains the status of niccha upon the death of the physical body .”

▪Until then, any living being can be subjected to various types of suffering.

▪Summary: This world of 31 realms is of anicca nature. Nibbāna is of nicca (or niccha) nature.

Connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda

10. Next, let us see how the same idea is embedded in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪If we like something, we would like to “get possession of it.” Then we think about it, plan accordingly, and do bodily work as well. Those efforts are based on mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪It is critical to understand the meaning of “saṅkhāra” and not just say they are “mental formations.” See, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means” and “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

▪The point is that our minds generate saṅkhāra based on things that we crave/like. This is the connection of the First Noble Truth and Tilakkhaṇa to Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪That is why the first step in Paṭicca Samuppāda is “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.”  Until the Noble Truths/Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda are understood fully, there is the possibility to generate saṅkhāra with avijjā. Thus avijjā is the ignorance of Noble Truths/Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪Once we start generating saṅkhāra, a corresponding viññāṇa is established. That viññāṇa is a kamma viññāṇa and is MORE THAN just consciousness. That viññāṇa in PS has a “built-in expectation” or an “expected outcome” based on something that one craves!

11. It is easier to explain that with an example. Let us say person X meets a beautiful woman and likes her very much; this is “iccha,” and that leads to taṇhā and upādāna.

▪He would keep thinking about her, talk about her, and tries to meet her as much as possible. All those involve the three types of saṅkhāra. A kamma viññāṇa then takes root in his mind to “have a relationship with her.”

▪The more he engages in generating such saṅkhāra, the stronger that viññāṇa grows: “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.”

▪Furthermore, because of that viññāṇa that has now taken root in X’s mind, he would often think about her, generating more saṅkhāra. Here PS steps go backward too, “viññāṇa paccayā saṅkhāra.”

▪We have discussed such examples in more detail in the Paṭicca Samuppāda section. See, “Paṭicca Samuppāda in Plain English.”

▪Now, if X finds out that the woman has a boyfriend, he would suffer immediately. If he tries to break them up, he will take “bad actions” based on “bad saṅkhāra.” Those would be akusala kamma, and thus, can lead to future suffering.

▪Even if he can get his wish fulfilled and marry her, that will also lead to future suffering. This needs more discussion, but the following is clear. Both of them would be subjected to mental suffering at the death of the other.

Summary

12. There are “mind-pleasing things” in this world. When we get attached to them, with liking/craving (icca/iccha), we will make every effort to “own them” or at least to “enjoy them.”

▪If such efforts involve harming others, they will lead to “bad kamma vipāka,” including “bad rebirths.” Even if those efforts (based on saṅkhāra) don’t harm others, they will still bound one to “this world of 31 realms.” We will discuss this in detail.

▪What is wrong with “continue to live in this world of 31 realms”? The short answer is that most rebirths are in the suffering-filled flour lowest realms (apāyās.) See, “Introduction – What is Suffering?” This message is embedded in the First Noble Truth.

▪The root cause of that suffering, its removal, and the way to remove those root causes are described in the remaining three Noble Truths.

▪A systematic analysis of how that suffering arises via the generation of saṅkhāra is described by Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪This underlying message (unsatisfactory and dangerous nature of this world) is expressed by the Three Characteristics of Nature (anicca, dukkha, anatta.) Here we briefly discussed anicca. Next, we will discuss how anicca nature leads to dukkha and anatta.

Puredhamma Twitter Account

13. Twitter account for the website: WebLink: puredhamma (@puredhamma1): Twitter

▪Twitter handle: puredhamma1

▪Will Tweet a new or re-written post.
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Anicca Nature – Connection to the First Noble Truth

1. In the previous post, we discussed inter-relationships among the “three pillars of Buddha Dhamma,” i.e., the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. If you do not recall the pronunciation of the words paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, icca, iccha, nicca, niccha, anicca, aniccha, anatta, and anattha go back and listen to the audio file in the previous post “Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa – Key Relationships.”

▪The critical verses on suffering in the First Noble Truths are, “yam pi icchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ” and “saṁkhittena pañca upādāna khandhā dukkhā” both say that future suffering arises because of our attachment/craving (iccha) for things in this world.

▪As we discussed, IF IT IS POSSIBLE to tailor our future to be free of the suffering that would be our liking (icca or iccha,) then we can say that our world is of “nicca” or “niccha” nature, where there would be no suffering.

2. The Buddha pointed out that this world is of “anicca nature,” i.e., the opposite of the “nicca nature“

▪That means craving/striving for ANYTHING in this world WILL NOT lead to a future without suffering. Instead, the more attachment we have for anything in this world WILL lead to more suffering.

▪The fundamental reason for this is that ANY saṅkhata (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) in this world is inherently subject to unexpected changes and destruction. We will discuss that in the next post.

▪It is only in Nibbāna that there is no suffering. Therefore, it is Nibbāna that is of a nicca nature. See #9 of the previous post. 

3. Craving/striving (icca/iccha) for ANYTHING in this world leads to suffering in two ways.

▪When one struggles to acquire things in this world, that effort itself is suffering and results in suffering. Even if one gets it, one will lose it at death. 

▪The second severe type of suffering is due to “bad rebirths” that will arise due to any immoral deeds done while trying to get possession of worldly things that one craves. Let us discuss that now.

▪(However, this craving CANNOT be removed without comprehending the “core” of Buddha’s teachings: the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.)

Anicca Nature – Connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda

4. Our efforts to “own and enjoy” things in this world ALWAYS lead to more suffering than any short period of happiness. That explanation comes via Paṭicca Samuppāda, the “third pillar” of Buddha Dhamma. We got started on that in the previous post. Let us continue that discussion.

▪Humans do morally acceptable deeds with puñña abhisaṅkhāra and morally corrupt deeds with apuñña abhisaṅkhāra. The former leads to births in the human, Deva, and rūpāvacara Brahma realms and the latter leads to births in the apāyās. 

▪Some humans cultivate arūpa jhāna. Those involve āneñjā abhisaṅkhāra  and lead to births in the arūpāvacara Brahma realms. More on the types of puñña abhisaṅkhāra below.

▪In the absence of a Buddha, that is all humans can do. None of those lead to a “state without suffering.” All those births end up in death. The worst aspect is that due to the craving for sensual pleasures humans frequently engage in immoral deeds with apuñña abhisaṅkhāra and end up in suffering-filled apāyās.

▪The reason becomes clear when we examine what is meant by “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā” in the Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda. 

Births That End With Suffering Are Initiated by “Avijjā Paccayā Saṅkhārā”

5. WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6), explains the term “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā” in Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda (that leads to suffering) as follows: “Tattha katame avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro, kāyasaṅkhāro, vacīsaṅkhāro, cittasaṅkhāro.”

Translated: “What is avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā?  Apuññābhisaṅkhāra, puññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra, kāyasaṅkhāra, vacīsaṅkhāra, cittasaṅkhāra.” It is quite clear that apuññābhisaṅkhāra are due to avijjā. But why are the other two are said to be done due to avijjā?

▪Puññābhisaṅkhāra are, of course, Moral and good deeds AND also the cultivation of rūpāvacara jhāna.

▪Āneñjābhisaṅkhāra involve cultivating arūpāvacara jhāna.

▪When a person who has NOT comprehended anicca, dukkha, or anatta engages in those two types of “good saṅkhāra,” they are still done with avijjā! That is because one has not yet grasped the dangers of remaining in the rebirth process. Thus, avijjā is the ignorance of the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪Some examples are discussed in “Vacī Saṅkhāra – Saṅkappa (Conscious Thoughts) and Vācā (Speech).” It is a good idea to read that post to understand this point.

6. We can summarize the above analysis in simple words as follows.

▪ANYTHING that we do without understanding the concepts of the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda involves three types of saṅkhāra: apuññābhisaṅkhāra, puññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra.

▪Immoral deeds or pāpa kamma done with apuññābhisaṅkhāra lead to rebirths in the apāyās. Moral deeds or puñña kamma done with puññābhisaṅkhāra give rise to births in human, Deva, and rūpāvacara Brahma realms (good births.) Those who cultivate arūpāvacara jhāna with āneñjābhisaṅkhāra are reborn in arūpāvacara Brahma realms.

▪All those births end up in death. None of those will lead to a cessation of suffering. 

▪That is why all those three types of saṅkhāra are done with avijjā!

▪So, what type of saṅkhārā can lead to Nibbāna?

Difference Between Puñña Kamma and Kusala Kamma

7. Puñña kamma are “good deeds” done with puññābhisaṅkhāra with a mundane version of alobha, adosa, amoha. Those SAME DEEDS would be kusala kamma if done with the comprehension of the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.  

▪While puñña kamma leads to rebirths in the “good realms,” kusala kamma leads to Nibbāna. 

▪Thus, while puñña kamma are done with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in the Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda process, kusala kamma are done with “kusala-mūla paccayā saṅkhāra” in the kusala-mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda process.

▪For details see, “Akusala-Mūla Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda” and “Kusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda .”

▪That briefly explains the difference between puñña kamma and kusala kamma. Those who don’t understand that difference should read the post “Kilesa – Relationship To Akusala, Kusala, And Puñña Kamma.” It is critical to see the difference.

Puñña Kamma Result With the Wrong View of a “Nicca Nature” [→Vipallāsa]

8. This is the CRITICAL point to understand. Without a Buddha, humans have the innate idea that happiness can be attained by owning things that one likes. As a child grows, he/she strives to keep friends and “things” that he/she likes. As an adult, he/she would strive to learn skills, get a good job, marry the person of his/her choice and live a “good life.” In the absence of a Buddha, not many people would even think beyond that.

▪Some people worry about what will happen after death, especially when they get old. The world’s major religions teach that an everlasting Creator created this world and that one can “go to him” or “merge with him” at death to have a permanent existence of happiness.

▪Of course, there is no way to prove or disprove the existence of such a Creator. One would pledge allegiance to that Creator and promise to live a moral life. But there are many problems with this hypothesis. For example, no matter how grave, any immoral deed can be forgiven by just praying!

▪In comparison, Buddha Dhamma is a complete worldview. It is not a faith-based religion. It is not a religion! One cannot get to Nibbāna by just praying or pledging to be a faithful follower of the Buddha. One needs to comprehend the worldview of the Buddha on how suffering arises, and then it would become clear how to be free of any future suffering. See “Is Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism) a Religion?”

It Takes a Paradigm Shift to Understand the Anicca Nature

9. We went off on a tangent there, but the point is that most people today fall into two categories. Atheists believe that life ends at death and one should try to “enjoy life” while it lasts. Those who belong to major religions believe in a Creator and expect that Creator will secure them a happy, permanent existence after death.

▪Thus, either way, there is a sense of a “nicca nature.” That is why most people don’t even bother to examine the teachings of the Buddha in detail. That takes a considerable effort. Who would want to spend that much time when there is much fun to have by watching a movie, going to a party, or just having a day out with the family/friends?

▪But if one makes an effort to study the profound teachings of the Buddha, one can see that it is a fully self-consistent worldview based on the Principle of Causality. It is more profound than modern science because science only deals with material phenomena. That is why science cannot make any progress on the issue of consciousness. I have discussed this in detail in the series on “Origin of Life.”

▪From the above discussion, it should be clear that translating “anicca” as “impermanence” is way off the mark! As explained, “anicca” is intrinsically connected to “icca/iccha” and “upādāna.”

“Nicca” Worldview Leads to the Generation of Saṅkhāra with Avijjā!

10. We don’t just start acting with avijjā and initiate Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) processes with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” Instead, PS processes start with an ārammaṇa that comes to the mind via one of the six sensory inputs (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, mind.)

▪If that ārammaṇa is “mind-pleasing” we attach to it and start thinking about enjoying it more. Thus, the PS processes start at “salāyatana paccayā phasso.” For example, if we see a mind-pleasing rūpa via eyes, then it is the cakkhāyatana that is “activated” and this step is really “salāyatana paccayā samphassa (saŋ + phassa).” Of course, it is essential to read the post, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪Immediately the mind goes through the “samphassa paccayā samphassa-jā-vedanā” step, which is usually stated as “phassa paccayā vedanā.” This “samphassa-jā-vedanā” is a MIND-MADE vedanā that arises due to attachment with liking/craving (icca/iccha.)

▪More information in “Difference between Phassa and Samphassa.”

▪The critical point here is that PS cycles start when we attach to an ārammaṇa with liking/craving (icca/iccha) based on greed, anger, and ignorance of the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

Suffering – Not Getting the Desired (and Getting the Undesired)

11. As we have discussed many times, a passage in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11)” is “yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ” meaning “If one does not get what one likes, that is suffering.”

▪Even in the mundane sense, there is more to it than people perceive. For example, you work hard at your job and get a promotion. So, the outcome is a happy one. But you WORKED HARD to get there. That is “saṅkhāra-dukkha” as we discussed in “Introduction -2 – The Three Categories of Suffering.” That “saṅkhāra-dukkha” is present in ALL our activities, including breathing. We don’t feel breathing is difficult because we are used to it. An asthma patient knows how difficult it can be.

▪The above succinct statement is true at a deeper level in the rebirth process, as we briefly mentioned in #3 above.

12. We desire to have a “good birth.” Some want to be reborn humans with good health and wealth. Others want to be born Devā to enjoy higher levels of sensual pleasures. Some cultivate jhāna so that they can be born in Brahma realms with “jhānic pleasures.” 

▪However, our future rebirths do not materialize according to our wishes (icca/iccha). The world is of “anicca nature.” 

▪Anicca nature naturally — and inevitably — leads to dukkha. This is stated as “yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ.” See “How Does Anicca Nature Lead to Dukkha?”

Puredhamma Twitter Account

13. Twitter account for the website: WebLink: puredhamma (@puredhamma1): Twitter

▪Twitter handle: puredhamma1

▪Will Tweet a new or re-written post.
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Anatta is a characteristic of this world and not about a “self.” While impermanence is a part of anicca nature, it does not describe the full meaning of anicca.

It is Time to Settle the Issue of Mistranslations of Anicca and Anatta

1. Incorrect translations of “anicca” as “impermanence” and “anatta” as “no-self” have been engraved in the minds of many people. This is a serious issue that needs to be discussed and settled.

▪We need to realize that mistranslations of anicca and anatta are two serious issues. It is not possible to understand the message of the Buddha with those incorrect translations. By the way, my analysis below CANNOT be categorized as just an “interpretation.” There could be several interpretations if the definition of a word is not clear. In this case, there is no room for ambiguity.

▪In addition, this clarification will help easily understand the meanings of several other key Pāli words as well. These include sakkāya diṭṭhi and “māna saṁyojana.” As we know, sakkāya diṭṭhi is a key saṁyojana that needs to be dispelled to attain the Sotāpanna stage, while “māna saṁyojana” is removed at the Arahant stage.

Tilakkhaṇa – Three Characteristic of the World

2. A “lakkhaṇa” means an intrinsic “characteristic” or a “quality.” For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Lakkhaṇa Sutta (DN 30)” describes the 31 unique qualities/characteristics of a Buddha.

•Anicca, dukkha, and anatta are collectively called Tilakkhaṇa or “three characteristics” of this world.

•Sometimes “asubha” is shown to be another characteristic of the world, among a few more. In fact, I have not seen the word “Tilakkhaṇa” specifically mentioned in the Tipiṭaka. Those who compiled commentaries may have introduced the term. The reason could be that anicca, dukkha, anatta are closely related to each other. Many suttas in the Tipiṭaka describe those relationships.

•Therefore, it is logical to reserve the word Tilakkhaṇa for anicca, dukkha, anatta. We will discuss the relationships among them in the next few posts.

What Does Anicca Apply to?

3. What entities have the anicca characteristic? The “WebLink: suttacentral: Kalattayaanicca Sutta (SN 22.9)” says: “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, aniccaṁ atītānāgataṁ; ko pana vādo paccuppannassa.”

▪Translated: “Bhikkhus, rūpa of the past (atīta) are of anicca nature, rūpa of the future (anāgata) are of anicca nature. Rūpa that we experience at present (paccuppanna) are also of anicca nature.”

▪Then the statement is repeated for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

4. Those are profound statements. The translators at the Sutta Central site translate them without taking time to reflect on their meanings.

▪For example, if anicca really means impermanence, what is the need to specifically say, “rūpa of the past are impermanent”?

▪That is like saying, “all those people who lived at the time of the Buddha are now dead.” That would be a trivial/foolish statement to make!

▪It is even worse to emphasize that any vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa that one experienced in the past were impermanent.” That would be a childish statement. All of them would have perished just after arising!

▪Rather, those statements express a profound idea: “Any rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa of the past, future, or present are of ANICCA NATURE. I have discussed that in many posts, but we will discuss that in detail in upcoming posts.

Characteristic of Dukkha Applies to What?

5. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Kalattayadukkha Sutta (SN 22.10)” says: “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, dukkhaṁ atītānāgataṁ; ko pana vādo paccuppannassa.”

▪Translated: “Bhikkhus, rūpa of the past are of dukkha nature, rūpa of the future are of dukkha nature. Rūpa that we experience at present are also of dukkha nature.”

▪Then the statement is repeated for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

▪Those statements express a profound idea: “Any rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa of the past, future, or present are of DUKKHA NATURE. 

Characteristic of Anatta Applies to What?

6. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Kalattayaanatta Sutta (SN 22.11)” says: “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā atītānāgataṁ; ko pana vādo paccuppannassa.”

▪Translated: “Bhikkhus, rūpa of the past are of anatta nature, rūpa of the future are of anatta nature. Rūpa that we experience at present are also of anatta nature.”

▪Then the statement is repeated for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

▪Those statements express a profound idea: “Any rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa of the past, future, or present are of ANATTA NATURE. 

▪Therefore, the characteristics of anicca, dukkha, anatta apply to the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha.)

Many More References

7. For simplicity I picked the above three suttas. They are short suttas with direct verses.

▪But there are many more conveying the same meanings. For example, the following references in the Tipiṭaka state that the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) have the anicca nature: “WebLink: suttacentral: 17 results for pañcakkhandha AND anicca.”

▪Another relevant set of references in “WebLink: suttacentral: 13 results for rūpakkhandha AND anicca.”

Characteristics of Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta Applies to the Five Aggregates!

8. We need to understand that when the Buddha refers to “rūpa” (unless specifically mentioned, as in some cases) it refers to “rūpakkhandha,” the aggregate. In the same way, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa refer, in many cases, to vedanākkhandha, saññākkandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha.

▪Altogether there are 11 types  of rūpa included in rūpakkhandha. The WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Sutta (SN 22.48) (among many other suttā) summarizes what is included in rūpakkhandha. “Yaṁ kiñci, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ (atīta, anāgata, paccuppanna) ajjhattaṁ vā bahiddhā vā oḷārikaṁ vā sukhumaṁ vā hīnaṁ vā paṇītaṁ vā yaṁ dūre santike vā, ayaṁ vuccati rūpakkhandho.”

▪You may want to refresh your memory by reading the post, “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood.”

▪A crude translation of the 11 types: past, future, current, internal, external, coarse, subtle, good, bad, far, and near.

▪However, all 11 types are included in the rūpa of past, future, current. Therefore, what is meant by “rūpa” in the above 3 suttas is really the “rūpakkhandha.” Rūpakkhandha are “mental impressions of physical rūpa.” 

▪Then there are “physical rūpa” made of suddhaṭṭhaka, like our physical bodies.

▪We need to be able to differentiate between a “rūpa made of suddhaṭṭhaka” and “rūpakkhandha.”

9. In the same way, the above 3 suttas refer to vedanākkhandha, saññākkandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha. Thus all 3 suttas refer to the five aggregates or pañcakkhandha.

▪Now, we know that the five aggregates of rūpakkhandha, vedanākkhandha, saññākkandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha include (mental impressions of ) EVERYTHING in this world for a given person. It includes all past, present, and future experiences in this world!

▪That means those 3 characteristics apply to everything in this world!

▪That is why they are called “3 characteristics of nature.”

▪It is necessary to understand these critical concepts. It is not possible to understand the true message of the Buddha without understanding these fundamental and critical concepts.

▪As you can see, these are not “interpretations.” The suttas specifically say that rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa of the past, present, and future ALL have the characteristics of anicca, dukkha, anatta!

10. Another short sutta, “WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (SN 22.21)” states: “Rūpaṁ kho, ānanda, aniccaṁ saṅkhataṁ paṭiccasamuppannaṁ khayadhammaṁ vayadhammaṁ virāgadhammaṁ nirodhadhammaṁ. Tassa nirodho ‘nirodho’ti vuccati.”

Translated: “Ānanda, rūpa are of anicca nature, originated with saṅkhāra (saṅkhataṁ) via Paṭicca Samuppāda (paṭiccasamuppannaṁ), leading to the decay of moral qualities (khayadhammaṁ) and thus to one’s future suffering (vayadhammaṁ.) But that can be overcome by losing attachment for them ( virāgadhammaṁ.)Thus, they can be stopped from arising (nirodhadhammaṁ), leading to their cessation. (that is Nibbāna!)

▪Then the statement is repeated for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

▪This sutta also refers to the five aggregates or pañcakkhandha or the “whole world.”

▪As you can see, this sutta — with those succinct verses — packs even deeper concepts.

▪Simply put, the sutta says that we prepare our own future births via our own saṅkhāra generated via avijjā. But we can stop that process by cultivating paññā (i.e., comprehending the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda)! 

▪This is what we will be discussing in this series of posts. We have recently discussed the essential concepts in Paṭicca Samuppāda. You may want to review that section, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Essential Concepts” and “Paṭicca Samuppāda in Plain English.”

▪Another brief point needs to be made so that some of you can make the connections and understand the above fourth sutta.

Connection to Pañcupādānakkhandhā

11. We crave not only rūpa that we see at this moment (that is the meaning of paccuppanna rūpa.) Even a rūpa that we saw a minute ago has gone to the past (atīta rūpa.) Furthermore, we wish for a certain rūpa in the future (anāgata rūpa.) We may form attachments to all three types!

▪Therefore even though rūpakkhandha is infinite, we attach only to a small part of it, and that is rūpupādānakkhandha.

▪Rūpakkhandha is infinite because it includes all rūpa that we have seen in our past lives. In contrast, we mostly crave rūpa that we have seen in this life! Thus, rūpupādānakkhandha (or rūpa upādāna khandha) is a tiny part of rūpakkhandha. See, “Rūpakkhandha and Rūpa Upādānakkhandha.”

▪Thus, even though all rūpa are of anicca nature, we only need to overcome our attachment to those we crave!

▪That is why the Buddha said, “saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

Carrying the “Burden” or “Pañcupādānakkhandha”

12. Therefore, even though all of pañcakkhandhā has the characteristics of anicca, dukkha, anatta, we get into trouble only if we get attached to parts of it.

▪The next sutta, “WebLink: suttacentral: Bhara Sutta (SN 22.22)” specifically says that pañcupādānakkhandha is a “load” or “burden” carried by each person. One can put down that “load” by losing attachment (taṇhā/upādāna) for worldly things.

▪The sutta ends with the following verses:

“Bhārā have pañcakkhandhā, bhārahāro ca puggalo; Bhārādānaṁ dukhaṁ loke, bhāranikkhepanaṁ sukhaṁ.

Nikkhipitvā garuṁ bhāraṁ, aññaṁ bhāraṁ anādiya; Samūlaṁ taṇhamabbuyha, nicchāto parinibbuto”ti.

▪That ties up what we have discussed so far in this series about Nibbāna being the only nicca (niccha) state. 

Translation of those verses:

“The five aggregates are truly burdens; burden-carrier is the person. Taking up the burden is suffering in the world; laying the burden down is happiness.

Having laid the heavy burden down, without taking up another burden, having rooted out taṇhā with its roots, one is free from suffering, and reaches the niccha state (Nibbāna.).”

▪As we discussed before, “nicca/niccha” is the opposite of “anicca.”

No Excuse Anymore to Translate Anicca/Anatta as Impermanence/“No-Self”

13. If you read the English translations at Sutta Central you can see how badly they have translated all of the above suttas. However, if you re-read them with the correct meanings, those suttas WILL make sense.

▪It is no wonder why many people have not made ANY significant progress over many years by reading those incorrect translations. In discussion forums, people keep posting those incorrect translations and point out certain inconsistencies among deeper suttas. Of course, there WILL BE inconsistencies IF keywords are translated incorrectly! 

▪The fourth sutta (Ānanda Sutta (SN 22.21)) has deeper meanings and requires more discussion, even though I am sure some of you can grasp those meanings.

▪However, ANYONE should be able to see that anicca and anatta DO NOT mean impermanence and “no-self.”

▪If there are still people who cannot comprehend at least that, it is doubtful that they will be able to understand future posts.

▪In future posts, I will expand this analysis. Hopefully, this will settle the issue of mistranslations of the key Pāli words starting with anicca and anatta.
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To attain the Sotāpanna stage, two conditions must be met. One must get to Anuloma Khanti, i.e., one must see that suffering hugely dominates the rebirth process. One must also get to Sammattaniyāma, i.e.,  realize that the ultimate bliss is in Nibbāna (reached via stopping the rebirth process.) [Here, “anu” means “through the understanding of Tilakkhaṇa,” “lo” means “craving for worldly things,” and “ma” means “removal,” and thus “anuloma” means “removal of craving for worldly things to some extent via the comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa.”]

Anuloma Khanti and Sammattaniyāma

1. If you have been reading my posts for a while, you know the points listed below. Here I will introduce two new terms — Anuloma Khanti and Sammattaniyāma — but the same concepts. These two terms are used in Tipiṭaka references that point out the necessity of comprehending the meanings of anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature to attain magga phala, as we discuss below.

▪Complete cessation of suffering cannot be achieved while in the rebirth process. While some births may have less suffering than others, death is inevitable for ANY birth.

▪Understanding Tilakkhaṇa or the Three Characteristics of Nature is essential to reach that conclusion. That understanding comes with the simultaneous comprehension of Paṭicca Samuppāda (the process that leads to new births.) That is the Noble Truth ABOUT suffering. That realization gets one to Anuloma Khanti. 

▪Closely related to that issue of the dangers of remaining in the rebirths process is another critical issue. That is to realize that Nibbāna is the only refuge. That conclusion comes with understanding the Four Noble Truths, i.e., liberating from the rebirth process via the Noble Eightfold Path. That is when one gets to Sammattaniyāma and gets to the Sotāpanna stage.

2. Thus, it is CRITICAL to start with understanding Tilakkhaṇa and Paṭicca Samuppāda, i.e., understanding why craving for worldly pleasures will INEVITABLY lead to suffering.

▪However, as I have mentioned many times before, it is impossible to give up cravings for worldly pleasures with just willpower. It has to come through understanding WHY and HOW cravings for worldly pleasures lead to future suffering.

▪Here is an analogy. An alcoholic CANNOT get rid of his addiction just by willpower. He has to investigate the bad consequences of drinking and comprehend – without any doubts — that drinking is bad for health and can lead to death!

▪In the same way, one needs to realize the dangers in the rebirth process first. With that understanding, the generation of the worst types of saṅkhāra (leading to rebirth in the apāyās) will stop. But a Sotāpanna’s mind will still crave sensual pleasures. Those cravings will be gradually lost in three more stages and will disappear at the Arahant stage.

▪Thus, a Sotāpanna has the “roadmap” (same as Sammā Diṭṭhi) to reach the Arahant stage. Therefore, only a Sotāpanna can truly start cultivating Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpāna/Satta Bojjhaṅga/Noble Eightfold Path to get to the Arahant stage via the intermediate Sakadāgāmi and Anāgāmi stages.

Getting to Anuloma Khanti Requires Comprehending Anicca/Dukkha Nature of Saṅkhāra

3. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Anicca Sutta (AN 6.98)” states: “..saṅkhāraṁ niccato samanupassanto anulomikāya khantiyā samannāgato bhavissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati. ‘Anulomikāya khantiyā asamannāgato sammattaniyāmaṁ okkamissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati. ‘Sammattaniyāmaṁ anokkamamāno sotāpattiphalaṁ vā sakadāgāmiphalaṁ vā anāgāmiphalaṁ vā arahattaṁ vā sacchikarissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati.”

Translated: “ ..anyone who regards saṅkhāra are of nicca nature cannot get to Anuloma Khanti. Without getting to Anuloma Khanti, it’s impossible to get to Sammattaniyāma. Without getting to Sammattaniyāma, it’s impossible to realize ANY magga phala (sotāpatti, sakadāgāmi, anāgāmi, arahatta.)

▪The next sutta, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dukkha Sutta (AN 6.99),” makes a similar statement, “..anyone who regards saṅkhāra are of sukha nature cannot get to Anuloma Khanti.” The rest of that verse is the same, i.e., unless one gets to Anuloma Khanti, it’s impossible to get to Sammattaniyāma and magga phala.

Getting to Anuloma Khanti Also Requires Comprehending Anatta Nature of Dhammā (Created via Saṅkhāra)

4. Then the next sutta “WebLink: suttacentral: Anatta Sutta (AN 6.100)” states: “..  dhammaṁ attato samanupassanto anulomikāya khantiyā samannāgato bhavissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati. Anulomikāya khantiyā asamannāgato sammattaniyāmaṁ okkamissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati. ‘Sammattaniyāmaṁ anokkamamāno sotāpattiphalaṁ vā sakadāgāmiphalaṁ vā anāgāmiphalaṁ vā arahattaṁ vā sacchikarissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati.”

Translated: “..anyone who regards dhammā are of atta nature can not get to Anuloma Khanti. Without getting to Anuloma Khanti, it’s impossible to get to Sammattaniyāma. Without getting to Sammattaniyāma, it’s impossible to realize ANY magga phala (sotāpatti, sakadāgāmi, anāgāmi, arahatta.)

Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta Are Characteristics of Anything in the World – But We Need to Focus on Saṅkhāra and Dhammā

5. Before discussing the critical implications of grasping the anicca, dukkha, anatta nature to make any progress on the Noble Path, let us clarify something that stands out in the above verses.

▪You may have noticed that the first two suttas in #3 explicitly refer to the anicca, dukkha nature of saṅkhāra. On the other hand, the third sutta in #4 refers to the anatta nature of dhammā.

▪As we have discussed, anicca, dukkha, anatta characteristics apply to ANYTHING in the world. See, “Anicca and Anatta – Two Characteristics of the World.”

▪So, why be specific about the anicca, dukkha nature of saṅkhāra, and the anatta nature of dhammā?

6. The reasons will become clear when we realize that the saṅkhāra generation initiates the Paṭicca Samuppāda process and is the starting point for all future suffering.

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda process starts with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” specifically due to the expectation of a nicca outcome, i.e., not realizing that anicca nature is a “built-in” feature of the world!

▪Dhammā (with a long-a) are the seeds that result when saṅkhāra are cultivated. “Dhammā” means to “bear things in this world.” But anything thus generated will not lead to a “nicca outcome,” and all those efforts are fruitless. Thus, all “dhammā” generated are of “anatta nature.”

7. That is a summary. We will discuss that in detail. However, it is to be noted that those 3 suttas state the same as the following famous verses in Dhammapada verses 277 through 279:

“Sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā”ti, yadā paññāya passati; Atha nibbindati dukkhe, esa maggo visuddhiyā.”

“Sabbe saṅkhārā dukkhā”ti, yadā paññāya passati; Atha nibbindati dukkhe, esa maggo visuddhiyā.”

“Sabbe dhammā anattā”ti, yadā paññāya passati; Atha nibbindati dukkhe, esa maggo visuddhiyā.”

▪Those 3 verses state that to reach ultimate release from suffering (nibbindati dukkhe) via the purification of mind (visuddhi), one must see the futility and dangers in (abhi)saṅkhāra generation (because that only leads to accumulation of dhammā bearing more future existences.)!

Only Nibbāna Has the Characteristics of Nicca, Sukha, Atta!

8. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbāna Sutta (AN 6.101)” completes the description. The following is the first verse in the sutta:

“‘So vata, bhikkhave, bhikkhu nibbānaṁ dukkhato samanupassanto anulomikāya khantiyā samannāgato bhavissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati. ‘Anulomikāya khantiyā asamannāgato sammattaniyāmaṁ okkamissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati. ‘Sammattaniyāmaṁ anokkamamāno sotāpattiphalaṁ vā sakadāgāmiphalaṁ vā anāgāmiphalaṁ vā arahattaṁ vā sacchikarissatī’ti netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati.

Translated:

“Bhikkhus, it is impossible for anyone who regards Nibbāna to be suffering to get to Anuloma Khanti. Without getting to Anuloma Khanti, it’s impossible to get to Sammattaniyāma. Without getting to Sammattaniyāma, it’s impossible to realize ANY magga phala (sotāpatti, sakadāgāmi, anāgāmi, arahatta.)

▪Most people think that to attain Nibbāna would be to “give up all the pleasures in this world.” They cannot even imagine why anyone would want to stop the rebirth process. They think, “Life is good; how can anyone even think about not living in this world?”

▪That is because they equate “living” to live the life of a human. But the Buddha explained that all animals were humans in the past, and MOST present-day humans will end up with animal births. Furthermore, there are even worse births than those in the animal realm.

▪When one comprehends Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Four Noble Truths, one will logically conclude that the rebirth process is filled with suffering.

9. Then the second verse of the sutta says: “‘So vata, bhikkhave, bhikkhu nibbānaṁ sukhato samanupassanto anulomikāya khantiyā samannāgato bhavissatī’ti ṭhānametaṁ vijjati. ‘Anulomikāya khantiyā samannāgato sammattaniyāmaṁ okkamissatī’ti ṭhānametaṁ vijjati. ‘Sammattaniyāmaṁ okkamamāno sotāpattiphalaṁ vā sakadāgāmiphalaṁ vā anāgāmiphalaṁ vā arahattaṁ vā sacchikarissatī’ti ṭhānametaṁ vijjatī”ti.

Translated:

“Bhikkhus, it is possible for anyone who regards Nibbāna to be blissful to get to Anuloma Khanti. After getting to Anuloma Khanti, it’s possible to get to Sammattaniyāma. After getting to Sammattaniyāma, it’s possible to realize ANY magga phala (sotāpatti, sakadāgāmi, anāgāmi, arahatta.)

▪Thus, here one will realize that ultimate bliss is not in sporadic sensual pleasures. Rather it is to stop any possibility of future suffering by stopping the rebirth process and merging with Nibbāna.

Summary

10. It is necessary to understand Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Four Noble Truths to become a Sotāpanna and start on the Noble Eightfold Path to attain the Arahanthood (if one understands one of them, one will simultaneously understand the other two).

▪That understanding comes in two parts: (i) One will realize the dangers in remaining in the rebirth process, and (ii) One would see that ending the rebirth process and attaining Nibbāna is the ultimate bliss.

▪Thus it is critical to understand what is meant by anicca, dukkha, anatta.

▪Before discussing anicca, dukkha, anatta further, I wanted to point out the importance of those 3 words. Dukkha does not mean just any suffering that we experience now. Anicca and anatta cannot be just translated into two English words as impermanence and “no-self.”

▪There are deeper meanings in all three terms, AND they are related to each other.

11. Another point is that the translation of anicca as impermanence and anatta as “no-self” does not lead to a sensible translation of the suttas in #3 and #4 above.

▪Saṅkhāra are obviously impermanent. They arise and disappear. If the requirement to attain the Sotāpanna stage is to see the “impermanent nature of saṅkhāra”, then anyone would be a Sotāpanna!

▪Can anyone still believe that “anicca” means “impermanence”? As the Buddha advised in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kālāmā (Kesamutti) Sutta (AN 3.65)” we should not blindly follow others.

▪As I pointed out many times, impermanence is just a small part of “anicca nature.” To understand the “anicca nature” one MUST understand Paṭicca Samuppāda, i.e., how those things that we perceive to bring us happiness eventually lead to suffering!

▪In other words, all actions started with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” will ALWAYS end up with “jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa, soka-parideva-dukkha-domanassupāyāsā sambhavan’ti” See, “Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.” [Avijjāpaccayā saṅkhārā, saṅkhārapaccayā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpaṁ, nāmarūpapaccayā saḷāyatanaṁ, saḷāyatanapaccayā phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā taṇhā, taṇhāpaccayā upādānaṁ, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā jāti, jātipaccayā jarāmaraṇaṁ sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupāyāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.]

Reference

12. A complete analysis of Anuloma Khanti and Sammattaniyāma concerning Tilakkhaṇa is in one of the original commentaries (Paṭisambhidāmagga) included in the Tipiṭaka. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭisambhidāmagga – 3.9. Vipassanākathā (KN Ps 3.9).” There is no English translation at Sutta Central, but there is a Sinhala translation: “WebLink: suttacentral: 3.9 විදර්ශනා කථා.”






   Anicca Nature – Not Possible to Overcome Suffering in This World
   

   




Anicca Nature – Not Possible to Overcome Suffering in This World





July 27, 2021; revised August 2, 2022

This world is of “anicca nature,” meaning there is no refuge from suffering anywhere in this world. The translation of “anicca” as “impermanent” is wrong.

Difference Between “Living a Moral Life” and “Pursuing Nibbāna”

1. When I hear the common statement, “all religions are the same; they teach you how to live a MORAL LIFE,” I cringe. I think about all those people unaware of the Buddha’s actual message. In particular, this is the mindset of those who follow “secular Buddhism.”

▪Most religions indeed teach how to live a moral life. And there is also evidence that atheists may be as moral as religious people are; see, “WebLink: PDF Download: Morality in everyday life-Science-2014-Hofmann.”

▪However, Buddha Dhamma goes beyond that. The Buddha said that would not help in the LONG TERM no matter how well we live this life.

▪Yet, to understand the deep message of the Buddha, living a moral life is necessary.

The Perfect Mind of a Buddha

2. When a human mind loses greed (lobha) and anger (dosa), it gains wisdom (paññā.) In other words, a mind not burdened with greed, anger, and ignorance can “see” things more clearly.

▪We can verify that for ourselves. People do foolish/immoral things when greed takes over (think bribes, rapes, etc.) Anger can lead to even harsher offenses like bodily injuries or even murder.

▪The tendency to be “triggered” by greed or anger will reduce with the cultivation of wisdom. Here wisdom (paññā) is to see the harsh consequences of such actions in this life and in the rebirth process.

▪That wisdom is in the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

3. Even without a Buddha appearing in the world, some people can SUPPRESS greed/anger and attain “higher mental states” or “jhānic states. As one gets to higher jhānic states, one may be able to perform supernormal tasks. One of such capabilities is to be able to “look back” at SOME of one’s previous lives. But since they had not removed greed/anger permanently, those ancient yogis had only limited capabilities.

▪But a true disciple of a Buddha would attain the same jhāna while PERMANENTLY removing defilements. Some would be able to attain many more supernormal powers as well. This is described in detail in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Samaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).” See “Jhānic Experience in Detail – Samaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).”

▪It is also a good idea to read the following English translation of the whole sutta: “WebLink: suttacentral: The Fruits of Recluseship (DN 2).” It describes in detail the process of attaining Ariya jhānās via gradually getting rid of greed and anger by understanding the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

4. A Buddha is unique because he has cultivated paññā to the maximum possible and thus figured out how to REMOVE lobha and dosa completely without a trace. He gained that knowledge the night he attained Enlightenment or Buddhahood.

▪With that perfect mind, a Buddha gained the highest supernormal powers that allowed him to personally verify the existence of 31 realms. He is able not only to see selected previous lives but as many as he wishes. Thus, he has provided detailed accounts of his past lives. Not only that, but he can also see HOW any given past life arose due to causes and conditions.  That is how he figured out the Paṭicca Samuppāda process.

▪That is a brief account of how a Buddha discovers that “this world” is very complex with 31 realms. Of course, we can see only two of them, the human and the animal realm.

Buddha Was Able to Verify the “Anicca Nature”

5. There are many accounts in the Tipiṭaka where the Buddha visited various realms. There are also many accounts where Devas and Brahmas came to the Buddha to ask questions.

▪For example, we all know about the account of Brahma Sahampati requesting the Buddha to teach his new-found Dhamma to the world. There is an account of how the king of a Deva realm, Sakka Deva, attained the Sotāpanna stage during one of his visits.

▪An interesting account in the WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmanimantanika Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 49) provides a good background on the “anicca nature” of the Brahma realms. Let us briefly discuss that account.

Brahma­niman­tanika Sutta (MN 49)

6. The sutta describes that one day the Buddha, with his abhiññā powers, could see the following wrong idea came to Baka Brahma’s mind. Now, all Brahmas in the Mahā Brahma realm consider Baka Brahma to be their leader and their “Creator.” 

▪The wrong view of Baka Brahmā was the following: “My existence is of nicca nature, it is permanent, it is eternal, it is whole, it is imperishable. Here there’s no more birth, growing old, dying, passing away, or being reborn. And there’s no other higher release beyond this.”

▪The Pāli verse is: “idaṁ niccaṁ, idaṁ dhuvaṁ, idaṁ sassataṁ, idaṁ kevalaṁ, idaṁ acavanadhammaṁ, idañhi na jāyati na jīyati na mīyati na cavati na upapajjati, ito ca panaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇaṁ natthī’ti.”

▪Note that “dhuva” is the Pāli word for “permanent.” The word “nicca” (as well as the opposite “anicca”) CANNOT be translated to ANY language as a single word. 

▪As we have briefly discussed, “nicca nature” guarantees a suffering-free future.  That means the recurring cyclic process of “birth, old age, death, birth, old age, death,..” would be absent.

7. To correct the wrong view of the Baka Brahmā, vanishing from near the great sāl-tree in the Subhaga Grove at Ukkaṭṭhā, the Buddha appeared in that Brahma-world.

Baka Brahmā saw the Buddha coming, welcomed him, and told him: “Idañhi, mārisa, niccaṁ, idaṁ dhuvaṁ, idaṁ sassataṁ, idaṁ kevalaṁ, idaṁ acavanadhammaṁ, idañhi na jāyati na jīyati na mīyati na cavati na upapajjāti. Ito ca panaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇaṁ natthī’ti.“

Translated: “This existence, good sir, can be maintained to my liking; it is stable, it is eternal. It encompasses all, not liable to passing away; it is not born, nor does it age or die or pass away. No further release is necessary from this existence.”

The Buddha replied: “You are ignorant.  You say your existence can be to your liking, but that is not so. It is not permanent as you say…” (yatra hi nāma aniccaṁyeva samānaṁ niccanti vakkhati, addhuvaṁyeva samānaṁ dhuvanti vakkhati).

▪Again, it is important to note that the Pāli word for “impermanent” is “addhuva” (or opposite of “dhuva”) and not “anicca.”

▪The Buddha added, “..although you say there is no need for a further release, there is indeed a permanent release you are not aware of” (“santañca panaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇaṁ “natthaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇan” ti vakkhatī’ti.”

8. Baka Brahmā then replied: “But, good sir, I say “nicca” because it is so, I say “stable” because it is stable, I say “eternal” because it is eternal. There is no more suffering,…I have escaped from the cravings for pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo dhātu..”. (Meaning he has overcome taṇhā for sensual pleasures available in the kāma loka comprised of the four mahā bhūta).

▪The Buddha told the Baka Brahma that he knew that Baka Brahma had transcended the kāma loka and was fully aware of his powers.

▪The Buddha added that there were things in this world that Baka Brahma was not aware of. (1) There are higher Brahma realms, (2) Baka Brahma himself was in the higher Abhassara Brahma realm, died there, and was now reborn in this lower Brahma realm. The Buddha told the Baka Brahma: “you neither know nor see those higher realms, but I know and see them.”

Here is the relevant part of the Sutta where the Buddha tells Baka Brahma: ”Pathaviṁ kho ahaṁ, brahme, pathavito abhiññāya yāvatā pathaviyā pathavattena ananubhūtaṁ tadabhiññāya pathaviṁ nāpahosiṁ, pathaviyā nāpahosiṁ, pathavito nāpahosiṁ, pathaviṁ meti nāpahosiṁ, pathaviṁ nābhivadiṁ…”

Translated: “Brahma, knowing pathavi to be just pathavi (devoid of life), knowing the true nature of pathavi, I do not take pathavi to be me either. (No attachment to things in the kāma loka made from the four mahā bhūta).”

▪Then he repeated the same verse for the other three mahā bhūta of which the bodies of beings in kāma loka are made of, i.e., āpo, tejo, vāyo.

▪But that itself is not enough to be free from suffering. One has to cleanse the “defiled consciousness” or “kamma viññāṇa.”  (That requires comprehension of the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.)

9. The Buddha summarized it all in the following verse, which we discussed in the  post “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga”: “Viññāṇaṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ, taṁ pathaviyā pathavattenaananubhūtaṁ, āpassa āpattena ananubhūtaṁ, tejassa tejattena ananubhūtaṁ, vāyassavāyattena ananubhūtaṁ, bhūtānaṁ bhūtattena ananubhūtaṁ, devānaṁ devattenaananubhūtaṁ, pajāpatissa pajāpatittena ananubhūtaṁ, brahmānaṁ brahmattenaananubhūtaṁ, ābhassarānaṁ ābhassarattena ananubhūtaṁ, subhakiṇhānaṁ subhakiṇhānaṁ subhakiṇhattena ananubhūtaṁ, vehapphalānaṁ vehapphalattena ananubhūtaṁ, abhibhussa abhibhuttena ananubhūtaṁ, sabbassa sabbattena ananubhūtaṁ..”

Translated: “Viññāṇa is unseen, infinite, and leads to the rebirth process for all. With viññāṇa (defiled consciousness), one cannot comprehend the real nature of pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, bhūta, deva, pajapati brahma, abhassara brahma, subhakinha brahma, vehapphala brahma, etc., i.e., everything in this world (sabba).”

▪Also, see “Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean.”

10. Then, the Buddha concluded: “Thus, Brahmā, I am not equal with you. I am indeed higher in knowledge.”

▪The Baka Brahma then challenged the Buddha, saying that he would disappear, and If the Buddha is of higher knowledge, try to find him. But he was unable to hide from the Buddha.

▪Then the Buddha said, “Now I am vanishing from you, Brahmā. Find me if you can.”  Of course, Baka Brahma could not find the Buddha and thus had to concede defeat.

That is the essence of that long sutta relevant to this discussion.

Summary

11. Baka Brahma thought he had overcome all suffering when he transcended the kāma loka.

▪But he was unaware that his existence — even though very long — was not permanent. There are higher Brahma realms with even longer lifetimes and still not permanent. Even more importantly, he could still be born in an apāya in the future.

▪Thus, any existence in the 31 realms is of anicca nature. Anicca nature inevitably leads to dukkha (suffering.) Thus any efforts seeking release from suffering WITHIN this world of 31 realms are useless, which is the third characteristic, anatta nature. There is no refuge from suffering anywhere in this world!

▪Therefore, those three characteristics of this world (anicca, dukkha, anatta) are interrelated. We will discuss those connections in the next few posts.
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Dukkha – An Inherent Characteristic of This World and Not the Dukkha Vedanā

1. The most misunderstood aspect of Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta) is to think that dukkha means the “suffering that we experience.” Most meditation programs focus on the physical discomforts during a session. That is a complete misunderstanding. We need to focus on the “dukkha nature” of this world.

▪A “lakkhaṇa” means an intrinsic “characteristic” or a “quality.” For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Lakkhaṇa Sutta (DN 30)” describes a Buddha’s 31 unique qualities/characteristics.

▪Someone may live a happy life for many years. Yet, old age and eventual death are intrinsic lakkhaṇa of any life. Even though that person may not be suffering right now, they WILL face suffering without any doubt. 

▪Therefore, the “dukkha lakkhaṇa” refers to one of the three intrinsic characteristics (Tilakkhaṇa) of Nature, i.e., of this world.

▪Before you get all pessimistic about Buddha Dhamma, the Buddha also explained how to escape that cycle of suffering. But we must first to understand this world’s “dukkha nature.”. To solve a problem, one first needs to realize that there is a problem and then find its root causes. Only then will one be able to remove those root causes and eliminate the problem!

Anything In This World Has Those Three Characteristics!

2. In previous posts in this series, we discussed that EVERYTHING in this world (i.e., not only living beings) has those three characteristics. However, we will suffer only if we attach to those things. In other words, pañcakkhandha has the dukkha lakkhaṇa, but we will be subjected to suffering ONLY DUE TO pañcupādānakkhandhā, a tiny fraction of pañcakkhandha that we attach to. See “Anicca and Anatta – Two Characteristics of the World” for discussion and sutta references. 

•Many more suttas state the same in different ways; see references Ref. 1 and Ref. 2 below.

3. Think about that carefully. Anything in this world has the dukkha (and anicca and anatta) characteristics “built-in.”

▪There is no way to avoid future suffering as long as one uses those six internal sensory faculties to “enjoy” the six types of external entities with greed, hate, and ignorance of the Noble Truths! 

▪However, giving up cravings for worldly things is hard to do. It would be impossible without knowing HOW and WHY suffering would be the result.

▪That is why it is essential to understand the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. They are interrelated and explain HOW and WHY such attachments lead to future suffering.

▪Here is an analogy. An alcoholic will not be able to give up drinking without fully comprehending HOW and WHY alcohol consumption leads to suffering.

This World Is “Anchored on Suffering”

4. The primary message of the Buddha is that there is unimaginable suffering in the rebirth process among the 31 realms. Most births are in the four lowest realms (apāyās), where suffering dominates any temporary relief.

▪As long as there is existence in this world of 31 realms, that existence WILL encounter both sukha and dukkha.

▪However, since living beings are tempted to engage in akusala/pāpa kamma, most rebirths are in the apāyās. We have discussed this “vast imbalance” as pointed out by the Buddha in many suttas. We discussed a few in the post “Introduction – What is Suffering?“

5. That is why the Buddha said, “Maccunā pihito loko,dukkhe loko patiṭṭhito; Taṇhāya uḍḍito loko,jarāya parivārito”ti. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Pihita Sutta (SN 1.68).”

Translated: “The world is inhabited by death, the world is anchored on suffering; Craving/attachment has trapped the world, it is enveloped by decay and old age.”  

▪A series of short suttas (SN 1.61 through SN 1.81) provides the basis for deeper suttas in Saṁyutta Nikāya. Read through those starting with the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nāma Sutta (SN 1. 61).”

▪We can end that “long-term suffering” by understanding the root causes for births among the 31 realms. In particular, births in the apāyās are caused by immoral deeds (akusala kamma) done while seeking sensory pleasures.

Not Possible to Reach a State with “No Suffering” in This World

6. Understanding the Three Characteristics (Tilakkhaṇa) helps to understand the Four Noble Truths.

▪The Nature of this world is such that no matter how hard we try, it is not possible to get to a place free of suffering. 

▪Let us start with the assumption that there is no rebirth process. Some people have made enough money not only to sustain their families but even to fund the economy of a small country for a year! But would they not be subjected to suffering? We all get old and die one day!

▪No matter how successful one becomes, that cannot be said to have led to a “state free of suffering.”

▪Those people who commit suicide hope that their suffering will end at death! Unfortunately, that is not the case either. Rebirth is inevitable for anyone below the Arahant stage, and births in the apāyās are possible for anyone who has not at least started to understand the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. That is why one should not waste any time!

Understanding “True Suffering” – It Is in the Rebirth Process

7. in the post “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth,” we discussed references in the Tipiṭaka that MOST rebirths are in the four lowest realms (apāyās.) We can only see the suffering in one of them, the animal realm.

▪The Buddha has discussed, in detail, the types of suffering in the other three apāyās. For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bālapaṇḍita Sutta (MN 129)” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Devadūta Sutta (MN 130)” the Buddha explains, in detail, the types of suffering encountered in various lower realms.

▪English translation of the first one: “WebLink: suttacentral: The Foolish and the Astute (MN 129).” That sutta explains that a person who engages in immoral activities (“bālo” or a “fool”) can expect the consequences (kamma vipāka) both in this life and in future existences in the apāyās. The account of the experiences in the niraya (lowest realm) is terrifying. 

8. A related sutta is the “WebLink: suttacentral: Pāyāsi Sutta (DN 23).” It is about the wrong views that there is no rebirth process, etc. See the English translation: “WebLink: suttacentral: With Pāyāsi (DN 23).” For those who have doubts about the validity of the rebirth process or the existence of apāyās, it is a good idea to read the above suttās.

▪As mentioned in the first post, “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa,” in this series of posts we discuss anicca, dukkha, anatta with the focus on the summary statement, “aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.” It can be stated as follows:

▪“Anything in this world (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) is of anicca nature because one’s hopes for enjoying them will only lead to one’s demise (“aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena.”) It will eventually lead to sufferings that one should be afraid of (“dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena.”) Therefore, such cravings/efforts are unfruitful and will make one helpless in the rebirth process (“anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.”)

▪One would not become serious about learning Buddha Dhamma until realizing the unimaginable suffering associated with the rebirth process!

What Is Nibbāna?

9. A key point here is that there are many instances where one can experience “periods of happiness” even for long times. Life is mostly of “sensual pleasures” in the 6 Deva realms.  In the 20 Brahma realms, it is mostly “jhānic pleasures” that they experience. Even some humans experience high levels of “sensual pleasures” for most of their lives.

▪However, all those “periods of happiness” or “pleasures” are VERY SHORT in the time scale of the rebirth process, which is effectively infinite. See, “Infinity – How Big Is It?“

▪Furthermore, all humans, Devas, and Brahmas will end up in the four lowest realms unless they get to the Sotāpanna stage!

▪Without a Buddha, we would be unaware of this issue of the rebirth process and that births in the apāyās are much more frequent than births in the “good realms.”

Nibbāna Is About the Cessation of Suffering

10. This is why the First Noble Truth is about the CESSATION of suffering and NOT about happiness or even jhānic experiences. Since NOTHING in this world exists in Nibbāna, all vedanā (dukkha or sukha, AS WE KNOW) are absent in Nibbāna.

▪Even though suttas discuss Nibbāna as “Nibbānic bliss,” the term “bliss” indicates the bliss associated with the TOTAL absence of suffering. It is indeed bliss to be free of suffering forever!

▪The closest analogy is the following. Suppose someone has had a migraine headache for years. If it goes away one day, they will be free of that horrible suffering. That would be a great relief to get rid of all that suffering. 

▪We should think of Nibbāna the same way, not as a paradise with sensual or jhānic pleasures. We can only say for sure that there is not even a trace of suffering in Nibbāna. See, “Nibbāna “Exists,” but Not in This World.”

References

1. Twelve suttā begin with the “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattānicca Sutta (SN 35.1)” and end with the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bāhirānattātītānāgata Sutta (SN 35.12)” state that our six internal sensory faculties (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, mind) AND the six types of rūpa experienced by those faculties all have the Three Characteristics (Tilakkhaṇa.)

▪For example, they say, “cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya, mano” all have the anicca, dukkha, and anatta qualities or characteristics. That means all six sensory faculties have “built-in” anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature. 

▪The same is true for the six types of external rūpa that we experience: rūpa, sadda, gandha, rasa, phoṭṭhabba, dhammā. 

▪But we will be subjected to suffering only if we attach to them!

2. There are nine suttas “WebLink: suttacentral: Aniccādisuttanavaka (SN 43–51)” that state “everything (all) in this world is of anicca, dukkha, anatta nature.”

▪MANY other suttas state the same in different ways: 138 suttas say the five aggregates all have anicca, dukkha, anatta nature: “WebLink: suttacentral: 138 results for vedanā AND viññāṇaṁ AND aniccā.” Of course, the five aggregates encompass everything in this world.

▪To state the same differently, five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) are “subject to suffering.” Even an Arahant is subject to suffering until the death of the physical body (Parinibbāna.) The Buddha himself had bodily ailments.

▪However, all that suffering ends at Parinibbāna.

3. Each person creates their own future suffering from their own actions based on (abhi)saṅkhāra that arise due to the ignorance of this “big picture.”

▪When a mind grasps this “big picture,” one attains the Sotāpanna stage. No matter how strong the temptation is, it will NEVER trigger the mind to commit “apāyagāmi actions” (those lead to rebirth in the apāyās). That is the meaning of “dassanena pahātabbā” or “remove defilements with clear vision” that we briefly mentioned in the first post in this series: “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪That is the same as getting to the first step in the Noble Eightfold Path, Sammā Diṭṭhi.
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Dukkha usually means suffering. That is dukkha vedanā. But things that appear to bring happiness have the “dukkha lakkhaṇa.” The Buddha explained that in the First Noble Truth, Dukkha Sacca (the Truth about suffering.)

Dukkha Sacca (Truth About Suffering)

1. We encounter the word “dukkha” in different contexts:

(i)Dukkha vedanā (is a feeling that can range from unpleasantness to painful feelings such as being burned or cut by a knife.

(ii)Dukkha lakkhaṇa is a characteristic of suffering) in Tilakkhaṇa and NOT dukkha vedanā.

(iii)Dukkha Sacca (First Noble Truth), which is again not dukkha vedanā but to point out that dukkha lakkhaṇa is inherent in this world, i.e., suffering CANNOT be avoided (in the long run) if one attaches to things in this world. Since we tend to attach to “mind-pleasing things,” Dukkha Sacca says that “suffering is hidden in those “mind-pleasing things.” This is not easy to understand unless one spends time understanding it (by reading, contemplating, etc.).

(iv)Dukkhakkhandha (which includes all types of suffering that can result from acting with avijjā due to the ignorance of Dukkha Sacca.  Paṭicca Samuppāda describes how that happens. The Paṭicca Samuppāda sequence ends with the statement, “Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti” or “that is how the whole mass of suffering arises.” As we know, “khandha” means “aggregate.”

Different Types of Dukkha Vedanā

2. Vedanā is what one feels: happy/pleasant, sad/unpleasant, or neutral feelings (sukha, dukkha, or adukkhamasukha vedanā).

▪Dukkha vedanā can be of several different types. Some are felt by the physical body (like injuries or sicknesses.) Some others are mind-made (like depression), and these are “samphassa jā vedanā” (vedanā generated by “saṅ”). As we know “saṅ” means “greed, anger, ignorance.” An Arahant feels the first kind but not the second. See, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪That second category can arise due to our personal biases. For example, unpleasant feelings may arise when we see someone we dislike (say person X.) But X could be a friend of a third person (Y), and pleasant feelings may arise in Y upon seeing X. Therefore, such “mind-made feelings” depend on the situation. If we ever become friendly with X, then when we see X, pleasant feelings may arise in us too.

Dukkha Lakkhaṇa (characteristic of suffering) in Tilakkhaṇa

3. Dukkha lakkhaṇa is not a feeling. It is an intrinsic characteristic or quality “hidden” in worldly things. It is a bit difficult to understand at first.

▪Let us look at a couple of simple examples to get an idea.

– Glass has the “characteristic of breaking,” i.e., it can break if dropped on a hard surface. But until it breaks, a glass only has the “characteristic of breaking.”

– A drink with a bit of poison has the “characteristic of inducing sickness or even death.” But one will only be subjected to sickness/death if one drinks it.

▪In the same way, worldly things (especially those mind-pleasing things”) have the “characteristic of suffering.” But one will be subjected to such suffering only if one attaches to them. Let us take a simple example. Suppose we hear that person X has died. We will become sad and suffer only if X is someone close to us, say a parent. If we don’t even know who X is, we will not suffer hearing that X has died. The stronger the attachment to X, the stronger the distress/sadness (domanassa vedanā) we feel.

▪Everything in this world has dukkha lakkhaṇa, as we have discussed. There are two aspects to this:

	(i)	We are born with a body that has dukkha lakkhaṇa. We have to live with whatever dukkha that comes with it, for example, getting injured or sick),



	(ii)	People (friends, relatives, etc.) and things (houses, cars, etc.) have dukkha lakkhaṇa too. We can limit that suffering by having attachments to fewer people and things. However, losing attachment comes naturally with understanding and should not be forced. One MUST pay attention to one’s responsibilities too. We will discuss this later.



▪We discussed the dukkha lakkhaṇa in the previous post, “Dukkha in Tilakkhaṇa Is a Characteristic – Not Dukkha Vedanā.” We will go into details in upcoming posts.

Dukkha Sacca (First Noble Truth)

4. Dukkha Sacca (First Noble Truth) points out unimaginable suffering in the rebirth process. Rebirth can happen among 31 realms (including the human and animal realms.) We can see the suffering of animals and also humans. But the suffering is much harsher in the other  three lower realms.

▪Dukkha Sacca also explains that the root cause of suffering is greed for (or attachment to) worldly pleasures. There is suffering hidden in sensory pleasures. Only a Buddha can discover that hidden suffering and can explain how such suffering takes place via Paṭicca Samuppāda..  In simple terms, that can be stated as follows:

We tend to do immoral deeds to acquire such pleasures, and their consequences will bear fruit mostly at later times, in many cases in future lives.

▪Only a Buddha with a highly cleansed mind can figure out hidden dangers (suffering) in sensory pleasures. Like a fish can not see the hidden suffering in a bait, we cannot see the suffering hidden in sensory pleasures unless explained by a Buddha.

Physical Suffering and Death – Hard to Understand?

5. Some people seem to pretend they don’t understand suffering. Others seem to think they are not going to die. To quote from a discussion forum: “Birth and death are only a view of self.” Are these people hallucinating? This kind of thing happens when people “bury their heads in the sand,” i.e., trying to avoid a particular situation by pretending it does not exist.

▪Suffering is real. Try pinching yourself. Does not that hurt? Imagine the suffering when someone dies of a bullet wound or a knife attack.

▪Even though animal videos like the following are viral and are made for entertainment, they provide vivid examples of unimaginable suffering experienced by animals in the wild. They are not killed and eaten; they are eaten while still alive. Imagine being subjected to that kind of suffering!

??? unavailable ???  WebLink: youtube: 15 Wild Animals Hunting Mercilessly!!

WebLink: youtube: 15 Wild Animals Hunting Mercilessly!!
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Both physical rūpa (objects we see, sounds, particulates that lead to odors, physical food, objects we touch), AND our memories/hopes based on past, present, and future physical rūpa (i.e., rūpakkhandha) have the anicca nature. Craving/attachment for either kind will eventually lead to suffering (dukkha.) However, giving up such attachments must come through naturally via comprehension of Noble Truths/Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda.

Rūpakkhandha and Physical Rūpa

1. As we have discussed, rūpakkhandha consists of our MENTAL IMPRESSIONS of such physical rūpa.

▪But suttas may refer to “rūpa” for either kind. But depending on the context, it is not hard to figure out which kind it is or whether the reference is to both kinds.

▪Both physical rūpa and rūpakkhandha have anicca, dukkha, anatta characteristics.

▪But rūpakkhandha originates due to physical rūpa.

▪Note that most English translations (including Sutta Central translations) do not make this distinction. They simply don’t understand the difference!

How Did the Buddha Characterize Physical Rūpa?

2. Any “physical rūpa” has a finite lifetime AND undergoes deformation/stress during existence!

The word rūpa is DEFINED in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Khajjanīya Sutta (SN 22.79)” as follows: “Kiñca, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ vadetha? Ruppatīti kho, bhikkhave, tasmā ‘rūpan’ti vuccati. Kena ruppati? Sītenapi ruppati, uṇhenapi ruppati, jighacchāyapi ruppati, pipāsāyapi ruppati, ḍaṁsamakasavātātapasarīsapasamphassenapi ruppati. Ruppatīti kho, bhikkhave, tasmā ‘rūpan’ti vuccati.”

Translated: “Bhikkhus, why do we call it ‘form’? ‘It is subject to deformation/stress,’ bhikkhus, therefore it is called form. Deformed by what? Deformed/stressed by cold, deformed/stressed by heat, deformed/stressed by hunger, deformed/stressed by thirst, deformed/stressed by flies, mosquitoes, wind, Sunlight, serpents, etc. ‘It is deformed/stressed,’ bhikkhus, therefore it is called form (rūpa).”

▪Of course, the above verse specifically refers to our physical bodies. But characteristics of unexpected deformation or change hold for any rūpa.

▪Therefore, the “bodies” of Devas and Brahmas are also subjected to the same principle. Even inert rūpa like a house or a car is subject to the same principle. They all can undergo unexpected change during existence, and then death is inevitable!

▪Rūpakkhandha also has an anicca nature. For example, craving memories of past experiences with rūpa also leads to dukkha.

“Yad Aniccaṁ taṁ Dukkhaṁ” – Anicca Nature Leads to Dukkha

3. The following verse embeds many foundational aspects of Buddha Dhamma: “Rūpaṁ aniccaṁ. Yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ; yaṁ dukkhaṁ tadanattā; yadanattā taṁ ‘netaṁ mama, nesohamasmi, na meso attā’ti evametaṁ yathābhūtaṁ sammappaññāya daṭṭhabbaṁ” This verse appears in many suttas. See “WebLink: suttacentral: 20 results for “yadaniccaṁ AND taṁ AND dukkhaṁ.”

▪We will be focusing on that whole verse in this series of posts: “Basic Framework of Buddha Dhamma.”

▪This post is on the part of that verse: “Yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ” or “Yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ” or “whatever is of anicca nature will lead suffering.”

4. Our minds get attached to “mind-pleasing rūpa” in this world with a “nicca view.”We think that by accumulating “material wealth,” we can become happy. We have both wrong diṭṭhi and saññā that such rūpa can keep us away from suffering.  See, “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.” We will discuss more on that in this series.

▪But as mentioned above, the Buddha pointed out that this whole world is of anicca nature. All rūpa change unexpectedly during existence, and they all end up in destruction. For example, we cannot keep our body parts in good condition as we age. Eventually, the whole body dies.

▪Science has confirmed that too for inert things as well. Science agrees that NOTHING in this world is eternal. Furthermore, the Second Law of Thermodynamics says that things tend to become “disorderly even during existence.”

A Simple Analogy

5. Little children take immense satisfaction and joy building sandcastles. They spend hours building them and enjoy looking at the finished product.

▪However, their joy turns to sadness if a strong wave or a running dog destroys that sandcastle. They may even go home happily but would be sad to see their sandcastle destroyed when they come back the next day.

▪This is why adults don’t build sandcastles. As that same child grows, understanding slowly takes place that “building sandcastles is a waste of time” even though a “pleasurable activity.”

▪Yet, fully grown and intelligent adults do the same all their lives. They work tirelessly in hopes of a better life. But only at the moment of death do they realize that all those efforts have gone to waste. Furthermore, if they had cultivated an “immoral mindset” by engaging in immoral thoughts and activities, they are not only going to be disappointed but could be subjected to much suffering in future lives.

▪A sandcastle is of anicca nature. Getting attached to it is inevitably going to lead to disappointment (dukkha). Thus engaging in that activity is unfruitful and non-beneficial to anyone (anatta.)  We will discuss “anatta” in detail soon.

Connection to the Second Law of Thermodynamics

6. The Second Law of Thermodynamics confirms the unstable/unpredictable (not only impermanent) nature of rūpa. You may skip this part. But it is about the tendency of worldly things towards disorder. So, it is not hard to understand.

▪The second law of thermodynamics says that the disorder of any isolated system always increases.  In simple terms, that means “disorder increases,” and we need to make an effort to maintain order.

▪That, in essence, is a manifestation of the anicca nature! See, “Second Law of Thermodynamics is Part of Anicca!”

▪A simple way to think of the second law of thermodynamics is that a room will invariably become messy and disorderly with time if not cleaned and tidied regularly. You have to make an effort to clean the room, and that is part of  “saṅkhāra dukkha.” See, “Introduction -2 – The Three Categories of Suffering.”

▪Those who only focus on the “impermanent” nature miss this critical part. Furthermore, such saṅkhāra often become abhisaṅkhāra and lead to much more suffering with “bad births.” This is why anicca means much more than “impermanent nature.”

Mental Aggregates Are Also of Anicca Nature!

7. All those suttas referred to in #3, and MANY more, state that all five aggregates (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) are of anicca nature. We cannot maintain any of those to our expectations OVER LONG TIMES.

▪For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanicca Sutta (SN 22.15)” states (in addition to rūpa), “Vedanā aniccā. Yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ; yaṁ dukkhaṁ tadanattā; yadanattā taṁ ‘netaṁ mama, nesohamasmi, na meso attā’ti evametaṁ yathābhūtaṁ sammappaññāya daṭṭhabbaṁ. Saññā aniccā …pe…saṅkhārā aniccā …viññāṇaṁ aniccaṁ..”

▪It is foolish to translate “Vedanā aniccā, saññā aniccā, saṅkhārā aniccā, viññāṇaṁ aniccaṁ” as “Feeling is impermanent …Perception is impermanent …Choices are impermanent …Consciousness is impermanent.”

▪Does a Buddha need to arise in the world to teach people that all those are not permanent? Even the dumbest person would see that none of those are permanent!

▪They are not only impermanent, but attachment to them WILL lead to suffering! Of course, part of that suffering is when something of liking is destroyed. But the DEEPER POINT is that our actions to keep them the way we like lead to kamma generation and, eventually, bad births.

▪This is why it is important to understand how (abhi)saṅkhāra generation leads to (undesired) births starting with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” We will discuss that in #10 below.

Obvious Contradictions in SuttaCentral Translations

8. When we include the next part of the verse, it reads, “Vedanā aniccā. Yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ” According to the incorrect translations, that means, “Feeling is impermanent. What’s impermanent is suffering.” See the translations at Sutta Central in the above link. Not only at Sutta Central, but many translations have those obvious contradictions.

▪While the ending of sukha vedanā may lead to suffering, the ending of dukkha vedanā, rather, leads to happiness, like in the case of getting rid of a bad headache. To put it another way, the impermanence of a dukkha vedanā WILL NOT lead to suffering.

▪Just because vedanā are impermanent, that DOES NOT necessarily lead to suffering! In some cases, it leads to happiness.

9. Again, that should be obvious to any person! So, why do these translators make such huge mistakes?

▪I guess that they don’t really try to understand the suttas. They just mechanically translate using the “standard incorrect English translations” for key Pāli words like anicca and anatta (as impermanent and no-self)  without even bothering to see whether they make any sense!

▪Those same people complain about “Waharaka’s interpretations.” But simple and obvious issues like these do not need any “interpretation.” They should be self-evident (at least once explained)!

▪I have pointed out several such obvious issues. When are these SERIOUS issues going to be corrected? At some point, enough people will hopefully start asking questions; they will have to correct these glaring inconsistencies.

Paṭicca Samuppāda Explains How Anicca Nature Leads to Dukkha

10. ALL types of abhisaṅkhāra (that can have kammic consequences, especially rebirth) belong to 3 categories: apuññābhisaṅkhāra, puññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra. All those are saṅkhāra generated via “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā” as we discussed in the previous post “Anicca Nature, the First Noble Truth, and Paṭicca Samuppāda” and “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.“

▪In other words, the Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda (that leads to suffering) process is operational for ALL humans who have not comprehended the Four Nobel Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. 

▪Kamma generation takes place starting with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” Thus the need to fully understand the two posts mentioned above.

▪Therefore, no matter how moral a person is, they will not stop future suffering until comprehending the Four Nobel Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪Furthermore, the generation of those types of abhisaṅkhāra is due to an innate view/perception of a “nicca nature.” That is avijjā!

▪It is impossible to make any more progress until one understands these critical aspects. Please feel free to ask questions because this is critically important!

11. Let me try to make the point in another way. The Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda (that leads to suffering) will be operational for anyone who does not comprehend the Four Nobel Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪To put it another way, until one understands that the true nature of this world is anicca nature (and NOT nicca nature), the rebirth process among the realms in the kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka will continue.

▪As we have discussed many times, the problem is that MOST of those rebirths will not be higher realms (at or above the human realm) but will be in the apāyās (the 4 lowest realms.)

12. This is why the Buddha explained, “aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.” 

▪As we discussed, that means (attachment to) anything of anicca nature will only lead to the demise of one’s moral qualities (“aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena.”)

▪It will eventually lead to sufferings that one should be afraid of (“dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena.”) Therefore, such cravings are unfruitful and will make one helpless in the rebirth process (“anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.”)

▪Please read the discussion of two posts back in “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa” I suggest printing these posts and keeping them ready to be consulted.

▪We will discuss the third aspect of the anatta nature (“anattā asārakaṭṭhena”) in upcoming posts. That means “craving things of anicca nature leads to dukkha, thus such cravings (and efforts based on such cravings) are in vain/not beneficial.”

Nibbāna – The Absence of Suffering

13. Most people don’t even think in terms of such “long-term” happiness or the “absence of suffering.” They get into the “rat race” and keep working hard to “earn money to enjoy life and have a happy retirement.”

▪That is especially true for those who believe that the physical body defines a person, i.e., mental phenomena arise in the brain. So, when the brain dies together with the physical body, that is the end of “me.” There is nothing to worry about an “afterlife.”

▪The other extreme is the wrong view of an eternal soul or ātman. There is a permanent state of happiness (or misery in hell.)

▪The Buddha taught the “middle way.” A living being exists based on the causes and conditions that led to it. The arising of existence due to causes and conditions is explained in detail in Paṭicca Samuppāda (conventionally translated as “Conditional Arising.” That translation leaves out the relevance of causes, and thus it is better to use the Pāli term.)

▪How can someone decide which of those 3 views is correct? It is always up to each individual to decide that. But it is wise to spend time examining the basis of each of those “theories carefully.”

▪The Buddha never asked anyone to accept his teachings based on “blind faith.” He asked the bhikkhus to raise questions about any doubts or knotty issues. For example, see “WebLink: suttacentral: Kālāmā Sutta or Kesamutti Sutta (AN 3.65).” 

Proposed Draconian Laws in Sri Lanka

14. In this series of posts, I will try to provide a systematic analysis based solely on the Tipiṭaka. As far as I have examined, there are no contradictions with anything in the Tipiṭaka. I would be happy to discuss any logical objections if one is willing to discuss them rationally and logically.

▪As I have pointed out, there is no point discussing Sanskrit texts or later commentaries such as Buddhaghosa’s. See “Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga – A Focused Analysis” and “Preservation of the Buddha Dhamma.”

▪The second post, “Preservation of the Buddha Dhamma,” discusses Buddha’s admonition not to translate his teachings to Sanskrit.

▪Unfortunately, now there is an effort within the Sri Lankan government to enforce such “Sanskrit-based” interpretations and to ban any other interpretation. They may ban printed publications in Sri Lanka but cannot shut down websites like this one.

▪The main issue I have is the following: How do we know those on the “committee” overseeing this enforcement have a true understanding of Buddha Dhamma? Have they attained magga phala? If not, they have no real “authority.”

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (DN 16)” the Buddha allowed anyone to declare magga phala if there is a need. If they do have such attainments, they need to publish that to build public confidence. However, if you ask them, they will admit that they do not have such attainments. Instead, it may turn out that they may be banning publications by people with magga phala!

▪I hope that level-headed people in the government will stop this short-sighted process. See, “WebLink: PureDhamma: Proposed Tipiṭaka Conservation Bill in Sri Lanka.”
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Anatta is a characteristic of this world, not about a “self.” The translation of anatta as “no-self” is a serious error. Instead, it is Sakkāya Diṭṭhi that deals with the issue of whether anything in this world can be/should be considered to be “mine.”

The Sense of a “Me” Is There Even Though There is no “Soul”

1. It is difficult to decide whether the word “self” means just a “sense of me” or a “soul.”

▪That is why it is best to avoid the term “self” in discussing “anatta/anattā.”

▪The Buddha denied a “soul” in Abrahamic religions or an “ātman” as in Hinduism. But he taught that the sense of a “me” is real and WILL BE THERE until one attains Arahanthood.

▪To avoid confusion, let us not use the word “self.” We will use “me” for the “temporary self” and “soul” for the “everlasting self.” The Buddha accepted the use of a temporary “me” but denied the existence of a permanent “soul/ātman.”

▪Now we all understand that “me” is DIFFERENT from a “soul.” If someone thinks that the “self” is the same as the “soul,” then the Buddha denied the existence of such a “self.”

▪I hope this point is crystal clear. Otherwise, we can get into many arguments wasting precious time.

Even the Buddha Used the Word “Me”

2. As long as one lives in this world, it will be impossible not to use the words “me” and “I.”

▪Even the Buddha freely used the words “me” and “I” daily and even referred to previous births. He has given accounts of “his” previous lives. Such usage is not possible to avoid.

▪Furthermore, even a living Arahant, for example, would have its own habits. Of course, they would not have any habits even remotely related to lobha, dosa, or moha. 

▪For example, Ven. Mahā Moggallāna was a bit strict. One time he dragged a bhikkhu out of a gathering. Ven. Pilindavaccha addressed others with words like “vasala” (“one of low birth”), which was not due to anger but because of the way he was used to speaking. As long as one lives in this world, there are unique characteristics regarding physical appearance and how one speaks and thinks.

▪This is why the Buddha rejected both extreme views:

	(i)	It is not correct to say that someone does not exist, since, obviously a person is living and doing things in their own way.



	(ii)	It is also incorrect to associate a “permanent soul” with any person. A “living being” exists due to causes and conditions (Paṭicca Samuppāda) and will cease to be reborn in this suffering-filled world when avijjā is removed.



▪However, the concept of anatta is not about a temporary or permanent “self.” It is a characteristic of anything in this world (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.)

Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Three Characteristics

3. In recent posts, I cited many Tipiṭaka references that clearly state anicca, dukkha, and anatta mean three CHARACTERISTICS of this world. See, “Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction.”

▪Furthermore, those three characteristics are related to each other via, “Yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ; yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā.” 

▪The above verse says that anything that belongs to this world (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) is ALL of anicca nature, and thus has dukkha nature; whatever is of dukkha nature has anatta nature.

▪If one attaches to things of an anicca nature, one will be subjected to dukkha. Because of that, ALL worldly things are not fruitful (anattā.)

▪It should be quite clear that anatta/anattā is NOT about a “self” or “me.”

4. That is succinctly stated in the verse, “Rūpaṁ (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa) atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁaniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.”

Translation: “Any rūpa ( or vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa) that ever existed will exist in the future, or that is being experienced now has the following three characteristics: Any such rūpa is of anicca nature because one’s hopes for enjoying rūpa will only lead to one’s demise (“aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena.”) It will eventually lead to sufferings that one should be afraid of (“dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena.”) Therefore, such cravings are unfruitful and will make one helpless in the rebirth process (“anattā asārakaṭṭhenāti.”)

▪We discussed that in a recent post: “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa.”

5. From the above verse, it is pretty clear that anatta is a characteristic of not only our physical body, but ANY rūpa existing now, ever existed, or will exist in the future! That means anatta is a characteristic of the rūpa aggregate (rūpakkhandha.)

▪Furthermore, as explained in that post, the anatta characteristic applies to all five aggregates. As we have discussed, the five aggregates encompass “the whole world.”

▪Thus, anything in this world has the anatta characteristic!

▪How can these translators say “anatta” means “no-self”? 

▪It is alarming to see the efforts in Sri Lanka to ban any interpretation of “anatta” other than  “no-self.” See, “WebLink: PureDhamma forums: Proposed Tipiṭaka Conservation Bill in Sri Lanka.”

Simple Examples

6. Little children take immense satisfaction and joy in building sandcastles. They spend hours building them and enjoy looking at the finished product.

▪However, their joy turns to sadness if a strong wave or a running dog destroys that sandcastle. They may even go home happily but would be sad to see their sandcastle destroyed when they return the next day.

▪This is why adults don’t build sandcastles. As that same child grows, understanding slowly occurs that “building sandcastles is a waste of time” even though a “pleasurable activity.”

▪Yet, fully grown and intelligent adults do the same all their lives. They work tirelessly in hopes of a better life. But only at the moment of death do they realize that all those efforts have gone to waste. Furthermore, if they had cultivated an “immoral mindset” by engaging in immoral thoughts and activities, they are not only going to be disappointed but could be subjected to much suffering in future lives.

▪A sandcastle is of anicca nature. Getting attached to it will inevitably lead to disappointment (dukkha). Thus engaging in that activity is unfruitful and non-beneficial to anyone (anatta.)

7. However, anatta nature means unfruitful (as in the above example) and dangerous.

▪Alcoholics consume alcohol because it gives them pleasure. But he has not comprehended that heavy drinking can lead to sickness and even death.

▪Therefore, heavy consumption of alcohol is of an anicca nature. It will lead to dukkha (suffering). Therefore, that activity is of an anatta nature.

The Same Principle Applies to All Sense-Pleasing Activities

8. It is hard to believe at first, but craving sensory pleasures is not unlike craving alcohol!

▪The truth of the above statement can be seen only within the long-term rebirth process.  This is why it is difficult for many people to understand the deeper aspects of Buddha Dhamma about suffering. In particular immoral activities seeking short-term pleasures WILL lead to much suffering in future rebirths.

▪We discussed the example of #6 above in “How Does Anicca Nature Lead to Dukkha?”  As explained there, all five aggregates (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) are of an anicca nature. Therefore, per #3 above, all five aggregates are of the anatta nature too! 

▪That is specifically stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanattā Sutta (SN 22.17)”: “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā …Vedanā anattā …saññā anattā …saṅkhārā anattā …viññāṇaṁ anattā.”

▪That is why NONE of the things in this world (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa) can be considered beneficial.

9. Here, it is essential to realize that we accumulate kammā (more correctly kammic energies) not only by our actions but also with speech and even thoughts (via kāya, vacī, and mano saṅkhāra.) See, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪Furthermore, such kamma accumulation can be based on recalling past events or thinking about future events.

▪And all those involved not only rūpa but associated vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa. For example, one may recall a good time with friends in the past. That means he would recall who was present and what types of activities he enjoyed, and associated mental aspects.

▪That is why the Buddha always referred to aggregates. For example, as we discussed, rūpakkhandha includes our mental impressions of  physical rūpa ever arose in our minds. Similarly for vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha.  

▪Therefore, in #8 above, “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā” means any rūpa experienced in the past, experiencing now, or expected to experience in the future are ALL of anatta nature. 

Summary

10. The concept of anatta is not about personality, a self, or a “me.”

▪Anicca, dukkha, and anatta are characteristics of anything in our mental world.  Of course, anatta nature applies to anything in the external world too!
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Introduction

1. “WebLink: suttacentral: Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59)” was the second sutta delivered by the Buddha after his Enlightenment (attaining the Buddhahood.) He taught the first two suttas to the famous five ascetics. The first one, Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11) — delivered and discussed over several days — led to all five ascetics attaining the Sotāpanna stage.

▪Then the Buddha delivered the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta to the same five ascetics who reached Arahanthood.

▪In the previous post, I explained that anatta is a characteristic of the world of 31 realms and not about a “self.” See, “Anatta is a Characteristic of the World, not About a “Self.”

▪Here we will discuss the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta, specifically about that “characteristic of anatta” or “anatta lakkhaṇa.” As we know, lakkhaṇa means “a characteristic.”

Outline of the Sutta

2. If you look at the first half of the sutta, it points out the anatta nature of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa, or the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha.)

▪The Buddha points out that those aggregates CANNOT be under one’s control in that first part. They evolve according to paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪The second part of the sutta starts with the verse, “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā’ti?” Here, he points out why they cannot be under one’s complete control. The key reason is that all five aggregates have the anicca nature, i.e., they evolve according to nature’s laws and NOT according to one’s wishes or hopes. As we have discussed, anicca nature leads to dukkha, and that is why all efforts to “get control” will not be successful, and one will lose control and become helpless (anattā): “Yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ; yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā.” 

▪The final third part of the sutta, starting with the verse, “Evaṁ passaṁ, bhikkhave, sutavā ariyasāvako rūpasmimpi nibbindati, ..” states the conclusion: A Noble Person (Ariya Sāvaka) who comprehends the above two facts about the nature of this world would not crave those five aggregates (nibbindati). Once that wisdom (paññā) takes hold in mind, that mind liberates from this world. That mind will NOT grasp (upādāna) anything in this world; thus, the rebirth process will cease, and one will get to Parinibbāna at the death of the physical body.

▪To get the full impact of the sutta, we need to fully understand what those five aggregates mean (pañcakkhandha.)

What Is an Aggregate (Khandha)?

3. Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59) is one of 159 suttas in the Khandha Saṁyutta (SN 22.) All those suttas are related to the five aggregates or collections (pañca khandha which rhymes as pañcakkhandha.)

▪What is a khandha or a collection/aggregate? One of those 159 suttas in the Khandha Saṁyutta, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Sutta (SN 22. 48),” clarifies that.

▪“Katame ca, bhikkhave, pañcakkhandhā?” OR “Bhikkhus, what are the five aggregates?”

▪“Yaṁ kiñci, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ ajjhattaṁ vā bahiddhā vā oḷārikaṁ vā sukhumaṁ vā hīnaṁ vā paṇītaṁ vā yaṁ dūre santike vā, ayaṁ vuccati rūpakkhandho” OR “Bhikkhus, the rūpa aggregate consists of the following 11 types of rūpa: past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near. This is called the rūpa aggregate.

▪The other four aggregates have the same 11 types. For example, the viññāṇa aggregate has the same 11 types: past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, and far or near.

Five Aggregates Encompass the Whole World!

4. As we can see from the definition of the rūpa aggregate, it includes any rūpa that one has ever seen, one is seeing now, and expects to see in the future. Those are the three main categories.

▪For example, suppose I saw the World Center Towers before their destruction in the terrorist attack in 2001. Those towers are in my rūpakkhandha. Of course, those towers physically do not exist now. But my rūpakkhandha has its “mental impressions.” I can recall how they looked before the terrorists destroyed them.

▪But if someone had not seen those towers before their destruction, they are not in that person’s rūpakkhandha. One’s pañcakkhandha is one’s own!

▪Furthermore, any vedanā I experienced looking at those towers is in my vedanākkhandha. I recognize them as “World Center Towers” in my saññākkhandha. Any saṅkhāra that my mind generated while looking at the Towers are in my saṅkhārakkhandha. Any types of viññāṇa that arose are in my viññāṇakkhandha.

▪Therefore, most of the five aggregates consist of one’s past experiences. We know, there is no traceable beginning to each of our “lifestreams.” We have been going through an infinite number of rebirths in our past. The present moment goes into the past within a blink of an eye. Future rūpa, vedanā, etc., are associated with our expectations/hopes.

▪Please take time and think about the above. There is a lot of information there. It is critical to understand these fundamentals.

▪I have discussed these concepts in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

Role of Pañcakkhandha in a Sensory Event

5. When we are attracted to a sensory event that involves not only the rūpa one is experiencing at that moment but also one’s memories about similar rūpa experienced in the past and one’s hopes for experiencing similar rūpa in the future as well.

▪That is better explained with an example. Suppose person X meets person Y on the street. Suppose X is an enemy of Y, and the moment X sees Y, thoughts of anger arise in his mind.

▪But to trigger anger in X, he must first realize Y is his enemy. For that to happen, his mind must have instantly recalled past events involving Y. Therefore, that sensory event of “seeing Y” involved recalling past events with not only Y’s figure (rūpa) but also types of mental factors (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) associated with some “bad encounters with Y” in the past.

▪That is why capturing a “snapshot” of Y (like with a camera) is not enough. The mind MUST recall previous encounters with Y, which are in pañcakkhandha! In other words, those cittā not only “see” Y but also incorporate past sights of Y AND associated vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

▪Now, based on the sight of Y, X has generated anger and has “gotten attached” to that sight of Y. Therefore, sensory information associated with “seeing Y” is now in X’s pañcupādānakkhandhā!

Khandha Sutta Also Defines Pañcupādānakkhandhā (“Five Grasping Aggregates”)

6. At the latter part of the Khandha Sutta defines pañcupādānakkhandhā, conventionally translated as “the five grasping (or clinging) aggregates.”

▪“Katame ca, bhikkhave, pañcupādānakkhandhā?” OR “bhikkhus, what are the five grasping aggregates?

▪“Yaṁ kiñci, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ …pe… yaṁ dūre santike vā sāsavaṁ upādāniyaṁ, ayaṁ vuccati rūpupādānakkhandho” OR “Whatever kind of rūpa there is, whether past, future or present … far or near, that can induce āsava (sāsavaṁ), that can induce attachment (upādāniyaṁ): this is called the rūpupādānakkhandha.

How Do We Attach to Past and Future Rūpa (Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa)?

7. Now, someone may ask: “How do we attach to past and future rūpa? I thought we attach to the rūpa that we are seeing, hearing, etc., now.”

▪That is a CRITICAL point to understand. We do attach to a given rūpa that we are experiencing at present. However, that attachment is based on the past and future rūpa of a similar type (that we had thought about). 

▪For example, seeing a friend cannot be compared to just taking a snapshot of him. We not only “see” but also recognize who it is and generate certain feelings about him. All that happens in a split second. That rapid process involves all five aggregates (pañcakkhandha.)

8. Let us take another example. Suppose person X meets person Y on the street. Suppose Y is an enemy of X and the moment X sees Y, thoughts of anger arise in his mind.

▪But to trigger anger in X, he must first realize that Y is his enemy. But for that to happen, his mind must have recalled past events involving Y. Therefore, that sensory event of “seeing Y” involved recalling past events with not only Y’s figure (rūpa) but also types of mental factors (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) associated with some “bad encounters with Y” in the past.

▪That is why capturing a “snapshot” of Y (like with a camera) is not enough. The mind MUST recall previous encounters with Y, which are in pañcakkhandha! In other words, those cittā not only “see” Y, but also incorporate previous sights of Y AND associated vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.

▪The “past component” of pañcakkhandha is the same as nāmagotta or our memories. Even though we cannot recall nāmagotta from the distant past, we can easily recall nāmagotta of significant events from this life.

▪I have discussed this issue with examples in the post, “The Amazing Mind – Critical Role of Nāmagotta (Memories).”

Our Attachments Are Based on Our Habits/Character (Gati)

9. There is another way to understand the above point. Each person has a set of cravings/attachments. The Pāli word to represent this idea is “gati” (pronounced “gathi.”) Gati are also related to āsava and anusaya.

▪For example, X may be attracted to a type of woman that Y may not be attracted to. X may like to eat chocolates, but Y may not. Each of us has a set of gati that have evolved, most times going back to recent previous lives. There are neutral gati (like being left-handed) and also bad gati (like the tendency to become angry), and moral gati (like being kind).

▪I have discussed this issue in many posts, including how gati are related to āsava/anusaya. See “WebLink: puredhamma.net: Search Results for gati gathi āsava.”

▪It is essential to read and understand some of those posts. Then you will see why the Buddha explained rūpupādānakkhandha in terms of āsava and upādāna:, “Yaṁ kiñci, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ …pe… yaṁ dūre santike vā sāsavaṁ upādāniyaṁ, ayaṁ vuccati rūpupādānakkhandho“

▪As I keep emphasizing, one must spend time understanding these fundamental issues. Just reading mindless word-by-word translations is of no benefit.

▪Just reading these posts will also not be good enough. These posts will provide the necessary material to make progress. However, it will take a significant effort even for those interested. I am willing to answer questions to the best of my ability.

Summary

10. In this post, we have discussed two critical concepts needed to understand the content of the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta.

▪Pañcakkhandha (five aggregates) includes records of our deep past even if we remember mostly the significant events in this life. However, it is possible to cultivate jhāna and recall past lives. Some small children can recall their previous life (if it was a human life).

▪Pañcupādānakkhandhā (five “grasping” aggregates) represents our gati/anusaya/āsava that have evolved over our past lives. We can change our pañcupādānakkhandhā or the types of attachments (that arise out of greed, anger, and most importantly, ignorance of Tilakkhaṇa/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Noble Truths.)

▪Now we have sufficient background to understand the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta. We will finish the discussion in the next post.

▪The sutta says that our struggles to seek a permanent solution to suffering within this world are in vain. That is the anatta nature. Once one starts understanding that, one will begin to lose big chunks of upādāna in pañcupādānakkhandhā. After the Arahant stage, there will be no trace of pañcupādānakkhandhā. Thus, only a living Arahant will be free of all defilements. They have fully understood the anatta (and, of course, anicca and dukkha) nature.

The discussion continues in “Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 2.”
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Summary of the Previous Post

1. In the previous post “Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 1,” we reached the following conclusions:

▪Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta describes the NATURE of the five aggregates: rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. It specifically addresses the anatta nature. To make it easier, we divided the sutta into three parts. You may want to print the previous post for reference.

▪In the middle of the sutta (second part), the Buddha makes the connection to the anicca and dukkha nature, as we will discuss below.

▪In the third part of the sutta, the Buddha explains that a Noble Person who understood the world’s real nature to be anicca, dukkha, and anatta would not attach to the five aggregates. Thus an Arahant, who has completed the Path, does not have pañcupādānakkhandha.

▪That is because a Noble Person would have understood the verse, “saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā” OR “in brief, the origin of suffering is the craving for the five aggregates of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. See “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.” That is the post where we discussed the essence of the Dhammacappavattana Sutta, the first sutta delivered to the five ascetics. As we have seen icchā (craving/liking) is related to anicca; see “Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections.”

▪Therefore, in this second sutta to the five ascetics, the Buddha wraps up the discussion on Tilakkhaṇa. Attachment to things of anicca nature leads to dukkha. Thus, one should refrain from taking worldly things as “mine” because they do not have any essence or substance, i.e., worldly entities (pañcakkhandhā) are without essence or of anatta nature.

First Part of the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta

2. At the beginning of the sutta, regarding rūpakkhandha, the Buddha says:

“Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā. Rūpañca hidaṁ, bhikkhave, attā abhavissa, nayidaṁ rūpaṁ ābādhāya saṁvatteyya, labbhetha ca rūpe: ‘evaṁ me rūpaṁ hotu, evaṁ me rūpaṁ mā ahosī’ti. Yasmā ca kho, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ anattā, tasmā rūpaṁ ābādhāya saṁvattati, na ca labbhati rūpe: ‘evaṁ me rūpaṁ hotu, evaṁ me rūpaṁ mā ahosī’ti.”

▪First, as discussed in the previous post, “Rūpaṁ” refers to rūpakkhandha (the rūpa aggregate and NOT just one’s body) as some people perceive. 

“Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā” means “rūpa aggregate is no use because it has no essence.”  See “Anattā – A Systematic Analysis.”

▪The rest of the above verse explains WHY the rūpa aggregate is of no essence: “If rūpa aggregate is of essence (and is under one’s control), my body (which is a part of the rūpakkhandha) would not have ailments, and it would be possible to have: “Let my body (or any other rūpa) be the way I like; let it not be the way I don’t like.” But because the rūpa is not under my control, it can face unexpected changes, and it is impossible to have: “Let my rūpa be thus; let my rūpa not be thus.”

Here the verse seems to focus on one’s physical body. But it could also mean any rūpa that one likes/dislikes. As we will see, whether it is one’s own body or any other external rūpa, they evolve according to Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS.) A rūpa does not evolve according to anyone’s wishes, but ONLY according to PS. That has been true for any rūpa that ever existed, any rūpa existing now, and any rūpa that will ever exist i.e., it is true for rūpakkhandha!

▪Then that verse is repeated for the other four aggregates: vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, and viññāṇakkhandha.

▪Here the words “anatta/anattā” refer to the unfruitful nature of any rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa (i.e., one’s world).

Second Part of the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta

3. The second part of the sutta starts with the verse, “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā’ti?” Here, the Buddha points out why they cannot be under one’s control. 

▪The key reason is that all five aggregates have the anicca nature, i.e., they evolve according to nature’s laws and NOT according to one’s wishes or hopes. As we have discussed, anicca nature leads to dukkha, and that is why all efforts to “get control” will not be successful and one will lose control and become helpless (anattā): “Yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ; yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā.” 

▪Then the Buddha asks the CRITICAL question: “Yaṁ pana aniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vipariṇāmadhammaṁ, kallaṁ nu taṁ samanupassituṁ: ‘etaṁ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā’”ti? OR

▪“If something evolves according to its intrinsic nature (and not according to my wishes) and can lead to suffering should one regard it thus: ‘This is mine, this I am, this can be of benefit/refuge to me’?” The answer is no. [intrinsic : belonging to a thing by its very nature; situated within or belonging solely to the organ or body part on which it acts]

▪To look at the verse ‘etaṁ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā’ a bit more closely, esohamasmi is shortened form of “eso ahaṁ asmi.” And “mama” means “mine,” “ahaṁ asmi” is “I am,” and “me” means “to me.” That is how we get the translation above. 

4. That last verse is of critical importance. It helps clarify the current misconceptions about a “self.”  As I have pointed out previously, it is better to talk about “me” rather than a “self” because some people may interpret “self” to mean a “permanent entity” like a soul.

▪As we can see, the Buddha freely used the word “me.” That is because, AS LONG AS a living being is in the rebirth process it has the perception of a “me.” That could be called a “self,” too, if one understands that such a “self” is not associated with a permanent “soul.”

▪On the other hand, the words “atta/attā” do not refer to a “me” or a “self” in this sutta. As we saw, this sutta is about the five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā), which encompass everything in this world.

▪Those who have not understood the Four Noble Truths consider the world (pañcakkhandhā) to be of nicca/sukha/atta nature. Therefore, they attach to certain worldly things or pañcupādānakkhandhā, and that is the origin of future suffering: “saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” See, “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.”

5. The Buddha explained what is meant by a “satta” or a “living being” to Rādha in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Satta Sutta (SN 23.2).” “Rūpe kho, Rādha, yo chando yo rāgo yā nandī yā taṇhā, tatra satto, tatra visatto, tasmā sattoti vuccati. Vedanāya … saññāya … saṅkhāresu … viññāṇe yo chando yo rāgo yā nandī yā taṇhā, tatra satto, tatra visatto, tasmā sattoti vuccati”

▪Translated (just the meaning): “Rādha, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of material form (rūpa), there is clinging (satto), strong clinging (visatto) for form, and then an ignorant living-being (satto) is spoken of. Similarly, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of vedanā … saññā … saṅkhāra … viññāṇa, then a living-being is spoken of.”

▪We discussed that in the introductory post, “Five Aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction.”

▪This is why any living being in any of the 31 realms (except those who have attained magga phala) is a “satta”  (“satva” in Sanskrit.) Even the Buddha before Enlightenment is a “Bodhisatta” or a “satta destined to attain the Buddhahood.”

▪The present body of even a living Arahant arose due to past kamma done with the perception of a “me.” That body results from that past kamma and will be there even after attaining Arahanthood. A new life/body will not arise at the death of an Arahant. Until that time, Arahant will use the words “I” and “me” but with the understanding that those words need to be used as long as one lives in this world. That is what the Buddha did too.

Third Part of the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta

6. The final third part of the sutta states:

“Evaṁ passaṁ, bhikkhave, sutavā ariyasāvako rūpasmimpi nibbindati, vedanāyapi nibbindati, saññāyapi nibbindati, saṅkhāresupi nibbindati, viññāṇasmimpi nibbindati. Nibbindaṁ virajjati; virāgā vimuccati. Vimuttasmiṁ vimuttamiti ñāṇaṁ hoti.” OR

▪“Seeing thus, Bhikkhus, a noble disciple (who has understood the above truths) would not attach to rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. The mind sees that those mind-pleasing things have no value and becomes liberated (from this world.) Once liberated, he realizes that he is liberated:

“Khīṇā jāti, vusitaṁ brahmacariyaṁ, kataṁ karaṇīyaṁ, nāparaṁ itthattāyā’ti pajānātī”ti.” OR

▪He understands: “Destroyed is rebirth, the holy life has been lived, what had to be done has been done, there is no more for this state of existence (n the suffering-filled world).”

Summary

7. The above is a summary of the Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta. Let us summarize the conclusions.

▪The first thing to note is that the analysis is on the five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā.) Since pañcakkhandhā represents one’s world, the sutta is about the anatta nature of the world of 31 realms.

▪In the second part, the Buddha states that the anatta nature results from anicca nature. In simple terms, that means any rūpa (whether internal or external) or mental impressions due to rūpa (i.e., vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) arise NOT due to the way one wants/wishes. Rather they arise due to a natural process that takes place because of one’s ignorance of that natural process. That process is Paṭicca Samuppāda.  We can easily see that vedanā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa arise in Paṭicca Samuppāda starting with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” The “bhava paccayā jāti” step describes the arising of the internal rūpa. We will get to those details soon.

▪Finally, the Buddha says that the world is unfruitful, and there is nothing that can be considered to be valuable. However, an average human thinks highly of the “pleasures” to be had in this world! That is why the Buddha said his Dhamma had never been known to the world. Only a Noble Person who has understood the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of this world can cultivate the Eightfold Noble Path and be “fully liberated” from this suffering-filled world, i.e., attain the Arahanthood.

▪As you can see, this sutta is highly condensed. Translating the sutta word-by-word makes it impossible to understand its embedded message. Deep suttas like this need to be explained in detail; see “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪We will look deeper into the sutta in the upcoming posts, especially to make the connection between anicca and Paṭicca Samuppāda.
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[This article is not found in the Pure Dhamma post. It is meant for the understanding of why “saŋ” are written in difference form (saṅ=sañ=saṇ=san=saŋ=sam=saṁ) for those with “saŋ” words. Niggahīta is the name for the symbol “ŋ” with the name as “velar.” The main reason is to suit the consonants for the particular row as shown below. {niggahīta : (nt.) the nasal consonant ‘ṁ’ or ‘ŋ’ or ‘ṃ’.}
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   What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra))
   

   




What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra)





Revised May 17, 2018; revised December 18, 2018; February 16, 2020; July 19, 2021; September 21, 2022; rewritten February 5, 2023; revised February 2, 2024

[This article is not found in the Pure Dhamma post. It is meant for the understanding of why “saŋ” are written in difference form (saṅ=sañ=saṇ=san=saŋ=sam=saṁ) for those with “saŋ” words. Niggahīta is the name for the symbol “ŋ” with the name as “velar.” The main reason is to suit the consonants for the particular row as shown below. {niggahīta : (nt.) the nasal consonant ‘ṁ’ or ‘ŋ’ or ‘ṃ’.}



	Consonants


	 Words formed with the consonants after sax (x = ṅ, ñ, ṇ, n, m, ṁ [ŋ])





	k


	kh


	g


	gh


	ṅ


	saṅkara, saṅkhāra, saṅgara, saṅgha





	c


	ch


	j


	jh


	ñ


	sañcara, sañchindati, sañjāyati, sañjhā, saññā





	ṭ


	ṭh


	ḍ


	ḍh


	ṇ


	saṇṭhapesi, saṇḍāso





	t


	th


	d


	dh


	n


	santoso, santhāra, sandita, sandiṭṭhiko, sandhana, sannata





	p


	ph


	b


	bh


	m


	sampāda, samphassa, sambala, sambhava, sammā





	y, r,


	l, v,


	s, h,


	ḷ,


	ṁ (ŋ)


	saṁyutta, saṁrāga, sallahuko (saŋ + lahuko) saṁvega, saṁsāra, saṁhata








]

 

“Saŋ” is a keyword in Buddha Dhamma, whose meaning has been hidden for thousands of years. It is closely related to dasa akusala.

Saŋ – Implies “Adding”

1. A key Pāli word, which has been hidden for thousands of years, is “saŋ” (commonly pronounced like son). In Pāli/Sinhala languages, it is pronounced as  “සන්” (saŋ) or “සං” (“sang” with an “ng” sound at the end like in “song.”) “Saŋ” is the term for “good and bad things we acquire” through our moral/immoral deeds.

▪Understanding this root allows one to easily see the meanings of many important Pāli words without looking for roots in Sanskrit. 

2. There is a reason for calling what we “acquire or add” to be “saŋ.” In Pāli and Sinhala, the word for numbers is “saṅkhyā,” and saṅkhyā = “saŋ” + “khyā,” meaning add and subtract. Addition and subtraction involve saṅkhyā.  

▪From this, “saŋ” suggests “acquiring or adding (to this world, or to stay in the rebirth process).” 

▪In the same way, “khyā” implies “removal or subtraction.”

Saŋ – Adding/Helping Lengthen the Rebirth Process

3. Therefore, “saŋ” indicates things we do to lengthen our saṁsāric (or saṃsāric) journey. See below for examples.

▪The word “saṁsāra” comes from “saŋ” + “sāra” where “sāra” means “good” or “beneficial.” Thus, one is trapped in the rebirth process because of the wrong view that “living in this world is beneficial.”

▪These “saŋ” are nothing else but dasa akusala (that lead to rebirth in the apāyā) and also puñña kamma (that lead to rebirths in the “good realms.”)

▪One may wonder why “saŋ” includes moral deeds or puñña kamma. That is because they also lead to rebirths (“add” to the saṁsāric journey); see “Kusala and Akusala Kamma, Puñña and Pāpa Kamma.”

▪However, one MUST do puñña kamma to avoid rebirth in the apāyā.

Khaya – Helping Shorten/Stop the Rebirth Process

4. Similarly, “khyā” or “khaya” indicate the shortening of the saṁsāric journey.

▪Removal of defilements (rāga, dosa, moha) leads to Nibbāna. Thus Nibbāna is “rāgakkhaya”, “dosakkhaya”, and “mohakkhaya.”

▪Those three words have roots in “khaya” or “subtraction or removal.” For example, rāgakkhaya comes from “rāga” + “khaya,” which combines to pronounce rāgakkhaya.

▪Thus it is quite clear that rāgakkhaya means “removing rāga.” Same for “dosakkhaya,” and “mohakkhaya.” Removing of rāga, dosa, and moha leads to Nibbāna.

Many Critical Pāli Words Have Roots in “Saŋ”

5. Just by grasping these fundamental ideas, it is possible to understand the roots of many common words, such as saṅkhāra, saṁsāra, saññā, sammā, etc. Let us analyze some of these words.

▪We “add to” our rebirth process when we do “saŋ.” The Pāli word for “doing” is “khāra” (the Sinhala word is “kāra” or කාර). That is the origin of the word “saṅkhāra” (“saŋ” + “khāra”); the Sinhala word is sankāra or සංකාර).

▪See “List of ‘San’ Words and Other Pāli Roots.”

6. From Paṭicca Samuppāda, all sufferings start with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā.” Thus, when one gets rid of avijjā completely, all saṅkhāra are stopped, and one attains Nibbāna. That is accomplished at the Arahant stage.

▪From the WebLink: Manasikāra Sutta (AN 11.8): “‘etaṁ santaṁ etaṁ paṇītaṁ, yadidaṁ sabbasaṅkhārasamatho sabbūpadhipaṭinissaggo taṇhākkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbānan’ti.“

▪Translated: “It is peaceful, it is serene, the expelling of all saṅkhāra, breaking of bonds, removing greed and hate; Nibbāna.” So, it is clear that by stopping all saṅkhāra, one attains Nibbāna.

Saṅkhāra and Abhisaṅkhāra

7. However, a distinction needs to be made between saṅkhāra and abhisaṅkhāra. The prefix “abhi” means “stronger” or “coarse.”

▪Saṅkhāra involves EVERYTHING we do to live in “this world” of 31 realms; these include breathing, walking, eating, and pretty much everything. Even an Arahant has to be engaged in saṅkhāra until Parinibbāna or death.

▪Saṅkhāra becomes abhisaṅkhāra by engaging in the “wheeling process”; see “Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?.” The saṁsāric process or the rebirth process is fueled by abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Note that some words are written and pronounced with emphasis on “m” rather than “n” because they rhyme better that way; a good example is saṁsāra, which can be written and pronounced either way. In Sri Lanka, it is pronounced as “sansāra,” too.

▪See “Saṅkhāra – An Introduction.”

Different Types of Abhisaṅkhāra

8. The bad things we acquire – with lobha (greed), dosa (hate), and moha (delusion) – contribute to rebirth in the lower four realms; these are apuññābhisaṅkhāra (or apuñña abhisaṅkhāra). Here “apuñña” means “immoral.”

▪Good things we acquire via the mundane version of alobha, adosa, and amoha help us gain rebirth in the human realm and above; these are puññābhisaṅkhāra (or puñña abhisaṅkhāra).  Here “puñña” means “moral.”

▪Thus, both kinds contribute to lengthening the rebirth process. Still, we DO need to do puññābhisaṅkhāra for two reasons: (i) it prevents us from doing bad things, (ii) done with the right intention, puññābhisaṅkhāra will help purify our minds, i.e., puñña kamma can become kusala kamma; see #18 below. 

▪To attain Nibbāna, one must comprehend the more profound version of alobha, adosa, and amoha. See “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna)” and “Kilesa – Relationship to Akusala, Kusala, and Puñña Kamma.”

Several Keywords With “Saŋ”

9. Another critical term is “sammā,” which comes from “saŋ” + “mā,” which means “to become free of saŋ” Here “mā” means “becomes free of.” For example:

▪“Mā hoti jāti, jāti” means “may I be free of repeated birth.”

▪“mā mé bāla samāgamo” means “may I be free of association with those who are ignorant of Dhammā.”

10. The keyword sandiṭṭhiko comes from saŋ + diṭṭhi (meaning vision), i.e., the ability to see “saŋ” or defilements.

▪One becomes sandiṭṭhiko (one who can see “saŋ” clearly) at the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage.

▪Most texts define sandiṭṭhiko with inconsistent words like self-evident, immediately apparent, visible here and now, etc. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamasandiṭṭhika Sutta (AN 6.47).”

11. Another critical word is saññā, which comes from saŋ + ñā (meaning knowing) = knowing or understanding “saŋ.” This happens when one attains Nibbāna. Until then, one has a distorted perception (saññā) of this world. See “Saññā – What It Really Means.”

▪For example, when we see people, we identify them according to our familiarity with them. We do not “see” the true nature of anything until Nibbāna is attained. Thus it is said that until we attain Nibbāna, we have distorted (viparīta) saññā.

▪Don’t worry about some of these deeper meanings if you are unfamiliar with them. At least one can see a connection to the root word “saŋ.” 

▪See “Mental Aggregates.”

12. Saṁvara (or sanvara) = saŋ + vara, where  vara means “remove”. Therefore, saṁvara means removing “saŋ” via moral behavior, also called “sīla.”

▪“Yaṁ samādānaṁ taṁ vataṁ. Saṁvaraṭṭhena sīlaṁ” means just trying to live by set precepts would not work. Moral behavior comes automatically upon one becoming a Sandiṭṭhiko (a Sotāpanna Anugāmi or a Sotāpanna.

▪Saṁvara sīla will be automatically enforced 24 hours daily, not just on specific days. That is because it comes naturally with understanding.

▪On the other hand, “Yaṁ samādanaṁ taṁ vataṁ” means observing the five precepts or eight precepts on specific days is just a ritual, or “vata.” Such rituals are good starting points but will be “upgraded to” Saṁvara sīla when one gains wisdom (paññā).

13. Another keyword is saṁsāra or sansāra, which means “rebirth process.”

▪Of course, that comes from saŋ + sāra, where “sāra” means fruitful. We do “saŋ” willingly because we perceive them to be good (“sāra”). Then we get trapped in the rebirth process.

▪Note that sometimes it is natural to pronounce with the “m” sound, so I am writing it as “saṁsāra.” See more examples in #15 below.

▪We have the wrong perception that “saŋ” is good and fruitful. Thus, we continues in the long rebirth process by doing saṅkhāra (and especially abhisaṅkhāra) with the wrong perception that they are fruitful.

Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā

14. An excellent example to illustrate the significance of “saŋ” is to examine the verse that Ven. Assaji uttered to Upatissa (the lay name of Ven. Sāriputta, who was a chief disciple of the Buddha):

“Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā, Tesaṁ (te saṁ) hetuṁ tathāgato āha; Tesañca (te saṁ ca) yo nirodho, Evaṁvādī mahāsamaṇo”

Te = those, hetu = cause, pabbava = pa +bhava or “repeated birth” (see, “Pabhassāra Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga,” nirodha = nir+udā = stop from arising.

▪The translation is now crystal clear:

“All dhammā that give rise to the rebirth process arise due to causes arising from the “saŋ”s: rāga, dosa, moha. The Buddha has shown how to eliminate those “saŋ”s and thus stop such dhammā from arising”

▪“Dhammā” here does not mean Buddha Dhammā, but dhammā in general; see “Kamma and Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Many More “Saŋ” Words

15. Knowing the correct meaning of such terms leads to a clear understanding of many terms:

▪Sangāyanā = saŋ + gāyanā (meaning recite)= recite and categorize “saŋ” (and ways to remove them) in organizing Dhammā for passing down to future generations. The first Sangāyanā took place just three months after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha.

▪Saṁyutta Nikāya of the Tipiṭaka contains suttā that explain “saŋ”: “saŋ” + “yutta,” with “yutta” meaning “connected with” (it rhymes as “saṁyutta”). Most English translations refer to Saṁyutta Nikāya as “Connected Discourses” but do not say what is connected to what.

▪Sanvega (or “saṁvega”) = saŋ + vega (meaning speed) = forceful, strong impulses arising due to “saŋ.”

▪Sanyoga  (or “saṁyoga”) = saŋ + yoga (meaning bond) = bound together via “saŋ.”

▪Sansindheema = saŋ + sindheema (meaning evaporate, remove) = removing saŋ, for example,  via the seven steps described in the Sabbāsava Sutta. This leads to nirāmisa sukha or Nibbānic bliss.

▪Sansun = saŋ + sun (meaning destroy) = with the removal of “saŋ” (“sun” rhymes like soup), one’s mind becomes calm and serene.

▪Sañcetanā = saŋ + cetanā = defiled intentions.

▪Samphassa = saŋ + phassa = defiled sense contact.

Over 70 Pāli words with the “saŋ” root are given in “List of “Saŋ” Words and Other Pāli Roots.”

16. We will encounter many such instances where just by knowing what “saŋ” is, one could immediately grasp the meaning of a particular verse. Most of these terms are easily understood in the Sinhala language.

▪Contrary to popular belief, Sanskrit is not closely related to the māgadhi language the Buddha spoke. It is Sinhala (or Sinhalese) that is closely related to māgadhi (māgadhi= “maga” + “adhi” = Noble path).

Background Resources

17. The Tipiṭaka is in Pāli with Sinhala script (Pāli does not have its alphabet). Pāli is a version of māgadhi suitable for writing down oral discourses in a summary form suitable for transmission; see “Preservation of the Dhamma.” More posts on that at “Historical Background.”

▪Many Pāli words have complex meanings and need to be explained in detail. That is the reason for many commentaries. However, most early commentaries no longer exist, and those recent ones have many errors; see “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars“

▪A good example is the critical Pāli word “anicca.” That word got confused with “anitya,” a Sanskrit word. That Sanskrit word does mean “impermanence,” but the Pāli word “anicca” has a very different meaning.

▪The actual meaning of anicca becomes clear when one realizes that the Pāli word “icca” or “iccha” (pronounced “ichcha”) means “this is what I like.” Thus anicca has the opposite meaning (“na” + “icca”) or “cannot keep it the way I like”; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

▪Pāli words are written not with “Standard English” but with “Tipiṭaka English.” See ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1” and ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 2.”

18. One’s tendency (i.e., gati) to do dasa akusala gets one bound to this world of 31 realms. Until one removes such “bad gati,” one will have the following characteristics: āsava, anusaya, saṁyojana, etc.; see “Conditions for the Four Stages of Nibbāna.”

▪As long as one has any type of gati, āsava, anusaya, or saṁyojana, one can pile up more “saŋ” or do dasa akusala.

▪Once one removes the strongest of the dasa akusala (and especially the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi), one can easily grasp the Tilakkhaṇa.

▪Then one’s puñña kamma will become kusala kamma, leading to the four stages of Nibbāna. This is a subtle point but is explained in simple terms in the post, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?”.
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There is much confusion about these words. These are key Dhamma concepts, and one needs to sort them out to understand other key concepts like rebirth and Paṭicca Samuppāda. Please read the post, “What is “Saŋ”? – Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)” before reading this post.

Kamma Done via Abhisaṅkhāra 

1. “Puññābhi saṅkhāra, apuññābhi saṅkhāra, āneñjābhi saṅkhāra ayaṁ vuccathi avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” This is how the short verse of “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda is explained in detail.

▪Thus only abhisaṅkhāra (“abhi” means higher or stronger), i.e., saṅkhāra with avijjā, leads to the rebirth process. For example, breathing or walking involves kāya saṅkhāra and speaking to someone involves vacī saṅkhāra. None of those are abhisaṅkhāra and do not lead to the kamma generation.

▪Note that puññābhi saṅkhāra is puñña+abhisaṅkhāra, and similarly, the other two are also abhisaṅkhāra. Also, “apuñña” means immoral,” puñña” means moral, and “āneñja” means “higher jhānic.” All three modes lead to rebirth in one of the 31 realms (lowest four realms with apuññābhi saṅkhāra, realms 5 through 27 with puññābhi saṅkhāra, and realms 28 through 31 with āneñjābhi saṅkhāra, respectively).

▪Thus any abhisaṅkhāra is done with ignorance (avijjā or not knowing the real characteristics of this world of 31 realms: anicca, dukkha, anatta).

▪However, we will see below that we do need to accumulate puññābhi saṅkhāra strategically, mainly to avoid rebirth in the apāyā (lowest four realms) until we attain Nibbāna.

2. As we saw above, “saŋ” is what one acquires when one does anything with sañcetanā (“saŋ”+ “cetanā”). Saṅkhāra (saŋ+kāra) is simply actions that lead to acquiring “saŋ.” However, it is only “abhisaṅkhāra” or saṅkhāra that arises through avijjā that can lead to rebirth. There is a difference between saṅkhāra and abhisaṅkhāra: [kāra, （m．）, deed； service； act of homage]

▪When deeds are done to live in this world, one has to do saṅkhāra. They become abhisaṅkhāra when they are done with greed, hate, and/or ignorance. Saṅkhāra becomes abhisaṅkhāra when one starts generating further thoughts (“wheeling process”) about the sense experiences (pictures, sounds, tastes, etc.) ; see #9 on “Nibbāna – Is It Difficult to Understand?.”

▪Thus an Arahant does saṅkhāra to live; even breathing is kāya saṅkhāra. But Arahant has stopped the “wheeling process” or formed an attachment to what is seen, heard, etc. It is that “wheeling process,” which is detailed in the Paṭicca Samuppāda section, that leads to abhisaṅkhāra.

▪When saṅkhāra involve rāga, dosa, or moha, they are called “abhisaṅkhāra” or “strong saṅkhāra” which can lead to rebirths.

3. Abhisaṅkhāra are three kinds, as mentioned above:

▪Some actions lead to bad consequences during life and also to bad rebirths in the four lowest realms (apāyā). These are “apuññābhi saṅkhāra” or immoral deeds: apuññā abhi saŋ khāra..

▪Actions that lead to good consequences in life and also to good rebirths are called “puññābhi saṅkhāra” or meritorious deeds; these lead to birth in good realms (human, deva, and the rūpa lokas), thus avoiding rebirth in bad realms where one could get trapped for many eons. Thus it is important to accumulate puññābhi saṅkhāra: puññā abhi saŋ khāra.

▪When one cultivates “lokiya jhānā” or mundane higher meditative states (arūpa jhāna leading to rebirth in the highest four arūpa loka realms), via breath meditation, for example, one can be reborn in the four higher Brahma worlds. These also prolong saṁsāra, and are called “āneñjābhi saṅkhāra”: āneñja abhi saŋ khāra.

▪It is interesting to note that “āneñja” means “no more rebirths” and thus “permanent”: the ancient yogis (including Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta) thought these realms have infinite lifetimes and equated the births there to the “ultimate release.” Of course, the Buddha discovered that those also have finite lifetimes, even though extremely long, lasting eons (billions of years). That is how the term came to be associated (incorrectly) with “āneñjābhi saṅkhāra.” But that is how it is used even in the Tipiṭaka.  “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6)” explains the step “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” as, “Tattha katame avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro.”

▪Here those yogis can temporarily suppress all desires for kāma loka or rūpa loka existences. However, since they had not comprehended the anicca nature, they still have “hidden avijjā” or “avijjā anusaya.”

4. Therefore, it is easy to remember abhisaṅkhāra as those actions that lead to prolonging saṁsāra (or saṁsāra), the cycle of rebirths. There is a “latent energy” produced by each such action (abhisaṅkhāra) that will give fruit later.

▪Such “actions” can be done via the mind, speech, or the body; these lead to mano saṅkhāra, vacī saṅkhāra, and kāya saṅkhāra, respectively. The “defiled actions” are abhisaṅkhāra.

5. Does this mean one should not do meritorious deeds (with puññābhisaṅkhāra) because those also prolong saṁsāra? No. The Buddha emphasized that one should not shy away from doing meritorious deeds. 

▪There is a way to do meritorious deeds without prolonging saṁsāra, and that is detailed in the “Kusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda,” an essential part of the Buddha’s Paṭicca samuppāda doctrine that has been hidden for thousands of years. But one must avoid wishing for “things in return” for such meritorious deeds as much as possible because such thoughts are based on greed. 

▪In the Abhidhamma language, one should generate “ñāṇa sampayutta, somanassa sahagata citta” (thoughts generated with wisdom and joy), which is the highest moral (sobhana) citta. Here wisdom means comprehension of the true nature; it starts with getting rid of 10 micchā diṭṭhi and then grows as one understands anicca, dukkha, and anatta to higher levels. Wisdom culminates at the Arahant stage.

▪Any good deed will have good consequences whether one wishes it or not. By wishing for “material things” or “jhānic pleasures,” one turns a meritorious action into either a less potent “ñāṇa vippayutta” (devoid of wisdom) moral citta or even an apuññābhi saṅkhāra. We will discuss that below.

Kamma (Actions to Prolong Saṁsāra)

Kammic energy is generated when one turns saṅkhāra to abhisaṅkhāra by the “wheeling process”; see above. For example, when one sees an object that is just saṅkhāra due to a kamma vipāka. However, if one then starts thinking about how good it is, or thinks about how to acquire it, then it becomes abhisaṅkhāra; here one now has INTENTIONS about that object, one is hoping to get something.

▪That is why the Buddha said, “cetanā haṁ Bhikkhave kammaṁ vadāmi,” i.e., “I say that intention is kamma.”

▪So it is important to remember that kamma is the intention, and even though it can be done by the mind, speech, or the body, all those have their root in mind. We cannot say or do anything without a thought to do so (see the Abhidhamma section for details).

▪For example, the intention to go for a walk is a kamma that does not have any power to generate a good or bad vipāka in the future. That kamma will only get that task done.

Thus the key to Nibbāna is to stop valuing and thinking about kāma assāda (sense pleasures; āsvāda in Sinhala). This cannot happen until one sees the fruitlessness of sense pleasures in the long run (anicca, dukkha, anatta); see the section “Assāda, Ādīnava, Nissarana”. [assāda：[m.] “mind-made pleasures”; taste; enjoyment; satisfaction.]

Kamma Bīja (Kamma Seeds) or Kamma Bhava

When a kamma (abhisaṅkhāra) is committed, the kammic potential of that kamma is deposited in a kamma bīja (kamma seed); kamma seed is NOT a physical entity, it is an “energy” or “potential” to bring about an effect in the future. It can also be called a “kamma bhava.”

▪A kamma seed can be compared to a regular seed, for example, a seed of an apple tree. The potential to bring about a fully grown apple tree is in the apple seed. However, if the seed is kept in a dry place with no contact with soil, it does not get to germinate. It will germinate if placed under the soil and fed with water and nutrients. Then it can grow into an apple tree, yielding a thousand more seeds.

▪Similarly, a kamma seed has the POTENTIAL to germinate or come to fruition if suitable conditions appear; but a kamma seed is an energy lying below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage. It can then yield results with an impact corresponding to the original deed (this holds for both good and bad.) Results are the kamma vipāka; see, “What is Kamma? – Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

▪It is also possible to remove many of one’s bad kamma seeds. When we acquire a “bad kamma seed” we get indebted to another being. Just like one can be debt-free by paying off existing loans, one can “payback” old debts that have been accumulated in the cycle of rebirths by “transferring merits” when one does good deeds and also by doing the Ariya Metta Bhāvanā; see, “Transfer of Merits (Pattidāna)- How Does that Happen?” and “5. Ariya Metta Bhāvanā (Loving Kindness Meditation).”

Nothing in this world is permanent (but that impermanence is not anicca); kammic energy in a kamma seed also eventually loses its power, and the “staying power” depends on the strength of the particular kamma. For example, those seeds corresponding to “ānantariya akusala kamma” such as killing one’s parents or an Arahant, will bring fruits without delay (i.e., in the very next birth) before they lose their power.

Kamma Vipāka (Results of a Kamma Seed or Kamma Bhava)

So it is essential to distinguish between kamma and kamma vipāka: the first is the action, and the second is the consequence. When someone laments, “This is my kamma” when he/she faces a bad situation, what is meant is that this happens “because of what I had done in the past.” It is a kamma vipāka.

When one does something good or bad, kammic energy is deposited as a kamma bīja (seed), also called a kamma bhava. Then that kammic energy can give rise to kamma vipāka in the future when suitable conditions materialize. There are two ways to avoid kamma vipāka:

▪Like a seed will not germinate until the right conditions appear (soil, water, sunlight), kamma vipāka cannot materialize until suitable conditions appear. Thus by acting mindfully (not getting into “bad situations”), one can avoid them; see, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.”

▪Most importantly, we can remove many kamma seeds by doing Mettā Bhāvanā. When we acquire a bad kamma seed, we become indebted to another being; we can get rid of that kamma seed by paying off that debt. The best way to do that is to ask for forgiveness and transfer the merits of one’s good deeds to all beings (since we have become indebted to an uncountable number of beings); see, “Kamma, Debt, and Meditation.”

Kamma vipāka (from the germination of seeds) leads to two main consequences:

▪They can lead to consequences during a lifetime (either the present or a future life). These are called “pavutti kamma bhava.”

▪Some strong kamma vipāka give rise to new existence (in the rebirth process). These are called “uppatti kamma bhava.”

In either case, kamma vipāka is NOT deterministic. Both types can be reduced in strength or even be made ineffective. This can be done in several ways:

▪When one becomes an Arahant since there is no more rebirth, all kamma seeds that do not get to come to fruition before the death of an Arahant become ineffective in producing a rebirth: Because an Arahant has removed avijjā, the “Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda cycle” becomes ineffective and thus “bhava paccayā jāti” does not get to initiate a new birth.

▪However, even an Arahant is subjected to any kamma vipāka that gets a chance to emerge during the current life, especially the strong ones. Even the Buddha suffered from physical pains during the last years of his life. Even if one transfers merits to other beings (as Arahants do) if the other being cannot accept those merits, then those debts do not get paid off; see “Transfer of Merits (Pattidāna) – How Does it Happen?.” Thus even the Buddha had a few “unpaid debts” left.

▪We all have done innumerable kamma in this long saṁsāra. Thus many kamma seeds are waiting to “bear fruit” under the right conditions. This is a crucial point one needs to digest. Just like a seed can lay dormant for long times, and germinate only under the right conditions (soil, water), a kamma vipāka bears fruit only when the conditions are right.

▪Thus most kamma vipāka can be suppressed and avoided (not letting them germinate) by acting with mindfulness (yoniso manasikāra). This is where a calm mind helps. An agitated mind is not able to make rational decisions. See “Key to Calming the Mind.” Working on the Five Hindrances (pañca nīvaraṇa) that cover the mind is essential.

How to do Meritorious Deeds without Accumulating Abhisaṅkhāra

Most people, even born Buddhists, do not get this right. They think Nibbāna can be attained by just doing meritorious deeds. Here are some key points to consider:

1. One needs to avoid apuññābhi saṅkhāra (unmeritorious deeds) that will lead to bad life events and/or rebirths, i.e., the four lower realms; see, “The Grand Unified Theory of the Dhamma.” They are “akusala” by definition, but ones of the worst kind; these are called “pāpa” in Pāli and Sinhala and “paw” (rhymes like “cow”) in Sinhala. One needs to avoid this in leading a moral life; see “Moral Living and Fundamentals.”

2. Puññābhi saṅkhāra (meritorious deeds) may be accompanied by apuññābhi saṅkhāra if one’s intention is not good. If one does a good deed AND wishes for something in return, that wishing is done with greed. Any good deed WILL produce good results whether one wishes it or not. They lead to good life events and good rebirths (at or above the human realm). Thus puññābhi saṅkhāra can help in pursuing Nibbāna and should be done without greedy intentions. A Sotāpanna automatically does meritorious deeds with such understanding; we will discuss this in the “Kusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda.” Thus the Aryan way is to do a good deed and share the merits of that deed with all beings, instead of wishing for something in return.

▪Thus one needs to be careful here because one may be acquiring apuññābhi saṅkhāra at the same time. This is a bit complex and is best illustrated with an example. Suppose one donates a meal to a hungry person. That act is inherently one that will produce a good outcome. However, if the person “makes a wish” such as “may I get delicious foods in the future because of this good deed,” that is a greedy thought, a greedy intention (cetanā). Thus while this does not negate the good deed, it also could produce ANOTHER kamma vipāka leading to bad life events.

▪This pitfall can be avoided by doing a good deed with pure intention not associated with greed, hate, or ignorance. One gives a meal to a hungry person out of compassion, to quench the hunger. That is all. Here one does not lose any possible benefits of the act.

▪When one starts comprehending anicca (that one cannot maintain anything to one’s satisfaction over the long run), one AUTOMATICALLY stops wishing for “good things.”

▪Furthermore, one can reap more benefits by additionally doing a mental act to quench the potential of previous bad kamma seeds. This is called “giving of merits” or “pattidāna” which is mislabelled as “puñña anumodana” frequently; see “Puñña Kamma – Dāna, Sīla, Bhāvanā.” One could wish that the merits of this good deed be shared with all other beings. We have built-up debts with all the beings in this long saṁsāra, that needs to be paid off (see “Kamma, Debt, and Meditation”). Thus, sharing the merits becomes a “visaṅkhāra” or “unwinding the power of the previous saṅkhāra.” This is thus one way to lessen the impact of previous bad kamma vipāka.

▪The Buddha said that one always needs to do good, meritorious deeds. Giving is especially encouraged. One could turn these deeds into visaṅkhāra by sharing the merits. By the way, sharing merits does not remove any possible good outcomes for oneself. Those were already acquired in the original act itself. The key here is not to wish for “profits in return” because such thoughts are associated with greed (of course, this cannot be stopped by sheer willpower until one comprehends anicca).

3. The third kind of abhisaṅkhāra, “āneñjābhi saṅkhāra” is associated with higher (arūpāvacara) jhānic states attained via Samatha Bhāvanā, such as breathing meditation or kasiṇa meditation. They are pursued to achieve higher meditative states and thus are pursued with greedy thought (pleasure).

▪These meditation techniques do not help with the cleansing of the āsavā; see “Sansāric Habits, Character (Gati) and Cravings (Āsavā)” and “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavā.”

4. Jhānic states may be attained automatically when pursuing Nibbāna (not anariya jhānā but Ariya jhānā). The goal here was to achieve Nibbāna, and thus no saṅkhāra are accumulated in this process. This raises another question: Is seeking Nibbāna another craving (āsava)?

▪Nibbāna is attained via removing craving for everything in this world: “rāgakkhayo Nibbānan, Dosakkhayo Nibbānan, Mohakkhayo Nibbānan.”

▪“Craving” for Nibbāna is called chanda (one of The Four Bases of Mental Power (Cattāro Iddhipāda). This “liking for Nibbāna” is the key factor that fuels the other three: viriya (effort), citta (thoughts), and vīmaṁsā (investigations).

▪Thus in seeking Nibbāna, one is not craving anything in this world. One is thinking and working diligently to comprehend the world’s true nature (vīmaṁsā), and with that wisdom gained, the mind automatically gives up craving for worldly pleasures.

Kāya, Vacī, and Mano Saṅkhāra

1. Saṅkhāra can lead to body movements, speech, and thoughts; they are respectively called kāya, vacī, and mano saṅkhāra. If those are not done with greed, hate, or ignorance, they are merely saṅkhāra. But if they are done with greed, hate, or ignorance, they become abhisaṅkhāra.

▪The recent post, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means,” for a detailed description.

2. Briefly, mano saṅkhāra are automatically generated based on our gati. All our thoughts that make body parts move (except speech) are kāya saṅkhāra. Vacī saṅkhāra are generated when we move our mouth, lips, tongue, etc. to speak.

▪When we think about doing something, we “play it out” in our mind (for example, reciting something silently in our mind). That is also vacī saṅkhāra and are called vitakka and vicāra; when we think and contemplate Dhamma concepts, they are savitakka and savicāra, with the prefix “sa” denoting “good.” 

▪Thus “talking to oneself” is done with vacī saṅkhāra; see “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

▪Mano saṅkhāra are feelings (vedanā) and perceptions (saññā) that arise automatically due to a sensory input that comes via a kamma vipāka.

3. Thus, it is clear that most enjoyments that we experience come through vacī saṅkhāra. We can sit quietly in one place and generate enormous amounts of vacī saṅkhāra, thoroughly enjoying the experience (not realizing we are accumulating bad kamma.) Most people do this when they go to bed at night while waiting to fall asleep.

▪It is a good idea to try to keep the mind away from defiled thoughts while falling asleep; this can be done by getting into the habit of thinking about a Dhamma concept, or listening to the chanting of sutta (paritta in Pāli or piritha in Sinhala), keeping the volume low (like playing background music); see, “Sutta Chanting (with Pāli Text).” It will be easier to fall asleep and have a restful sleep too.

For more details, see “Kamma are Done with Abhisaṅkhāra – Types of Abhisaṅkhāra.”
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In the previous introductory post, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning os sansāra (or saṁsāra)”, we introduced the term “saṅkhāra”, and in the next post saṅkhāra was discussed in somewhat technical terms. Since it is such an important term, in this post I will discuss it in a bit more detail.

1. Buddha Dhamma is based on the fact that all “saṅkhāra” are done in vain: “sabbe saṅkhāra aniccā.”

▪As we saw in the previous post, saṅkhāra (“saŋ” + “kāra” or actions; සන් + කාර in Sinhala) are anything (thought, speech, bodily actions) done while living in “this world” of 31 realms. This includes breathing, walking, or thinking about the chores for the day.

▪All saṅkhāra arise in the mind. We cannot utter a word or lift a finger without generating saṅkhāra in the mind. It happens very fast, so it feels like we just speak or do things; see, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means” and “Difference Between Dhammā and Saṅkhāra.”

2. So, all saṅkhāra involve thinking (some could be manifested as speech or bodily actions), but some actions like breathing happens without CONSCIOUS thinking. Those are just saṅkhāra that do not have kammic consequences.

▪However, saṅkhāra become abhisaṅkhāra when they involve conscious thinking with lobha, dosa, moha (or alobha, adosa, amoha) coming to play roles. Those abhisaṅkhāra have bad (or good) kammic consequences.

▪Thus even an Arahant keeps doing saṅkhāra until death. But an Arahant does not do abhisaṅkhāra, a “stronger version” of saṅkhāra that will lead to accumulating mental energy (kamma) for future repercussions (kamma vipāka) until that kammic energy is exhausted.

▪In order for a saṅkhāra to become an abhisaṅkhāra, one of the six root causes (greed, hate, ignorance, generosity, kindness, wisdom) need to be involved.

3. If the “bad roots” of greed, hate, and ignorance are involved, then those thoughts, speech, actions will create kamma bīja (or energy seeds) that either lead to bad outcomes during a life or to rebirth in the lowest four realms (apāyā). These are apuññābhisaṅkhāra (“apuñña” + “abhisaṅkhāra” where “apuñña” means non-meritorious).

▪On the other hand, abhisaṅkhāra done with the “good roots” of generosity, kindness, wisdom either lead to good outcomes during a life or to rebirth in the realms at or above the human realm. These are puññābhisaṅkhāra (“puñña” + “abhisaṅkhāra” where “puñña” means meritorious).

▪If no roots are involved, they are just saṅkhāra, and their kamma seeds are duds; there is no energy in them. Basically one can say, saṅkhāra (that are not abhisaṅkhāra) do not generate kamma seeds.

4. Let us take some examples. When we see someone is walking with a knife in hand, we cannot come to a conclusion about what kind of saṅkhāra is that person is generating.

▪He may be just taking the knife from one place to another, in which case, it is just saṅkhāra.

▪If he is planning to stab someone, then he is generating apuññābhisaṅkhāra.

▪If he is planning to rescue an animal who got entangled in a trap, then he is generating puññābhisaṅkhāra.

▪In any type of speech or bodily action, what really matters is the INTENTION behind the speech or action.

5. In another example, we may see two people have built and donated two hospitals for the poor. Even though both seem to be “good actions”, we cannot say both had puññābhisaṅkhāra. One could have had an ulterior motive of getting elected in an upcoming election, rather than thoughts of loving kindness for poor people. In that case, he would be generating mostly apuññābhisaṅkhāra, even though there may be some puññābhisaṅkhāra involved too.

▪This is why sorting out kamma is impossible for anyone but a Buddha. Some of our actions could involve both kinds of abhisaṅkhāra. For example, if we see a bird digging up a worm and chase the bird away, we would have done both kinds of abhisaṅkhāra: Saving the life of the worm is a puññābhisaṅkhāra, but we also did an apuññābhisaṅkhāra because we denied the bird of its meal. Both types of abhisaṅkhāra can bear fruits (vipāka) in the future.

6. There is this famous “trolley problem” in ethics, where one could save five people from death by sacrificing the life of a single person; see, WebLink: WIKI: Trolley problem

This “thought experiment” has been debated for many years. We can make the following observations based on Buddha Dhamma:

▪If one decides to take action (i.e., save five by sacrificing one), then one will acquire “good kamma” for saving the five lives, and “bad kamma” for killing the other person. Both types can bear fruits in the future.

▪But it goes even deeper. What if the person that we sacrificed was an Arahant or at least a Sotāpanna, and the other five were normal people or even criminals? Then we would have acquired much more bad kamma than good kamma.

7. When someone is talking or doing some bodily action, we can at least try to guess what kind of saṅkhāra are involved. But if a person is just sitting down quietly, he/she could be generating any kind of saṅkhāra ranging from just thinking about whether or not to go out for a walk (just saṅkhāra) to planning a murder (worst kind of apuññābhisaṅkhāra).

▪We generate more abhisaṅkhāra via thinking than via speech or actions.

▪When we have disagreement with other people, we normally do not hit the person or even refrain from saying anything. But depending on the purity of our minds, we may be generating a little to unimaginable amounts of apuññābhisaṅkhāra. This is a key factors that most people tend to disregard.

▪If someone’s outward actions/speech seem to be “disciplined”, we automatically assume that he/she is a good person; and the person may be trying to fool himself/herself by displaying that outward appearance. But if the mind is impure, there could be a lot of hateful/greedy thoughts in that mind. Whether or not any verbal or bodily actions are committed, those thoughts still accumulate kamma seeds.

8. Therefore, it is utterly useless to judge other people. Each person has true awareness AND control only over one’s own thoughts, speech, actions, which are ultimately based on the intentions.

▪But we know exactly what our own intentions are. And that is what really matters. We may be able to fool a court of law by hiring a good lawyer, but we will have to reap the results of what we sow in the future at some point.

9. This is the basis of ānāpāna meditation, to be aware of the types of saṅkhāra involved in a given action; see, “7. What is Ānāpāna?.” If someone asks us to join in fishing trip, we need to think what kind of kamma will be associated with killing fish for our pleasure; this is the basic form of “kāyānupassanā.” Contemplate on any bodily action one is about to do and abstain from doing it if it involves apuññābhisaṅkhāra (in this case taking the lives of several fish for our pleasure).

▪Bodily actions are easier to prevent, because they take time and we have time to contemplate.

▪Speech is a bit more tricky, because speech comes out faster than carrying out bodily action. Still one can stop oneself even after uttering a few sentences.

▪Thoughts are the hardest, and that is why “cittānupassanā” comes after one has practiced “kāyānupassanā.”

10. If one wants to start doing ānāpāna meditation, one should first control one’s bodily actions, and the more one does it, the easier it becomes. And then it also becomes easier to control one speech. When both actions and speech are brought under control, one’s thoughts will be easier to control too.

▪Furthermore, willfully engaging in puññābhisaṅkhāra also helps to keep apuññābhisaṅkhāra at bay. By concentrating on meritorious deeds, one’s mind is automatically turned away from thinking about unmeritorious deeds.

▪This is why real Buddhist meditation is much more than just formal sitting meditation. The key is to purify the mind, and avoid defiling the mind at anytime. One could be doing the breath meditation for a lifetime, but may not get anywhere in purifying the mind.

▪This is explained in detail and how to start practice in the “Living Dhamma” section. One does not even need to believe in rebirth in the beginning.

11. Nibbāna is attained not by abstaining from both puññābhisaṅkhāra and apuññābhisaṅkhāra as some suggest. On the way to Nibbāna, one needs to do puññābhisaṅkhāra AND also engage in learning Dhamma so that one could comprehend the true nature of all types of saṅkhāra, i.e., that all saṅkhāra are anicca, dukkha, anatta. This leads to the purification of the mind; just by doing puññābhisaṅkhāra is not enough to purify the mind.

▪Ultimately, just by doing puññābhisaṅkhāra is not enough to purify the mind. However, one MUST start there before being able to comprehend anicca, dukkha, anatta; see, “Living Dhamma.”

Next, “Difference Between Dhamma and Saṅkhāra”, ……….
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August 27, 2022: This replaces an old post in this section entitled, “Saṅkhāra and Kammā, Viññāṇa and Kamma Bīja.” I have re-written it with a new title.

[Note: December 06, 2024: Title is being replaced from Kamma are Done with Saṅkhāra – Types of Saṅkhāra to Kamma are Done with Abhisaṅkhāra – Types of Abhisaṅkhāra ]

Kamma does not mean “action” but only those involving rāga, dosa, or moha. Such “defiled actions” are based on abhisaṅkhāra arising in the mind.

Kamma Usually Means “Akusala Kamma” 

1. In the suttās, “kamma” ALWAYS refers to akusala kamma associated with rāga, dosa, moha (sometimes referred to as lobha, dosa, moha.) Furthermore, other entities like cetanā and phassa in the suttās also refer to “defiled entities” (sañcetanā and samphassa.)

▪In most English translations, “kamma” is translated as “deeds” or “action.” However, in the Buddha Dhamma, kammically neutral actions are called “kiriya.” Therefore, “kamma” always refers to actions, speech, or thoughts based on rāga, dosa, and moha. Thus, “kamma” always means “akusala kamma,” which keeps one bound to the rebirth process. One attains Nibbāna by “kamma nirodha” or “cessation of kamma,” as discussed below.

▪There are ten specific akusala kamma; see “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).”

▪Even though “kusala kammās” are sometimes mentioned, there are no specific kusala kamma analogous to the ten types of akusala kamma. Instead, to engages in kusala kamma is to follow the Noble Eightfold Path/cultivate Satipaṭṭhāna.

2. The reason for the apparent confusion is that while there are ten specific akusala kamma, there are no such specific kusala kamma. 

▪Kusala comes from “ku” +” sala,” where “ku” refers to “kunu” or kilesa or defilements, and “sala” means “to get rid of.” Akusala is the opposite of kusala.

▪Kusala kamma refers to “activities” based on lokuttara versions of alobha, adosa, and amoha. These “activities” are rooted in insight meditation (Vipassanā) that leads to magga phala. (Mundane versions of alobha, adosa, and amoha lead to “good rebirths” via puñña kamma. See “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna).”)

▪In other words, in most cases, “kamma” refers to akusala kamma. As we know, the generation of akusala kamma leads to future suffering and the continuation of the rebirth process.

▪Engaging in insight meditation (Vipassanā) is the “kusala kamma” activity that leads to the “cessation of the generation of kamma”; of course, there it means “cessation of the generation of akusala kamma.”

▪That is clear by looking at suttās which discuss “kamma nirodha” or the “cessation of (the generation of) kamma.”

Kusala Kamma = Kamma Nirodha via the Noble Path

3. For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kammanirodha Sutta (SN 35.146)” the question is asked, “Katamo ca, bhikkhave, kamma nirodho?” OR “What is the cessation of kamma?”

▪The answer is, “Yo kho, bhikkhave, kāyakamma vacīkamma manokammassa nirodhā vimuttiṁ phusati” OR “Kamma nirodha is when you experience Nibbāna (vimutti) due to the cessation of (akusala) kamma by body, speech, and mind.” Here, it means explicitly dasa akusala (three by the body, four by speech, and three by the mind); see “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).”

▪That is explicitly expressed in the subsequent verse of the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kammanirodha Sutta (SN 35.146)” @marker 1.14: “And what’s the practice that leads to the cessation of kamma? It is the Noble Eightfold Path.”

▪As we know, Nibbāna means to eliminate lobha, dosa, and moha from the mind. That means cultivating the Noble Path via, for example, Satipaṭṭhāna (equivalent to cultivating the Eightfold Noble Path.) Another way to say the same is “cultivating alobha, adosa, and amoha” or “eliminating all defilements from the mind.” All “actions” involved in that effort can be called “kusala kamma.” However, unlike the ten specific akusala kamma, there are no specific kusala kamma that one needs to do except engage in insight meditation. Of course, that can happen only after getting to the Sotāpanna stage.

Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Kammā

4. Saṅkhāra can be interpreted in several ways, but the following definition in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Upādānaparipavatta Sutta (SN 22.56)” makes it easier to see the connection to kamma: “Katame ca, bhikkhave, saṅkhārā? Chayime, bhikkhave, cetanākāyā—rūpasañcetanā, saddasañcetanā, gandhasañcetanā, rasasañcetanā, phoṭṭhabbasañcetanā, dhammasañcetanā” OR “Saṅkhāra are the same as six types of sañcetanā—rūpasañcetanā, saddasañcetanā, gandhasañcetanā, rasasañcetanā, phoṭṭhabbasañcetanā, dhammasañcetanā.” Of course, saṅkhāra here refers to abhisaṅkhāra (because they are done with sañcetanā.)

▪That is similar to the definition given in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63)”: “Cetanāhaṁ, bhikkhave, kammaṁ vadāmi” OR “It is cetanā that I call kamma.” However, as in many suttās, cetanā refers to sañcetanā (cetanā defiled by “sañ” or rāga, dosa, moha) in the same way that saṅkhāra referred to abhisaṅkhāra above.

▪That becomes clear in the next verse, “Cetayitvā kammaṁ karoti—kāyena vācāya manasā” OR “With deliberate thinking (cetayitvā), one engages in kamma by way of body, speech, and mind.”

▪These are the dasa akusala kamma that we discussed above. The arising of sañcetanā in the mind leads to engaging in akusala kamma.

Phassa, Vedanā, Cetanā, Saṅkhāra = Samphassa, Samphassa-jā-Vedanā, Sañcetanā, Abhisaṅkhāra 

5. It is good to keep in mind the following. What the Buddha referred to with the word “cetanā” in the suttās is almost always “sañcetanā.” In those days, people understood that.

▪In the same way, phassa means samphassa; vedanā means “samphassa-jā-vedanā”; saṅkhāra means abhisaṅkhāra; rūpa does not mean an external rūpa, but the “image of that external rūpa created by the mind” (thus, one does not attach to the external rūpa, but to the mind-made rūpa.”

Distinctions Are Clear in Abhidhamma

6. When the Abhidhamma theory was completed hundreds of years after the passing away of the Buddha, those distinctions were made clear. For example, phassa, cetanā, vedanā, are cetasika (mental factors) that arise with each citta, even a purified citta.

▪When the image of an external rūpa makes contact with the mind, that initial “contact” is “phassa.” If the mind attaches to it, raga/dosa/moha can arise in the mind, and it becomes a “defiled contact” or “samphassa” (“saŋ” + “phassa.”)

▪Samphassa takes place in a defiled mind, where the “contact” with the “mind-made rūpa” leads to the arising of extra cetasika. For example, if the “mind-made rūpa” leads to a joyful vedanā (which is now a “samphassa-jā-vedanā”), then that contact is defiled with lobha; thus, samphassa means that lobha cetasika arises in mind. Again, that leads to a “samphassa-jā-vedanā” of a joyful vedanā by incorporating the pīti cetasika into that defiled citta. Thus, with Abhidhamma, the distinctions are clear, and there is no doubt what each word means.

▪On the other hand, as I pointed out above, in sutta deliveries, the Buddha rarely referred to the pure forms of phassa, vedanā, cetanā, etc. Rather, those words in the suttās almost always refer to samphassa, “samphassa-jā-vedanā,” and sañcetanā. This is a bit of information that is good to keep in mind when reading suttās. Most translators do not even know the difference!

Saṅkhāra and Kammā Can be Good or Bad

7. Therefore, saṅkhāra can be understood in a deeper sense by realizing that the types of saṅkhāra generated are defined by the types of cetasika (mental factors) in one’s thoughts. 

▪Some citta (thoughts) do not have either good (sobhana) cetasika or bad (asobhana) cetasika. Such a citta is said to have kammically neutral saṅkhāra. 

▪Such kammically neutral saṅkhāra involve only the types of cetasika like vedanā, saññā, and viriya that do not belong to either sobhana or asobhana categories. These are called “suddha saṅkhāra” and arise only in Arahants: See #4 of “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪Kammically relevant saṅkhāra (or abhisaṅkhāra) involve either sobhana cetasika (for kusala kammā) or asobhana cetasika (for akusala kammā).

▪Therefore, abhisaṅkhāra that involve sobhana cetasika are puñña abhisaṅkhāra or puññābhisaṅkhāra. Those that involve asobhana cetasika are apuññābhisaṅkhāra; see, “Cetasika (Mental Factors).”

Saṅkhāra and Abhisaṅkhāra

8. Saṅkhāra becomes abhisaṅkhāra when acting with greed, hate, and ignorance; see, “Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?.”

▪The sansāric process, or the rebirth process, is fueled by abhisaṅkhāra. Here, the prefix “abhi” does not mean “strong” but “subtle” and with rāga, dosa, or moha. I may have used “strong” incorrectly in some old posts.

▪An Arahant does not generate abhisaṅkhāra, i.e., thoughts of greed, hate, and ignorance.

▪It must be noted that an Arahant would not generate puññābhisaṅkhāra (puñña abhisaṅkhāra) but can do puñña kiriya; see, “Kilesa – Relationship to Akusala, Kusala, and Puñña Kamma.”

▪Kiriya means “actions” or “deeds” without the involvement of greed, hate, and ignorance, i.e., they do not have kammic consequences.

▪One’s puññābhisaṅkhāra turns to puñña kiriya when one fully comprehends Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta). 

Rebirth Process Maintained by Abhisaṅkhāra

9. Therefore, the sansaric process — or the rebirth process — is fueled by abhisaṅkhāra. 

▪The word sansāra comes from “saŋ” +  “sāra” where  “sāra” means “beneficial”; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra)”.

▪One will have the perception that “this world is beneficial or fruitful” as long as one cannot grasp that most births in this world are filled with suffering.

▪Even though some realms (like human, deva, and Brahma) may have long stretches of “pleasures,” those are negligible compared to long stretches of suffering in the apāyās (the four lower realms, including the animal realm).

▪Sansāric process is fueled by (abhi)saṅkhāra. This is why an Arahant will not be reborn in the 31 realms of this world. He/she would not generate abhisaṅkhāra.

10. Knowing a bit of Abhidhamma can help clarify certain key dhamma concepts. It is not hard to learn. Since Abhidhamma was finalized after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha, these details are not in the suttās. See “Abhidhamma – Introduction.”

▪Now, we can gain a new perspective on cetasika in terms of “saŋ” As we know, “saŋ” is what keeps us in the rebirth process or saŋsāra; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪We can see that such asobhana cetasika are what give rise to “saŋ” in apuññābhi saṅkhāra, which leads to rebirth in the bad realms.

▪On the other hand, sobhana cetasika are what give rise to “saŋ” in puññābhi saṅkhāra, which leads to rebirth in the good realms.

▪Therefore, both apuññābhi saṅkhāra and puññābhi saṅkhāra perpetuate the rebirth process. 

Puññābhisaṅkhāra Are Also Done With Avijjā

11.  In WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb6), the term “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā” in akusala-mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda (that leads to suffering) is explained as follows: “Tattha katame avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro, kāyasaṅkhāro, vacīsaṅkhāro, cittāsaṅkhāro.”

Translated: “What is avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāra, apuññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra, kāyasaṅkhāra, vacīsaṅkhāra, cittāsaṅkhāra”. (here, cittāsaṅkhāra is the same as manosaṅkhāra).

▪It needs to be noted that these are all abhisaṅkhāra, even though the verse is simplified as “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā.”

▪There are two categories of saṅkhāra mentioned there: one category refers to types of kamma accrued. The other category refers to how kamma accumulation occurs via the body, speech, or mind. See “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪Therefore, saṅkhāra has a much deeper meaning than just “mental formations,” even though that is better than the translation for viññāṇa as consciousness.

12. A question may arise about how puññābhisaṅkhāra (or meritorious thoughts) arise with avijjā.

▪A simple answer is that until one FULLY comprehends anicca, dukkha, and anatta (i.e., that anywhere in this world of 31 realms is not devoid of suffering), one does even meritorious deeds with an expectation of “good outcomes/ good rebirths” in this world.

▪Therefore, until one FULLY comprehends anicca, dukkha, and anatta, one WILL have avijjā even when engaged in “meritorious deeds.”

Do We Need to Avoid Good Saṅkhāra (Puñña Abhisaṅkhāra)?

13. We MUST engage in puññābhi saṅkhāra to avoid rebirth in the bad realms, cultivate morality, and also to prepare the necessary environment (especially to be healthy and to avoid poverty).

▪The Buddha has emphasized the need to engage in meritorious deeds (puññābhi saṅkhāra) in many Suttās; see, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Sumana Sutta (AN 5.31).”

▪Nibbāna is attained by realizing the fruitlessness of rebirth anywhere in the 31 realms. For that, one needs to comprehend anicca, dukkha, and anatta. To facilitate that, one needs to attain the correct mindset by engaging in puñña kammā (puññābhi saṅkhāra).

▪Once one FULLY comprehends anicca, dukkha, and anatta (i.e., when one becomes an Arahant), one’s puññābhi saṅkhāra will turn into puñña kiriyā. This is a subtle point.

Instead of Puññābhisaṅkhāra an Arahant will do Puñña Kiriyā

14. Once one FULLY comprehends anicca, dukkha, and anatta (i.e., when one becomes an Arahant), one’s puññābhi saṅkhāra will turn into puñña kiriyā without kammic consequences. Thus, one will do meritorious deeds without any expectations (this is what is meant by “viññāṇa nirodha,” too).

▪Then, those meritorious actions will not lead to rebirth, even in the “good realms.” An Arahant does not wish to be reborn in any realm because he/she has seen the “anicca nature” of all 31 realms. This is a subtle point.

▪This last part may not be apparent to everyone. This is the “previously unheard Dhamma”  that is hard to grasp (“pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu” that the Buddha mentioned in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta).
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Our distresses and sufferings are due to our defiled minds. As one purifies one’s mind, one starts experiencing Nibbāna.

▪I advise reading through any post one time without clicking on the links first. Once you get the main idea, the links can clarify the other related key concepts.

▪Nibbāna may not be easy to attain, but it is easy to figure out what it is. You don’t need complex concepts like emptiness (sunyātā) and Bodhi citta to describe or understand Nibbāna.

1. The Buddha said we suffer because of the defilements we have in our minds: greed, hate, ignorance, and other mental qualities that arise from them. Nibbāna has many synonyms, and “Nivana” (“cooling down”) conveys the above idea better; Nivana , which is also called “niveema” (නිවීම) in Sinhala, conveys the same idea as nirāmisa sukha.

▪As one moves away from hate, greed, and ignorance, one can feel oneself “cooling down” INSIDE. Nibbāna (“Nib”+“bāna”, where “bāna” means bonds) and thus Nibbāna means to break free of bonds that make one bound to the 31 realms.

▪I like the word Nivana or niveema because it conveys the benefits of the Path as one experiences gradual “cooling down” until it becomes complete at Nibbāna; see,“Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?,” “How to Taste Nibbāna,” and “Learning Buddha Dhamma Leads to Nirāmisa Sukha.”

2. To “cool down”, we first need to know what is “burning” (“tāpa” in Pāli; pronounced “thāpa”); our minds are constantly burning due to greed, hate, and ignorance, and we don’t even realize this; see the “Living Dhamma” section and specifically the post, “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life.”

▪This “burning” is worse in the lowest four realms or the “apāyā.” Thus one needs to understand the first Noble Truth about suffering, to realize the value of Nibbāna. There are several posts at various levels on the real, deeper meaning of what the Buddha meant by “suffering in this world of 31 realms.”

▪Our sufferings are masked by the apparent sensory pleasures, which do not last. A Sotāpanna understands suffering better than an average person, and as one gets to the higher stages of Nibbāna one will be able to see the meaning of the First Noble Truth even more clearly.

3. The key point is that one CAN start feeling “nivana” RIGHT NOW. Nivana is experienced by giving up the ten defilements (see, “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)”). One does not have to get rid of all of them at once, which is not advised either. One should get rid of the BIGGEST ones that can be easily removed.

▪Killing, stealing, lying (and gossiping, slandering, verbally abusing), engaging in sexual misconduct, and being intoxicated (not just with alcohol or drugs, but also with wealth, power, etc.) are the first to be considered.

▪Just abandon the relatively easy ones for a few weeks and experience the “nivana,” the ease of mind, the “inner peace”, that comes from that. That is the biggest incentive to continue on the Path.

4. One also needs to understand the relative kammic weights associated with dealing with animals and humans (and even among humans.) For example, it is very difficult to be born human; thus even saying a hurtful thing to a human (especially to an Ariya or a Noble One), could have a thousand-fold kammic weight compared to killing an animal; see, “How to Evaluate Weights of Different Kamma.”

▪Another key concept is that one does NOT need to worry about the past kamma. The role of kamma has been exaggerated; see, “What is Kamma? Does Kamma Determined Everything?.” Nibbāna is not attained via the removal of kamma, but the removal of āsavā or cravings; see “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavā.”

▪The main thing is not to repeat the same mistakes. The more one stays away from the ten defilements, it automatically BECOMES easier. It is like pushing a stalled car: initially hard, but it becomes easier when it starts moving.

5. Nibbāna is NOT removing everything from the mind, just removing the defilements: Nibbāna is rāgakkhaya (greed elimination), Nibbāna is dosakkhaya (hate elimination), Nibbāna is mohakkhaya (delusion elimination); those three are more synonyms for Nibbāna.

▪Thus one sees Nibbāna with a thought (citta) that is devoid of rāga (greed), dosa (hate), and moha (delusion). This PURE MIND does not want to be burdened with a “material existence” anywhere in the 31 realms; see, “What are Rūpa? Relation to Nibbāna.”

▪By the way, citta is pronounced “chiththa”; see  ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1,”  “Pāli Glossary – (A-K)” and “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z).”

6. The suffering is a direct result of having a “material aspect” associated with the mind: that material body is subject to decay and death. The mind gets associated with a body that it gets “attached” to with greed, hate, and ignorance. If you look at the 31 realms of “this world” (see, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma”):

▪It is clear that suffering is there in the lowest five realms — including the human realm — where all three (greed, hate, ignorance) can be present; the bodies of beings in these realms are generally denser and subject to decay and diseases. Of course, there is unimaginable suffering in the lowest four realms.

▪However, the human realm (#5) is unique, because one COULD attain Nibbāna as a human, even though they are also subject to bodily pains, decay, and diseases.

▪In the deva lokā (realms 6-11), hate is not there and suffering is less. And the bodies of devā are less dense and not subject to physical ailments (until death of course).

▪In the Brahma lokā (realms 12-31), hate and greed are absent, and suffering is even less. They have very fine (less-dense) bodies and no physical ailments.

7. However, since ignorance is there in all 31 realms, a complete, absolute state of happiness is absent anywhere in the 31 realms. Even if one is born in a deva or Brahma world, one will eventually end up in the lowest four realms (unless one has attained the Sotāpanna or a higher stage of Nibbāna).

▪The suffering is of course unimaginably intense in the lower realms.

▪This is the key message of the Buddha: He said that suffering never ends as long as one returns to “this world of 31 realms” when one dies (i.e., unless one attains Nibbāna). 

▪Suffering ends with Arahant’s death; no more births in this world of 31 realms.

▪However, one could get depressed thinking that Arahanthood is “annihilation”; but that is not true. One just needs to follow the Path step-by-step; see, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?” and “Mahā Cattārisaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).”

8. Therefore, one could visualize a gradual decrease in suffering as one eliminates hate, greed, and ignorance in that order. 

▪And one CAN experience this happiness called nirāmisa sukha in this human life itself, all the way up to Nibbāna; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha.” That is the uniqueness of human birth.

9. When the mind “starts thinking” about a given thought object (ārammaṇa), say a visual object, it starts as “just seeing”; this is the citta stage. But within a fraction of a second, the mind starts adding defilements (based on greed, hate, ignorance), if that object is “of interest.”

▪It develops further thoughts defiled by greed, hate, and ignorance (possibly a combination) by going around and around that thought object and ends up in the “defiled thought” (viññāṇa) stage even before one realizes it; see, “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).”

▪This is also described in Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati + ichcha” + “Sama + uppada”,” and the links below that. Viññāna is a citta that is defiled by rāga (greed), dosa (hatred), and moha (ignorance).

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda, which is Buddha Dhamma, is discussed in detail in the series, “Paṭicca Samuppāda in Plain English.”

10. When rāga, dosa, and moha are removed from the mind, cittā (plural of citta) become pabhassara (bright); there are no more defilements there clouding the cittā. At this stage, it is said that the pure citta “sees Nibbāna”; see, “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

▪After one attains Nibbāna with one citta, the cittā fall back to the “normal state” and the person lives like an average human (but without doing anything with greed, hate, and ignorance) until the kammic energy of the kamma seed that started the present life is exhausted.

▪At death (called Parinibbāna), the mind of an Arahant does not grab (upādāna) another kamma seed (even if there may be many kamma seeds), and thus there is no further rebirth. The mind becomes free of a “body” that can be subjected to decay and death. That is Nibbāna, “complete Nivana” or “complete cooling down.”

11. We are bound to this rebirth process due to two causes: avijjā and taṇhā. The first version of taṇhā is lobha, the intense greed, which could quickly turn to dosa (strong hate) when someone else gets in the way. Thus those two causes of avijjā and taṇhā effectively become three: lobha, dosa, and moha.

▪Even though dosa arises due to lobha, dosa brings about the worst vipāka: rebirth in the niraya (hell), where the suffering is optimum. Thus dosa has origins in the four greed-based “somanassa sahagata, diṭṭhi sampayutta citta.” 

▪When diṭṭhi is removed at the Sotāpanna stage, all four greed-based citta stop arising. At that stage, lobha and dosa become rāga and paṭigha, which are then removed successively at the Sakadāgāmī and Anāgāmī stages. Avijjā keeps reducing at each stage of Nibbāna and is removed at the Arahant stage.

12. When rāga, dosa, and moha cannot arise in the mind, that mind (and thus cittā) are devoid (suñña) of them. That is the purified state of a citta, or a pabhassara viññāṇa (consciousness devoid of defilements,) i.e., paññā (wisdom). See, “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

▪Anidassana implies something that is not visible. Thus, anidassana viññāṇa means “viññāṇa cannot be seen.” See, “Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪The forefathers of Mahāyāna Buddhism could not grasp the concept of Nibbāna, so they came up with misleading descriptions including that of Sunyata: see, “What is Sunyata or Suññata (Emptiness)?.”

▪Even among the current Theravāda Buddhists, there are many debates about what is meant by Nibbāna. That is sad to see.

13. When rāga, dosa, and moha are removed, a citta stops going around and around a given thought object (ārammaṇa). This “wheeling” is what fuels the saṁsāric journey. Thus stopping this process is called “taking off the wheels of the saṁsāric vehicle.”

▪The Pāli (and Sinhala) word for a vehicle is “riya,” and stopping of the “riya” is called “Ariya”; one who has taken the wheels off the vehicle for the saṁsāric journey is called an “Ariya.” Thus contrary to popular usage, “Aryan” (with racial implications) has nothing to do with a Noble Person; it is Ariya.

▪Therefore, it is clear that “Ariya” has nothing to do with a race, “Āryan.”

▪Furthermore, “viriya” (“vi” + “riya”) means staying away from the “wheeling process” (and the effort to do so). Therefore, viriya means actively engaging in Satipaṭṭhāna and Ānāpānasati; see, “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life.”

14. Anyone who has at least attained the first stage of Nibbāna, i.e., Sotāpanna, can be called an Ariya, or a Noble Person. This is because the “āsavā” or deep-seated cravings that a Sotāpanna have, is been permanently removed.

▪All the āsavā are removed at Nibbāna; thus “Āsavakkhaya” (elimination of āsavā) is another synonym for Nibbāna. People who had been on the lowest social ladder or lowest caste at the time of the Buddha could become Ariyā or Noble Persons.

15. When one sees Nibbāna, one’s mind does not crave anything “in this world” of 31 realms. There is nothing for the last citta (cuti citta, pronounced “chuthi chiththa”) of this life (at death) to grab (nothing to upādāna) and to start a new birth in “this world”, and the mind becomes free.

▪The mind becomes PERMANENTLY pure and permanently detached from any type of physical body, dense or fine.

16. Thus, an Arahant will not be reborn in “this material world” of 31 realms (see “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma”), i.e., one attains Parinibbāna. He/she is “gone” from “this world” of 31 realms. The suffering stops permanently. 

▪Thus, it is pretty clear WHAT Nibbāna is: it stops the rebirth process. What is hard to understand is WHY stopping the rebirth process can relieve all suffering.

▪No matter how much hardship one has endured, one likes to live. This is true for a human or a lowly worm. For any living being, the most precious thing is its life. When one starts understanding the “big picture of the Buddha,” one will slowly start seeing the dangers of staying in this endless rebirth process.

Other analyses of Nibbāna can be found in, “Nirodha and Vaya – Two Different Concepts” and “Difference Between Giving up Valuables and Losing Interest in Worthless”, …………

Also, see the new section: “Buddhism – In Charts.”
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Revised February 4, 2016; revised October 25, 2017; August 28, 2022

1. The 31 realms discussed in “31 Realms Associated with the Earth” are divided into three main categories based on the sense faculties and the level of suffering:

▪The lowest eleven realms belong to the “kāma loka” where all five physical sense faculties are present; “kāma” is indulging in the five senses.

▪Beings in the next sixteen realms have only two physical senses: vision and hearing. They have less-dense bodies, and this subset of realms is called the rūpa loka. In rūpa loka, there are mainly jhānic pleasures corresponding to the first four mundane jhānā that are attainable by humans. There is relatively less suffering in the rūpa lokā.

▪The highest four realms correspond to the higher arūpa jhānic states (jhānic levels five through eight) that are also attainable in the human realm. Thus there is mainly jhānic bliss in these realms and relatively less suffering. These realms are commonly known as arūpa loka because those beings have only a trace of matter with no physical senses and only the mind. [Arūpa jhānic states are now refer to as arūpa samāpatti.]

2. The lifetimes of the beings in the rūpa loka are very long, and those in the arūpa loka are even longer. The lifetime in the highest arūpa lokā is so long (84,000 eons or mahā kappā) that it is beyond comprehension to us.

▪The ancient yogis mistakenly thought that such realms correspond to Nibbāna. The Buddha (or rather Siddharata Gotama) attained the eighth jhāna months after leaving the palace as an ascetic. But he realized that it would only lead to rebirth in a Brahma realm that still has a finite lifetime.

▪Even though very long in the number of years, that lifetime is insignificant in the saṁsāric time scale (see, “Saṁsāric Time Scale, Buddhist Cosmology, and the Big Bang Theory,”) which is infinite (see, “Infinity – How Big Is It?.”)

3. One in the human realm can experience the jhānic pleasure of both rūpa and arūpa lokā by attaining such jhānic states via Samatha meditation.

▪Furthermore, it is possible to gain access to both rūpa lokā and arūpa lokā in the next birth by developing the corresponding jhānā and by being in a jhānic state at death. As I understand, this is the goal of most Hindu practices.

4. The Buddha pointed out that even the highest jhānic state is temporary (even though long), and once that kammic energy is exhausted, it is possible to be born in any of the 31 realms. Unless the being has attained at least the Sotāpanna stage, it is guaranteed that rebirth in one of the lowest realms is inevitable at some point in the future.

▪He said that many of the beings still in the rebirth process (saṁsāra), i.e., we all, are likely to have been born in the higher arūpa lokā, as well as the lowest realm (niraya) in the past. The saṁsāra is that long.

5. From this discussion, it is clear that the actual suffering is mostly in the kāma lokā. But the problem is that beings spend the most time in kāma lokā in their beginning-less journey in the saṁsāra.

▪The Buddha gave a simile to describe this situation. We leave home only to go on short, or may be even extended, trips; but we always come back home. The Buddha said that the four lowest realms (the apāyā) are the home base for most living beings.

Suffering in the Kāma loka

6. Suffering in the kāma lokā ranges from unfathomable suffering in the lowest realm, the niraya (hell), to relatively little suffering and the highest sensory pleasures in the deva lokā (the highest six realms in the kāma loka).

▪Just below the deva lokā is the human realm with both suffering and sense pleasures at about equal levels.

▪Below the human realm, there is peta loka (hungry ghosts), asurā, animal realm, and the nirayā, and the level of suffering generally increases in that order.

7. The lowest four levels in the kāma loka are collectively called the apāyā (the undesirable realms). More than 99% of the beings are trapped in these four realms. The problem is that once born in any of those four realms, it is virtually impossible to get out.

▪This is because these realms are such that one is forced to commit apuññābhi saṅkhāra or evil actions (see, “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka”) by the very nature of that existence. For example, in the animal realm, most animals have to kill others for survival. In the niraya, virtually every thought is of hate because of the incessant suffering.

▪Still, when we analyze Abhidhamma, we can see that the javana of the cittā are much less potent for animals. Thus, the kammic power of those actions is relatively small compared to the kammic power of such actions by humans. This is an important point that I wish to discuss in the future.

8. Just as it is likely that we have been born in the higher rūpa lokā in the past, it is even more certain that we ALL have been in the apāyā. Luckily we do not remember those past lives.

▪But beings in certain realms (particularly the peta realm) remember their past lives, increasing the level of suffering.

Why We Need to Strive Now

9. From the above discussion, it is clear that most suffering is in the four lowest realms, below the human realm, which is the fifth realm. Essentially, there is relatively less suffering above the human realm, starting with the deva loka, which is the highest realm in the kāma loka.

10. Even though the suffering is highest in the lower four realms, the beings there are helpless to do anything about the suffering. Their limited minds cannot grasps the causes that lead to suffering.

▪Many people wrongly believe that one needs to feel suffering to understand it and to get an incentive to seek Nibbāna. But when one suffers (say, when one gets too old) it is NOT possible to contemplate the deep concepts of Dhamma.

▪The Noble truth on suffering needs to be seen with wisdom (paññā), not via feelings (vedanā), i.e., by understanding the complete worldview AND the Three Characteristics of this “wider world”: anicca, dukkha, anatta; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

11. Beings in the realms above the human realm, the 26 realms starting with the deva realms, do not even feel much suffering. This is the other extreme; there is no incentive for them to be concerned about suffering. 

▪But when they approach the end of their lives, they realize that and become distraught and fearful.

12. Thus, it is only in the human realm that one is at least exposed to suffering, even if one may not be subjected to much suffering. Furthermore, the human mind is the best suited for grasping the true nature of “this world of 31 realms”, i.e., the Three Characteristics (see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta”). 

▪This is why the Buddha said that a human should not miss this opportunity to attain Nibbāna.

The Four Stages of Attaining Nibbāna

13. The first stage of Nibbāna is attained by “seeing” (not just reading about, but grasping) the true nature of existence: anicca, dukkha, and anatta.

▪Thus one needs to first learn from someone (like from this website) the nature of existence with the 31 realms, the aimless wandering of a being through endless rebirths (saṁsāra), the reasons for the rebirths, etc.

▪Thus the key areas to understand are the Three Characteristics, the Four Noble Truths, and the Noble Eightfold Path. No one but a Buddha is capable of finding these, and this is why it is important to have exposure to the PURE DHAMMA.

14. At the first stage (Sotāpanna or Stream Enterer), one partially comprehends the validity of the Buddha’s world view. This is called attaining Sammā Diṭṭhi (elimination of defilements through clear vision/understanding) to a significant extent. 

▪He/she understands the “true nature” of existence: significance and the true meaning of the Three Characteristics of Existence (see “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta”).

15. The realization that it is not worthwhile or fruitful to stay in any of the 31 realms, in the long run, makes one morally conduct oneself. One’s mind decide it is not worthwhile or beneficial to do those actions that destine oneself to birth in the lower four realms.

▪This realization leads to a Sotāpanna phala citta (one thought -moment of realizing the Sotāpanna stage). When that is achieved, one will never again be reborn in the lower four realms (“free of suffering in the apāyā forever.”) That is explained in “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apāyagāmi Citta.”

16. At this stage, one has realized the First Noble Truth of suffering (dukkha), and one earnestly starts on the Noble Eightfold Path. He still has greed and hate left in him to some extent, but at the next stage (Sakadāgāmī), he loses more of the strength of such greedy or hateful thoughts.

▪A Sakadāgāmī is not fully released from the kāma loka since he/she will be born in the deva loka (but not in the human realm).

▪In the deva loka (and in the Brahma realms above that where a Sakadāgāmī can be born subsequently), the bodies are not subjected to diseases. Thus a Sakadāgāmī is said to be “healthy forever.”

17. When the third stage of Anāgāmī (Non-Returner) is attained, one loses any desire to be born in the kāma loka. Then greedy or hateful thoughts belonging to the kāma loka cannot arise.

▪Thus, he/she will be born only once more in a higher Brahma world reserved for the Anāgāmīs.

18. All through these three stages, avijjā or ignorance gradually diminish. But it is completely removed only at the Arahant stage.

▪Once the Arahant stage is reached, the mind becomes pure and is incapable of desiring anything “in this world of 31 realms.” Thus there is no more rebirth, and one attains the perfect happiness at the peak of nirāmisa sukha.

Also, see “Nibbāna - Is it Difficult to Understand” and “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavā.”

Why Living a Moral Life Would Not Prevent a Birth in the Four Lower Realms

19. We desperately cling to “things in this world” because we perceive that lasting happiness can be achieved. We crave sensory pleasures. As mentioned before, nothing or no one is holding us in this world of 31 realms. We cling to existence in these realms like an octopus grabbing its prey with all eight legs.

20. Many Buddhists (who have not yet comprehended the anicca nature) like to stay in this world a bit more. They do not realize the level of happiness associated with the Nibbānic bliss; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”

▪Some Buddhist monks even today give a popular blessing like the following. “May you be reborn in prosperous (deva or human) realms and then attain Nibbāna.” Even they do not understand the permanent happiness associated with Nibbāna or the possibility of much suffering in the next birth.

21. The danger in such thinking is due to the following reason. We all have done good and bad deeds in our lives before and have acquired uncountable kamma seeds, both good and bad. See, “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka.” 

▪At death, any of those seeds can bear fruit. If it is a good kamma seed, one will get a good birth, but if it is a bad kamma seed one will get a bad birth.

22. Our future births are not necessarily determined by how we live this life because we have done many good and bad kamma in previous lives.

▪This is why the Buddha said that even if one lives a perfectly moral life he cannot say that one will get a good rebirth UNLESS one has attained at least the Sotāpanna stage. A Sotāpanna has made ineffective all those bad kamma seeds that could give birth in the lower four realms.

▪The Buddha also said that even if one lives immorally, that does not necessarily lead to a bad life in the next birth unless it is an ānantariya kamma. (Ānantariya kamma is an extremely bad kamma, like killing one’s parents.) 

▪However, those bad acts will bear fruit at some point in the future. It is just that there are many good seeds as well as bad seeds with any lifestream. See, “What is Kamma? Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

▪Thus the goal of this life should be to attain at least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna.

A different analysis of Nibbāna can be found in “Difference Between Giving up Valuables and Losing Interest in Worthless”, ………

Next, “Nirāmisa Sukha (Happiness Arising from Dissociating from the 31 realms)”, …….
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Revised May 25, 2018; February 19, 2020; February 16, 2022

1. In Buddha Dhamma, everything in “this world” of 31 realms can be put into two categories: mana or mano (mind) and rūpa (material form). [mana : [m.; nt.] mind; consciousness．māna : (nt.) measure; measurement. (m.) pride; conceit.]

▪The mind is citta (thoughts) and the mental properties in the thoughts, cetasika.

▪Everything else is rūpa (material forms).

2. Now let us look at rūpa: Many people think rūpa is just the body or “material things.” A better translation for rūpa is “matter and energy.” As stated in #1 above, everything else in the 31 realms that is not citta or cetasika is rūpa. 

▪There are five types of rūpa that we experience with our five senses: With the eye (cakkhu), we experience vaṇṇa rūpa (whatever that is visible.) We experience sounds (sadda) with ears (sota) and smells (gandha) with the nose (ghāṇa.) Taste (rasa) is experienced with the tongue (jivhā) and the touch (phoṭṭhabba) with the body (kāya.)

3. We can see that smells are due to tiny material particles that enter the nose. The taste is also due to food and drinks that touch the tongue; touch is also contact between “material things.” 

▪But what about visible objects? We need light to see any objects; without light, we cannot see. Thus “seeing” involves matter and energy. Same for sound. Thus vaṇṇa rūpa (or varna rūpa) are really “matter and energy”, which in the end is just energy. Since the turn of the 20th century, science has confirmed that matter is just energy: they are related by Einstein’s famous formula of E = mc2.

▪It is important to realize that what is meant by “cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññāṇaṁ.” That means the light impinging on the eye indriya to give us the sensation of vision. Thus, in vaṇṇa rūpa (also called varna rūpa or rūpa rūpa), sadda rūpa, gandha rūpa, rasa rūpa, and phoṭṭhabba rūpa (the five senses), rūpa are really types of energy or particles.

▪Modern science now agrees that there is no distinction between matter and energy. However, matter/energy is created by the mind (as “dhammā.”) See, “Manopubbangamā Dhammā.. .” 

▪Matter above the bhūta stage will eventually be destroyed in the “loka vināsa” in a supernova type explosion. See, “Sansāric Time Scale, Buddhist Cosmology, and the Big Bang Theory.”

4. Thus the rūpa can vary in “density” from almost pure energy to the solid objects that we can see with our eyes. [see “Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean” for the Density of Rūpa Chart.]

▪They go through three stages: At the “gati” stage, they overlap with energy; in the “bhūta” stage, they are more solidified but the human eye still cannot see (this is why some beings that the humans cannot see are called “bhūta” in Pāli or Sinhala); it is only in the “dhātu” stage that the human eye can see; see, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

▪At Parinibbāna (death of an Arahant), the mind is not attached to a rūpa in any of the three forms: dhātu, bhūta, or gati.

5. When one is born anywhere in the 31 realms, it is the viññāṇa (impure consciousness) that keeps the mind bound to a material body. As the purity level of the mind goes higher one moves up from the lower realms with dense bodies to higher realms with less dense bodies.

▪In the lower realms (at or below the human realm, which is the fifth realm), the mind is normally attached to a dense body that the human eye can see. This is dense dhātu form.

▪In the deva lokā (realms 6-11), the bodies are finer (subtle.) Their minds are devoid of hate and thus are purer. In the realms 6-11, the bodies are made of rūpa still in the “dhātu” form, but less dense.

▪The minds are devoid of both hate and greed, and are thus, are purer in the rūpa loka and arūpa loka. In the rūpa loka (realms 12-27), the bodies of the beings are much less dense than the devas and are in the “bhūta” form.

▪In arūpa lokā (realms 28-31) there is no rūpa even in the sense of bhūta. But the four mahā bhūta are still associated with those being’s “gati” (see WebLink: suttacentral: Kevaṭṭa Sutta (DN 11) in Dīgha Nikāya.) In those realms, rūpa can be thought of as indistinguishable from energy.

▪When the mind becomes purified, which is the viññāṇa of an Arahant (also called paññā). Here there is no association of the mind with even fine rūpa associated with “gati.” The mind completely detaches from rūpa. The mind becomes pure and free. When one attains Arahanthood, one still lives with the “solid body” of a human being until death. At Parinibbāna, the mind becomes completely free of rūpa. See, “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

 

6. At a deeper level, the anicca nature, i.e., our inability to maintain anything to our satisfaction, is based on the fact that any rūpa is subjected to not only decay (impermanence) but also to unexpected change (vipariṇāma nature).

▪This fact is embodied in the Second Law of Thermodynamics; see, “Second Law of Thermodynamics is Part of Anicca.”

7. Thus to attain Nibbāna is to attain the perfectly purified mind, which refuses to be burdened with a physical body that leads to decay and rebirth repeatedly (and thus to dukkha). 

8. In the 31 realms, one is born with a dense body (kāma loka), fine-material body (rūpa loka), or only a trace of “matter” in the form of “gati” (arūpa loka). When the mind becomes free of a “body” anywhere in the 31 realms, that is Nibbāna. This is another way to understand Nibbāna.

9. In Buddha Dhamma, any given thing or concept can be looked at from many different angles. They are all consistent. It is a complete “world view.” Some people think, why do we have to worry about 31 realms, etc., but the world is very complex. Scientists are just beginning to appreciate this complexity.

▪The amazing fact is that the Buddha discerned all this with his mind. Furthermore, he was able to present it all in a coherent manner.

10. Please re-read and contemplate the above. In the long run, it will be very helpful. If you do not really understand it now, do not worry. You will be able to understand more when you become familiar with other concepts discussed in other posts. Everything at this site is inter-connected. It may take some time to “fill in the blanks.”

More details at, “Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa.”
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Revised September 15, 2017; July 1, 2018; June 15, 2020; September 17, 2021; rewritten October 15, 2022; July 30, 2023

Sāmisa, nirāmisa, and nirāmisatara are qualities associated with kāma loka, above kāma loka, and Nibbāna.

Sāmisa, Nirāmisa, Nirāmisatara

1. Those three terms describe various qualities associated with kāma loka, above kāma loka (Brahma loka), and Nibbāna.

▪The basic concepts can be understood by looking at the three types of sukha. See “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?“

▪Thus sāmisa sukha is the pleasure that arises while enjoying all five sensory inputs, particularly those associated with taste, smell, and body touch. Those are present only in kāma loka, which includes the six Deva realms. 

▪There is better happiness in giving up sensory pleasures (i..e., transcending kāma loka) and getting to jhāna. That is nirāmisa sukha experienced in rūpāvacara Brahma realms. Those are temporary for anariya versions and permanent for Ariya (Noble) versions.

▪The ultimate nirāmisa sukha is nirāmisatara. It is reached at the Arahant stage and holds for a living Arahant.

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Nirāmisa Sutta (SN 36.31)” describes various aspects of the three terms in detail. Let us go through the sutta.

Nirāmisa Sutta (SN 36.31)

2. Nirāmisa Sutta discusses several aspects of sāmisa, nirāmisa, and nirāmisatara. Those are pīti (joy,) sukha (happiness,) upekkhā (neutral mindset,) and vimokkha (freedom/liberation.) Let us quickly discuss what these entities mean.

▪As discussed in “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?” pīti and vedanā are different mental factors (cetasika.) Sukha is a type of vedanā.

▪Upekkhā means neutrality. 

▪Vimokkha means transcending some state or overcoming that state, i.e., freedom/liberation from that state.

▪In general, Nibbāna is the release from this world, and the world consists of kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka. But pīti and sukha are not present in certain higher realms, particularly in arūpa loka.

▪I will translate the descriptions of each category.

Sāmisa, Nirāmisa, and Nirāmisatara Categories for Pīti and Sukha

3. Pīti and sukha are fully experienced in the kāma loka and are associated with the five types of kāma guṇa. They are associated with sights, sounds, tastes, smells, and bodily contacts. See “Kāma Guṇa – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā)” and “Kāma Rāga Dominates Rūpa Rāga and Arūpa Rāga.”   [guṇa : [m.] virtue; quality; a cord or string; a bow-string; (with numerals: diguṇa = twofold).]

▪Thus, pīti and sukha arising from sensory contact with eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and the body are sāmisa pīti and sukha.

▪When one transcends the kāma loka and enters the first or the second jhāna, a different kind of pīti is experienced in those two jhānās. They are jhāna factors (jhānaṅga) and are of “higher quality.” That is nirāmisa pīti.

▪Proceeding to the next (third) jhāna, pīti jhānaṅga goes away and only sukha remains. Thus, nirāmisa sukha experienced in the first three jhānās.

▪The ultimate versions of pīti and sukha (nirāmisatara pīti and sukha) are reached at the Arahant stage.

Sāmisa, Nirāmisa, and Nirāmisatara Categories for Upekkhā

4. When sensory contact with eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and the body leads to a “neutral state of mind” that is, sāmisa upekkhā (also called “adukkhamasukha.”)

▪When a “neutral state of mind” is reached at the fourth jhāna (after overcoming nirāmisa pīti and sukha; see #3 above) that is nirāmisa upekkhā.

▪The ultimate version of upekkhā (nirāmisatara upekkhā) is reached at the Arahant stage.

Sāmisa, Nirāmisa, and Nirāmisatara Categories for Vimokkha

5. When one transcends the kāma loka and enters rūpa loka (i.e., rūpāvacara jhāna) that is liberation from the kāma loka. In the sutta this is expressed by “Rūpappaṭisaṁyutto vimokkho sāmiso vimokkho” or “entering the rūpa loka is sāmiso vimokkho.”

▪Nirāmisa vimokkha is attained when one overcomes the rūpa loka and enters arūpa loka (i.e., arūpāvacara jhāna.) That is liberation from the rūpa loka and entering the higher arūpa loka. Suffering is even less there.

▪But the “ultimate release from all suffering” is with the Arahanthood. That is nirāmisatara vimokkha.

▪What we discussed above is the essence of the Nirāmisa Sutta (SN 36.31.)

Discussion

6. The nirāmisatara pīti, sukha, or upekkhā are experienced by a living Arahant who has transcended the corresponding sāmisa and nirāmisa states.

▪There are no  words to describe the “Nibbāna sukha” state of an Arahant after Parinibbāna (or an Arahant in nirodha samāpatti.) They will not be reborn in ANY realm of this world. All we can say is that there will be absolutely no suffering after Parinibbāna. Ven. Sāriputta explained that in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbānasukha Sutta (AN 9.34).”

▪The status of an Arahant is not understandable to those just starting on the Path. It is better not to think that far at the beginning because that could lead to confusion.

▪The closest analogy for the “Nibbāna sukha” or “Nibbānic bliss” is the following: Think of someone who has had a chronic headache from the time as a baby. That person has never experienced a moment without a headache. How would that person feel if that headache went away? That relief is not a vedanā but a “blissful experience” for that person.

▪Further information is in “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamavibhaṅga Sutta (SN 48.36).”

7. The Buddha never said there is no sāmisa sukha/pīti (sensory pleasure/joy) to be had in this world. The only reason people cling to this world is BECAUSE of the sensory delights available.

▪Buddha taught that such sensory pleasures are short-lived and lead to harmful consequences in the future. Even if one inherits a fortune and lives in luxury the whole life, suffering is inevitable in the next life or the next life. The real suffering (dukkha) is in the four lowest realms (apāyā).

▪We all live with a baseline “chronic headache” that we don’t even realize. We have gotten used to it and don’t even realize we have headaches. Only when that ever-present “stress” goes away, that one starts feeling the “reduced stress” of nirāmisa sukha. That is the real inspiration for attaining the higher stages of Nibbāna.

8. It is essential to realize that nirāmisa sukha cannot be attained by “just giving up things” or by leaving everything behind and going to seclusion. Some yogis (even today) cultivate jhāna by “hiding from sensual pleasures in jungles.” But any jhāna cultivated without comprehension of the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa are mundane (anariya) jhāna.

▪Such yogis will be born in a Brahma realm and will enjoy nirāmisa sukha/pīti until the end of that existence. After that, they can be reborn in any realm because they are not released from even the apāyās.

▪Only when one gets to the Sotāpanna stage by comprehending the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa that one will be free from the apāyās.

▪Thus, “giving up worldly things” needs to come through a proper understanding of the fundamental nature of “this world.” Many people gave up worldly things and became bhikkhus, but only after seeing the fruitlessness of craving for material things.

9. The mind’s nature to see the benefit or pleasure of something before embracing it.

▪One may force the mind to “forcibly give up” some sensory pleasures, but one cannot sustain that effort. “Giving up” happens automatically with realizing anicca/anatta nature.

▪The mind has to “see” that there is a better option than the sāmisa sukha or sensory pleasures. When one starts on the Path and living a moral life, one will gradually see the nirāmisa sukha emerge.

10. The Buddha gave a simile to explain this effect. When people took to the oceans to look for new lands in the old days, they took caged birds. When they got lost, they released a bird. The bird would fly around and return to the ship if it did not see land.

▪The same is true for the mind. It will not latch on to something new (nirāmisa sukha) unless it is better than the one it already has (sāmisa sukha).

▪The nirāmisatara sukha experienced by a living Arahant or the Nibbāna sukha (which is not a vedanā) realized after the Parinibbāna of an Arahant is even better. When one realizes that it is possible to get there (by recovering the “hidden pure mind”), one will start seeing both sāmisa sukha in the kāma loka and nirāmisa sukha in Brahma loka to be of “anicca nature;” see “True Happiness Is the Absence of Suffering.”

▪The points in #9 and #10 are discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷadukkhakkhandha Sutta (MN 14).”  
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Difference Between Dukkha and Dukkha Sacca

1. Buddha Dhamma describes nature’s laws. Many think that dukkha Sacca (the First Noble Truth, pronounced “dukkha sachcha”) says everything is suffering. That is not true; there is a lot of apparent happiness, which makes people unaware of the hidden suffering until it is too late.

▪The key is to develop paññā or wisdom to see the suffering hidden in sensory pleasures.

▪That is why Noble Persons consider sensory pleasures as suffering and painful feelings as acute suffering! I highly recommend reading the “WebLink: suttacentral: Verses of the Elder Sumedhā” utterances by an Arahant bhikkhuni. The following verse is among many insightful verses:

     “Sensual pleasures are like the stake of a spear,

      a disease, an abscess, a calamity, an affliction;

      Like a fire pit,

      the root of calamity, fear, and destruction.”

▪One does not necessarily need to feel pain/suffering to understand the dukkha sacca, even though that may motivate one to investigate.

2. There is a difference between suffering (the feeling or vedanā) and the ability to understand the causes of it (paññā or wisdom.) The latter can lead to future suffering, and that is what the First Noble Truth explains.

▪Pāli word for suffering is dukha. On the other hand, dukkha (with two “k”) is dukha + kha or the “removal of dukha” in the sense that there is dukha in the world, but it can be overcome. Thus, in most places in the Tipiṭaka, dukkha conveys “suffering” but implies that it can be overcome. [khaya or kha means removal]

▪Dukha (suffering) is the opposite of sukha (pleasure). That is in several suttā. For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bhāra Sutta (SN 22.22)”:

“Bhārā have pañcakkhandhā,

bhārahāro ca puggalo;

Bhārādānaṁ dukhaṁ loke,

bhāranikkhepanaṁ sukhaṁ.”

 

Translated: “The five aggregates are burdens,

The burden-carrier is the person;

Carrying the burden is suffering in the world,

Laying the burden down is blissful.”

▪Of course, the word dukkha appears in most suttā because that is what Buddha Dhamma is all about, i.e., the removal of suffering.

3. We do not realize that the five aggregates are burdens. We like our bodies and mind-pleasing objects in the world (rūpakkhandha). We crave what we experience with the mind (aggregates of vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa).

▪There are bouts of happiness everywhere. If everything FELT LIKE suffering, everyone would be seeking Nibbāna. It is hard for people even to see the real suffering out there.

4. Apparent pleasures mask the pain and suffering we experience. In the HUMAN REALM, suffering and happiness exist; one can experience both.

▪In the realms higher than the human plane, suffering is relatively much less, so it is hard for devā to even think about Nibbāna. However, even those devā and Brahmā end up in the lowest four realms. Of course, each birth in any realm ends with death.

▪Beings in the lowest four realms (apāyā) are the ones who experience a lot of dukha. Of course, they have no idea about the Dukkha Sacca. The key point is that each living being spends a lot of time in the apāyā compared to other realms in the rebirth process, see, “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

▪That is why the rebirth process is filled with suffering. The good news is that suffering can be stopped.

What is the Noble Truth of Dukkha?

5. Let us see how the Buddha described the First Noble Truth on suffering in the Dhamma Cakka Pavattana Sutta:

“Idaṁ kho pana, bhikkhave, dukkhaṁ ariyasaccaṁ—jātipi dukkhā, jarāpi dukkhā, byādhipi dukkho, maraṇampi dukkhaṁ, appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho, yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ—saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

▪Let us go through this “definition” of dukkha step-by-step.

6. In the first part, it says, “jātipi dukkhā, jarāpi dukkhā, byādhipi dukkho, maraṇampi dukkhaṁ...”

Translated: “birth is suffering (that can be overcome). Getting old is suffering (that can be overcome). Sickness is suffering (that can be overcome). Death is suffering (that can be overcome)...”

▪Other than “birth,” the others (getting old, sickness, and death) are associated with suffering.

▪However, the other three types of inevitable suffering are attached to every birth.

▪Furthermore, the other three types of suffering cannot be eliminated without stopping birth, i.e., the rebirth process.

▪Even though this is easy to see logically, understanding requires much more contemplation.

7. The Buddha clarified dukkha in the next verse, explicitly saying: “appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho.” That means, “it brings sorrow to associate with persons/things one does not like. It also brings sorrow when one dissociates from people/things that one likes.”

▪We all know the truth of this first hand. It is unpleasant to associate with people one does not like and have a job that one does not like, etc.

▪Of course, the reverse is true too: “it brings sorrow when a loved one has to depart, and it also to lose a job or an object that one likes.”

Dukkha Arises Due to Anicca Nature

8. Then comes “yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ” which is shortened for “yam pi icchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ.”

Here we see “iccha” (same as “icca”) that we encountered in both anicca, dukkha, and anatta, and also in Paticca Samuppāda (“pati+icca” “sama+uppāda”). And “labhati” means “get”, and “na labhati” means “not get.” Note that “iccha” (in Sinhala ඉච්ඡ) emphasizes the “liking” in “icca” (in Sinhala ඉච්ච).

▪Translated: “If one does not get what one wants or likes, that leads to suffering.”

▪We also note that anicca comes from “na” + “icca” or “not getting what one desires.” Of course, anicca is the first of the three characteristics of Nature (Tilakkhaṇa).

▪Therefore, this statement of the anicca nature, i.e., it is a natural law that one WILL NOT get what one desire in the long run. That is why it is not possible to eliminate suffering in the long term within the rebirth process.

▪Suffering ends only with the ending of the rebirth process.

9. That same concept is in the WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanicca Sutta (SN 22.15) as, “yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tadanattā.” That is the abbreviated version of “yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā.” Translated: “if something is anicca, dukkha arises, and one becomes helpless (anatta).”

▪Of course, the verse, “yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ” corresponds to just the first part of that verse: “yad aniccam tam dukkham.”

Sensory Pleasures are the Cause of Future Suffering

10. The Buddha never said there is only suffering in this world. These bouts of “apparent happiness” keep the real suffering hidden. We always try to look at the bright side, and our societies also try to “cover up” most of the pain and suffering that is out there.

▪Both suffering and happiness are out there. The key is to see the pain and suffering masked in apparent joy.

▪The Buddha described an analogy in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Hook/Baḷisa Sutta (SN 17.2).”When a fish bites the bait, it sees only a bit of delicious food and does not see the hook, the string, and the man holding the fishing pole. It cannot understand that “whole picture,” with the suffering hidden (the hook). In the same way, humans cannot see the pain and suffering hidden in the apparent sensory pleasures until a Buddha comes into the world and reveals it.

▪There is suffering hidden in ALL sensory pleasures, but that can be seen/realized only via stages. At the Sotāpanna stage, one willingly gives up only intense greed and strong hate; ALL cravings are removed only at the Arahant stage.

11. On television, we see mostly glamorous people. You can see what happens to such beautiful people when they get old: WebLink: RANKER: Celebrities Who Have Aged the Worst.

▪We must realize that we all will undergo such inevitable changes as we age. No matter how hard we try, it is not possible to maintain ANYTHING to our satisfaction in the LONG-TERM.

▪Furthermore, there is suffering and happiness in the broader world of 31 realms. There is much more happiness in the planes above the human plane (but that happiness is temporary). And there is unimaginable suffering in the lower four, especially in the lowest one, the hell (niraya).

The Necessity of the Rebirth Process in Comprehending Anicca

12. The verses discussed in #8 through #10 above describe anicca nature. In the long run “we cannot maintain things to our satisfaction, and that leads to suffering”; This is “ya da niccaṁ taṁ dukkahaṁ” that was discussed in “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪Later in the sutta, it says, “……dukkho anariyo anatta samhito.” One becomes anatta or helpless because of that. That is the “taṁ dukkhaṁ tad anatta” part of the verse in #9.

▪These concepts were further detailed in the Anatta Lakkhaṇa Sutta (the second sutta delivered after the Dhamma Cakka Pavattana sutta); see “Anatta – No Refuge in This World.”

▪Anicca, dukkha, and anatta are thus the foundational “vision” that can be achieved only by a Buddha. It is “pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu...” as emphasized at the beginning of the Dhamma Cakka Pavattana sutta.

13. That is why it is imperative to understand the “big picture” of “this world” with 31 realms, the process of rebirth, laws of kamma, and most importantly, Paṭicca Samuppāda. Then we realize that most beings, due to their ignorance, are trapped in the lower four realms.

▪Only about 8 billion people are on Earth, but each carries millions of living beings in their bodies. See, “There are as many creatures on your body as there are people on Earth!”

▪A household may have 4-6 people, but how many living beings are in that house and the yard? Millions, possibly billions. In a single scoop of dirt, there are thousands of tiny creatures.

14. The concept of dukkha (dukha that can be stopped) is seen only in the context of the rebirth process. It is all about removing suffering associated with FUTURE births.

▪One’s current life has already started (which is a result of past kamma) and WILL go through until the kammic energy for the physical body runs out. We can only MANAGE any suffering associated with sicknesses, injuries, etc. Those are associated with a life that has already started.

▪However, those future sufferings can be stopped by stopping the rebirth process. That is the Dukkha Sacca.

Five Aggregates – What We Like to Maintain to Our Satisfaction

15. Finally, the last line of the verse in #5 summarizes it all: “saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkha.” [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

Translated: “The suffering that can be stopped arises because of the craving for the five aggregates.”

▪What we crave in this world can be divided into five groups: rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. We want to maintain our bodies and other inert or live bodies to our satisfaction. We want to keep our vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa (our thoughts) to our satisfaction.

▪In other words, what we crave (icca) — and thus have upādāna for — are the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha). The “portion” of pañcakkhandha that we desire is called pañcupādānakkhandha (pañca + upādāna + khandha).

16. Therefore, dukha (suffering or the vedanā felt) arises BECAUSE we crave things in this world and do “saŋ” to acquire such things.

▪Again, we crave rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa, ONLY because we believe those will bring us happiness. But the reality is that those cravings will inevitably bring suffering as the net result. We can stop suffering by stopping those cravings via understanding the real nature of this world, i.e., anicca nature leads to dukkha.

▪This truth (dukkha sacca) is realized by cultivating wisdom (paññā), i.e., by comprehending anicca, dukkha, and anatta. Please re-read this until you get the idea. That is the “pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu…” or the message only a Buddha can discover.

A Living Arahant has Pañcakkhandha but not Pañcupādānakkhandha

17. The realization of the actual characteristics of nature leads to giving up craving (upādāna due to taṇhā), which in turn leads to the release from the 31 realms, i.e., Nibbāna.

▪Thus, one becomes an Arahant when pañcupādānakkhandha becomes just pañcakkhandha (i.e., no attachments even if the “world exists as before”). Of course, when the physical body dies, that Arahant will not be reborn in this world (of 31 realms,) and all suffering will stop.

▪It is essential to realize that this craving cannot be removed by force. The mind needs to see the benefits of that through the cultivation of wisdom (paññā) via comprehending anicca, dukkha, and anatta; see “Anicca – True Meaning” and “Anattā – A Systematic Analysis.”

▪Another critical concept is the benefits of removing the craving for worldly things; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”
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Nirodha means stopping the arising of future effects.

1. I know of several “Buddhist” groups who try to “stop” thoughts, believing that is what happens at the Arahant stage of Nibbāna, i.e., they think that the Buddha spent 45 years of his life trying to teach people how to stop thoughts, which is an even worse interpretation of Nibbāna than the Mahāyānists.

▪When we are in deep sleep or unconscious, we do not “think thoughts.” Does that mean we attain Arahanthood during such times?

▪The Buddha advised us to stop immoral thoughts, and to ENCOURAGE moral thoughts; that is how one purifies the mind. This is what one does in the correct ānāpānasati meditation too; see, “7. What is Ānāpāna?.”

▪The reality is that an Arahant’s thoughts are crystal clear (and pure), because they are devoid of defilements. Their memory is, in fact, actually enhanced.

▪Stopping all thoughts can lead to loss of perception and memory.

2. Many misconceptions about Nibbāna arise because the true meanings of some critical Pāli words that the Buddha used are misunderstood. We have discussed how Mahāyāna forefathers twisted the concept of sunyata (emptiness) because they could not understand the concept of Nibbāna; see, “What is Sunyata or Suññata (Emptiness)?.”

3. Several keywords in Buddha Dhamma need to be comprehended without even the slightest change. Most of these misconceptions arise because key Pāli words are misinterpreted and mistranslated. Buddha’s teachings were delivered in the Māghadhi language and made into a form suitable for oral transmission in the Pāli language (“Pāli” means “lined up”). Many problems arise when people use Sanskrit translations as originals and try to interpret those Sanskrit words.

4. Three such words are anicca, dukkha, and anatta: see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.” Three more such words are nirodha, khaya, and vaya. In this case, the three words have similar but very different meanings. Let us look at the origins of these words:

▪Nirodha comes from “nir”+“udaya”, where “nir” means stop and “udaya” means “arise.” Thus nirodha means to stop something from arising. In Buddha Dhamma, anything happens due to one or more causes. Thus if one does not want something to happen, one should remove the causes for it, and thus stop it from arising.

▪“Saŋ” causes anything in this world to arise via “saṅkhāra”; see, “What is “Saŋ”? – Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra).” However, anything that arises is subjected to the natural law of decay; this is “khaya.”

▪“Saŋ” and “khaya” go together: As explained in “What is “Saŋ”? – Meaning of Saŋsāra (or Saṁsāra)”, “saṅkhya” in Pāli or Sinhala means numbers, and “saŋ” means adding (or multiplying) thus contributing to “building or arising” and “khaya” means subtracting (or dividing) and thus leading to “decay or destruction.”

▪Things that undergo this “arising” and “destruction” are called “saṅkhata.” Everything in this world is a saṅkhata.

5. Anything that arises in this world (a saṅkhata) starts decaying (“khaya”) from the moment it starts arising. For example, when a baby is born, all the cells in the baby’s body would have died in a couple of months, but more cells are born than those that died; until that baby becomes a young person of around twenty years of age, more cells arise in a given time than decayed. Thus the baby “grows” into a young person, and things are sort of in balance until about forty years of age, and then the “khaya” process starts dominating and the person slowly starts to get weaker. Eventually, that person dies or is destroyed; this is “vaya.”

▪Once starts arising, a saṅkhata cannot be stopped; it needs to undergo its natural process of growing, come to an apparent stationary state (but not stationary even momentarily), and eventually be destroyed. If someone commits suicide, this life may end, but that unspent energy starts a new life immediately. Thus all one can do is stop something from arising. This stopping of a saṅkhata via removing its causes is called “nirodha.”

6. A “saṅkhata” is anything in this world that arises due to “saŋ” and decays inevitably (khaya), and is eventually destroyed (vaya). Any living being is a saṅkhata and arises due to “saŋ.” We acquire “saŋ” via “saṅkhāra” because we do not comprehend the true nature of the world (avijjā or ignorance) and thus cling to things in this world with “taṇhā”; see, “Taṇhā - How we Attach via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.”

▪We can begin to see with clarity when we get rid of taṇhā and avijjā via removing lobha (greed), dosa (hatred), and moha (delusion) from our minds gradually; this is also a “khaya” process for such defilements (“āsava”), where we gradually remove these three defilements (āsava) from our minds; see, “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavā.” When a mind is pure (i.e., all āsava are removed), it does not do any saṅkhāra, and thus no “saṅkhata” can arise. At that stage, one has attained “nirodha” of any future “arising,” i.e., one has attained Nibbāna.

7. Now let us take some famous verses from the Tipiṭaka and see how the meanings come out naturally, without effort:

▪The Third Noble Truth is “dukkha nirodha sacca” (here “sacca” is pronounced “sachcha”; sacca is truth), i.e., that suffering can be stopped from arising. Most people misinterpret “dukkha nirodha sacca” as “existing suffering can be stopped.” Our current life is a saṅkhata caused by PREVIOUS causes; this life and any associated suffering CANNOT be stopped, and need to undergo its natural cause until death. That is why an Arahant (or even a Buddha) suffers (physically) due to past kamma (old causes). 

▪However, an Arahant has stopped FUTURE suffering from arising. Another meaning of nirodha indicates this: “ni” + “roda”, where “roda” means wheels; this nirodha also means “taking the wheels off of the sansāric (rebirth) process.” There is no rebirth with a physical body that could result in old age, sickness, and death. Thus Nibbāna is the removal of the causes that could lead to future suffering.

8. This is why the Nibbāna is of two kinds: “saupadisesa Nibbāna” and “anupadisesa Nibbāna.”

▪When a person attains Nibbāna, it is called saupadisesa Nibbāna because that person is still “in this world of 31 realms”; he/she still has a body that needs to undergo its natural destruction, but one can still experience the Nibbānic bliss by getting into nirodha samāpatti for up to 7 days at a time.

▪When that person dies, there is no rebirth, and Nibbāna is “complete”; this is called anupadisesa Nibbāna. Suffering ends permanently.

9. Finally, not everything in this world of 31 realms is saṅkhata. Everything is denoted by “dhamma”, which includes saṅkhata (saṅkhāra is itself a saṅkhata) AND nāmagotta. Here nāmagotta are the “records” of all events of all beings in the mental plane that are genuinely permanent; see, “Difference Between Dhamma and Saṅkhāra (saṅkhata).”

▪This is why the Buddha’s last words were, “vayadhammā saṅkhāra, appamādena sampādetha,” or “All perishable dhammā are saṅkhāra (or saṅkhata); thus strive diligently and identify “saŋ” (“saŋ” + “pā” “detha”).” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Parinibbāna Sutta (SN 6.15).”

▪From the beginning-less time, we all built a new saṅkhata each time the old saṅkhata got destroyed. We do this countless times DURING each lifetime and at death: we have been Brahmā, devas, and humans countless times, but we have spent much more time in the four lowest realms. Thus, in his last words the Buddha advised us to stop this senseless rebirth process filled with so much suffering and attain permanent happiness in Nibbāna.

▪By the way, Nibbāna is the only “entity” that does not ARISE due to causes; it is “asaṅkhata” (“a” + “saṅkhata” or “not saṅkhata” or “not conditioned”) because it does not have causes. It is reached via ELIMINATING THE CAUSES for everything that arises due to causes, i.e., nirodha of saṅkhata automatically leads to Nibbāna.
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Introduction

1. Misconceptions about Nibbāna arise because its true meaning has been hidden for hundreds of years. In the previous posts in this series, I have described what Nibbāna is. See “Nibbāna.”

▪Many ask, “What happens to an Arahant upon death?”. One is not reborn anywhere in the 31 realms of this world. It is called Parinibbāna (“pari” + Nibbāna,” meaning “full Nibbāna”).

▪Until Parinibbāna, an Arahant lives like an average person and is subjected to kamma vipāka. However, “stressful thoughts that arise due to greed, anger, and ignorance” do not arise in a living Arahant. Until the death of the physical body, an Arahant has saupadisesa Nibbāna, i.e., Nibbāna is not complete.

2. It is not possible to “describe” Nibbāna (or, more precisely, what happens after Parinibbāna) in terms of the terminology rooted in “this world.” Not a single word that we use in this world can be used to describe what Nibbāna is like.

▪We do not have any “data,” “concepts,” or “terminology” that pertain to Nibbāna because those would be foreign to us living in “this world.”

▪One crude analogy would be explaining to a fish what life is like outside the water. A fish would not understand the need to breathe air instead of water.

▪Another would be trying to explain how radio or television works to someone who has time-traveled from thousands of years ago. He would not have sufficient “data” to comprehend how radio or TV works.

▪“Nibbāna sukha” is NOT  a feeling. It is the absence of suffering. The closest analogy is the following: Suppose someone has had a chronic headache from birth. One day, it is cured, and he feels a great relief. That relief was not a new vedanā but the absence of “dukkha vedanā.”

Suttā on Nibbāna

3. But Nibbāna “exists” because one can attain it. But it does not exist in this world of 31 realms.

▪There are four suttā in the Udāna section of the WebLink: suttacentral: Khuddaka Nikāya that explain Nibbāna (Udāna 8.1 through 8.4.)

▪Once you open a sutta at the Sutta Central website, click on the left-most drop-down to choose one of several languages. This is a good resource; consider donating if you find it useful. Note: I am not associated with Sutta Central.

▪The translations are frequently incorrect for critical Pāli words, as in many websites/books. But at least one can see the correct Pāli version.

Paṭha­ma­ Nib­bā­na ­Paṭi­saṁ­yutta ­Sutta – Nibbāna Exists

4. Let us look at the first sutta, “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhama Nibbāna Paṭisaṁyutta Sutta (KN Ud 8.1).” It says, “Atthi, bhikkhave, tadāyatanaṁ, yattha neva pathavī, na āpo, na tejo, na vāyo, na ākāsānañcāyatanaṁ, na viññāṇañcāyatanaṁ, na ākiñcaññāyatanaṁ, na nevasaññānāsaññāyatanaṁ, nāyaṁ loko, na paraloko, na ubho candimasūriyā. Tatrāpāhaṁ, bhikkhave, neva āgatiṁ vadāmi, na gatiṁ, na ṭhitiṁ, na cutiṁ, na upapattiṁ; appatiṭṭhaṁ, appavattaṁ, anārammaṇamevetaṁ. Esevanto dukkhassā”ti.”.

▪The first part is “atthi, bhikkhave, tadāyatanaṁ.” Here “atthi” means “exists,” and “tadāyatana” is another word for Nibbāna. Tadāyatana comes from “tath” + “āyatana,” where “tath” (pronounced “thath”) means “perfect.” Since Nibbāna is something that we cannot define in terms of words, the closest English word for “āyatana” is something like “dimension” or “sphere.” This “āyatana” is not to be confused with the six āyatana referring to the six sensory faculties in “Nāmarūpa Paccayā Saḷāyatana.”

▪Phonetically, the combined word is “tadāyatana” (pronounced “thadāyathana”).

▪We need to be familiar with how to spell Pāli words with the “Tipiṭaka English” convention. It is DIFFERENT from “Standard English.” See ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1” and ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 2”

▪Thus the translation of “Atthi, bhikkhave, tadāyatanaṁ” is, “Bhikkhus, Nibbāna exists (where everything is perfect).”

5. The second part in the orange color says what can be said about Nibbāna.  First, “appatiṭṭhaṁ, appavattaṁ, anārammaṇamevetaṁ” means, “It is without support (causes), unmoving, without any ārammaṇa (thought object).” The last part in the orange color, “ ‘Esevanto dukkhassā’ti,” means “It is the end of suffering.”

▪Therefore, those sentences in the orange color state ALL that one can say about Nibbāna. 

▪The rest of that verse (in the red) says what is ABSENT in Nibbāna. 

Paṭhama Nibbāna Paṭisaṁyutta Sutta – What is Absent in Nibbāna

6. The first part marked in deep red is, “there is no pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo (mahā bhūta) there; there is no ākāsānañcāyatana, no viññāṇañcāyatana, no ākiñcaññāyatana, no nevasaññānāsaññāyatana; furthermore, there is no “this world (that we experience), there is no para loka (where gandhabbā live, see, “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Para loka)”; and the Moon or the Sun would not arise there” (candimasūriyā is Moon and the Sun).

The second part marked in red says, “Bhikkhus, I say there is surely no coming and going between ayam loko and para loko, no living in either of those, no passing away (cuti), no birth.”

▪The absence of pathavi, āpo, tejo, and vāyo means NOTHING made of matter that we see around us (people, animals, trees, other planets, or stars) is there in Nibbāna.

▪So, all we experience (including jhāna) will not be there after Parinibbāna, as discussed in #2 above.

▪And, of course, there is no gandhabba going back and forth between “ayaṁ loko” and “para loko.”

▪Our terminology regarding ANYTHING AT ALL does not apply there.

Without Nibbāna There Would Not Be an End to Suffering

7. The Tatiya Nibbāna Paṭisaṁyutta Sutta (Udāna 8.3) has the following key verse: “Atthi, bhikkhave, ajātaṁ abhūtaṁ akataṁ asaṅkhataṁ. No ce taṁ, bhikkhave, abhavissa ajātaṁ abhūtaṁ akataṁ asaṅkhataṁ, na yidha jātassa bhūtassa katassa saṅkhatassa nissaraṇaṁ paññāyetha. Yasmā ca kho, bhikkhave, atthi ajātaṁ abhūtaṁ akataṁ asaṅkhataṁ, tasmā jātassa bhūtassa katassa saṅkhatassa nissaraṇaṁ paññāyatī”ti.

Translated: “Bhikkhus, “not born,” “not formed,” “not made,” “not conditioned” exists. For Bhikkhus, if there had not been that which is “not born,” “not formed,” “not made,” “not conditioned,” an escape here from the born, become, made, and conditioned cannot be discerned. But Bhikkhus, since there is a “not born,” “not formed,” “not made,” “not conditioned,” an escape from the born, become, made, and conditioned is evident.”

▪The “not born,” “not formed,” “not made,” and “not conditioned” is Nibbāna. It is reached by eliminating all that is formed, made, and conditioned.

▪In other words, “this world” comes to existence (for a given person) because of the bhava and jāti built via defiled thoughts (saṅkhāra) generated due to avijjā (in the Paṭicca Samuppāda process.) With the cessation of avijjā, that mechanism or process stops, and no more rebirths will be possible. That results in Nibbāna.

▪There are two more companion suttā that describe Nibbāna: “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyanibbānapaṭisaṁyutta Sutta (Ud 8.2)” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Catutthanibbānapaṭisaṁyutta Sutta (Ud 8.4).” The translations available there are good enough to get further insights.

The Fire Analogy

8. Once, the inquisitor Vacchagotta (there is a whole series of suttā in the Vacchagottavagga of the Saṁyutta Nikāya about his probing questions put forth to the Buddha) asked the Buddha what happens to an Arahant upon death: “Where would he/she go?.”

▪The Buddha showed him a burning fire and asked, “When this fire is extinguished, can you say where it went?.” Vacchagotta understood. When the fire is extinguished, it simply is not there anymore. That is all one can say. In the same way, when an Arahant dies, he/she is not reborn and thus cannot be “found” anywhere in the 31 realms.

▪On the other hand, someone with abhiññā powers (with the cutūpapāda ñāṇa) can see where an average person is reborn upon death. That lifestream exists somewhere in the 31 realms.

Rāgakkhayo Dosakkhayo Mohakkhayo— Idaṁ Vuccati Nibbānan

9. The Buddha could only explain how to attain Nibbāna by relinquishing our desire for worldly things based on this world’s unsatisfactory nature (or the anicca nature).

▪The Buddha said, “rāgakkhayo dosakkhayo mohakkhayo— idaṁ vuccati nibbānan” ti,” i.e., one attains Nibbāna via getting rid of rāga, dosa, moha in one’s mind. Thus, cleansing our minds is the only way to Nibbāna. See, for example, WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbānapañhā Sutta (SN 38.1) and WebLink: suttacentral: Sāmaṇḍaka Sutta (SN 39.1.)

▪However, starting on “rāgakkhaya” is impossible until one reaches the Sotāpanna stage. “Rāgakkhaya” is attained partially at the Anāgāmī stage (via removal of kāma rāga) and entirely at the Arahant stage (via removal of rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga). A Sotāpanna reduces dosa to paṭigha level (removed at the Anāgāmī stage) and moha to avijjā level (removed at the Arahant stage).

▪In the new section, “Living Dhamma,” we discuss these points and start from a basic level, even without referring to more profound concepts like rebirth. 

Nibbāna Reached In Stages

10. The point is that Nibbāna is to be comprehended in stages. 

▪The first stage of Nibbāna, or “Niveema” or “cooling down,” can be experienced even before the Sotāpanna stage. In fact, skipping this step is impossible to get to the Sotāpanna stage.

▪To attain the Sotāpanna stage, one MUST comprehend the anicca nature of this world to some extent. For the mind to grasp that concept, it must be free of the “five hindrances” (“pañca nīvaraṇa”) or “five factors that cover one’s mind.”

▪For that one MUST live a moral life, start contemplating Buddha Dhamma and experience the “cooling down” that results.

11. Many people try to attain or comprehend Nibbāna by reading about deep concepts about what it is. So many books explaining what Nibbāna is are written by people who may not have experienced even the basic “cooling down” or “nirāmisa sukha.”

▪They try to explain concepts like suñyata or “emptiness” and bodhicitta; see, “What is Suñyata or Suññata (Emptiness)?”. That is a complete waste of time because, as we saw above. It is not possible to describe Nibbāna with words that we know.

▪Instead, one starts experiencing Nibbāna in stages. One can start experiencing RELIEF or COOLING DOWN when living a moral life and discarding dasa akusala in STAGES.

▪Furthermore, it is essential to understand that one does not start on the Path by first comprehending the anicca nature of this world will gradually become clear.

▪The Buddha clearly stated the importance of following a gradual Path in the “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).” Also, see “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

▪A person who does not believe in rebirth can start from this level: “Living Dhamma.”

Nibbāna Is Not a Dhamma – It Is a Paramattha Dhamma

12. In the post, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma – Introduction,” we saw that everything that EXISTS could be put into four ultimate constituents (paramattha dhamma):

(i)Thoughts (citta)

(ii)Thought qualities or mental factors (cetasika)

(iii)Matter (rūpa)

(iv)Nibbāna

▪Any dhammā is usually a COMBINATION of ALL THREE of the first three paramattha dhammā. Note that dhammā “bear” [gives rise to] things in this world. 

▪The fourth paramattha dhamma in the list above, Nibbāna, does not exist within the 31 realms. But Nibbāna exists, and one can attain it. An Arahant merges with Nibbāna at the death of his/her physical body.

▪Nibbāna is NOT a dhammā in this world. It does not “bear” anything in this world. Buddha Dhamma (“bhava uddha dhamma”) means “teachings that explain how to stop “bhava” from arising,” Here, “Dhamma” (with an upper case D and short “a”) means “teaching.”

▪“Dhammā” (with a long “a”) is discussed in “Kamma and Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Nibbāna Can Be Experienced in Nirodha Samāpatti

13. Let us discuss some relevant characteristics of an Arahant, i.e., one who has attained Nibbāna. He/she cannot experience Nibbānic bliss (experience of full Nibbāna) unless getting into Nirodha Samāpatti . An Arahant can experience Nirodha Samāpatti for a maximum of seven days at a time.

▪When an Arahant is in Nirodha Samāpatti, no citta or thoughts flow through his/her mind. There is no breathing, and it is not very different from a dead body (other than the fact that the body of the Arahant will have an average body temperature.) The point is that Arahant will not be able to explain to us “the experience of Nibbāna.” In our terminology, he/she can only say that he/she did not experience any “worldly thoughts.”

▪At other times, an Arahant will be experiencing “this world” just like another human: he/she will recognize people/things, sounds, smells, etc. The only exception is that thoughts burdened with rāga, dosa, and moha cannot arise: Asobhana (non-beautiful) cetasika are absent in those thoughts; see, “What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika.”

▪But he/she will be engaged in puñña kiriya (meritorious deeds like delivering discourses), just like the Buddha did; they are just “actions” and are not puññābhisaṅkhāra or puñña abhisaṅkhāra.

Nibbāna and Parinibbāna

14. Here is another interesting point. Some Arahants may have kammic energy for the “human bhava” left when he/she dies; see “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.” But still, there will not be another rebirth for any Arahant in this world of 31 realms.

▪The reason is that the “status of the Arahanthood” could not be borne (or sustained) by any other “finer body” than a dense human body. Thus, at the death of the physical body of an Arahant, the gandhabba that comes out of the dead body will perish. Since Arahant’s mind will not grasp existence within the 31 realms, the rebirth process will stop.

▪What happens to the “gandhabba kāya” of an Arahant is similar to a heater coil removed from a water bath; it will burn. The heated coil will survive as long as it is immersed in water:

WebLink: youtube: How to use immersion water heater? | How to Boil water for Bathing
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Anicca, dukkha, and anatta are fundamental concepts in Buddhism. Their true meanings “went underground” with the rise of Mahāyāna Buddhism only about 500 years after the Buddha.

Introduction

1. As discussed below, anicca, dukkha, and anatta (commonly represented by the word Tilakkhaṇa) are fundamental concepts that are at the root of Buddha’s teachings. They are at the level of the Four Noble Truths and Paṭicca Samuppāda. If one understands Tilakkhaṇa, one would understand the Four Noble Truths and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪The correct interpretations of Buddha’s teachings “went underground” with the rise of Mahāyāna Buddhism only about 500 years after the Buddha. We discussed that timeline in the post “Counterfeit Buddhism – Current Mainstream Buddhism,”

▪Here we will focus on Tilakkhaṇa.

Commonly Accepted Worldview – The Opposite of Tilakkhaṇa

2. The common view/belief of average humans is that the world is a “good place;” if we work hard enough, we can live happy and prosperous lives. That may seem to be accurate, especially for wealthy and healthy people.

▪Most religions teach how to live a moral life and the way to minimize suffering by living a moral life.

▪They also teach one will be either in Heaven (with the Creator) or Hell (where suffering is great) FOREVER after this life. One will be judged solely on how one lives the present life and ends up in Heaven or Hell.

Tilakkhaṇa – Three Characteristics of the World

3. The Buddha also emphasized the need to live a moral life. However, the Buddha pointed out a few critical points:

(i.)Some suffering is associated with even the richest and healthiest people, even at the peak of their lives. Furthermore, the degrading of health and eventual death is inevitable for all. 

(ii.)It does not make sense to be “judged” based on the actions of one lifetime. If a newborn baby dies after a few days/months, how will that baby be judged to be reborn in Heaven or Hell?

(iii.)Life continues after death; most future rebirths are associated with much more suffering. 

▪The Buddha summarized the nature of the world (both in this life and in the rebirth process) using just three words: anicca, dukkha, and anatta. However, one could write a book explaining each of those words.

▪Even though the combined name for them — Tilakkhaṇa — does not appear in the Tipiṭaka, it is a concise way to represent the “three characteristics” since “ti” means “three” and “lakkhaṇa” means “characteristics.”

▪Buddha’s characterization of the world (Tilakkhaṇa) describes precisely the OPPOSITE of the commonly-accepted worldview that one can find happiness in this world. That is why the Buddha stated that his teachings were “previously unknown to the world.”

The Critical Importance of Tilakkhaṇa

4. The critical importance of comprehending the world’s anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature is stated in several suttās. For example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Sutavanta Sutta (SN 22.123)” states that a person seeking the Sotāpanna stage of nibbāna must contemplate the Tilakkhaṇa.

▪Then at markers 3.2 through 3.5, the sutta states that the higher stages of nibbāna are also reached via contemplating the Tilakkhaṇa. 

▪Note that the English translation in the above link incorrectly translates “anicca” as “impermanence” and “anatta” as “not-self.”

▪We must remember that understanding Tilakkhaṇa is equivalent to understanding the Four Noble Truths or Paṭicca Samuppāda. Understanding one of them means one has understood the other two. For example, one cannot understand the Noble Truths without understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda or Tilakkhaṇa. See “Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, Four Noble Truths.”

5. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Velāma Sutta (AN 9.20)” states, “yo ca accharāsaṅghātamattampi aniccasaññaṁ bhāveyya, idaṁ tato mahapphalataran” ti” OR “It would be very fruitful (mahapphala) to cultivate anicca saññā—even for as long as a finger-snap.” The sutta states that it would be more meritorious than offering a meal to the Buddha or a hundred pacceka Buddhas.

▪Of course, to cultivate the anicca saññā, one must first understand the concept of anicca. See “Anicca – True Meaning.”

▪“Anicca nature” of the world basically means that it is unfruitful and even dangerous to be attached to worldly things; that understanding simultaneously leads to seeing all three characteristics and attaining the Sotāpanna stage of nibbāna. That is the same as the removal of the wrong view of “sakkāya diṭṭhi.”

▪I plan to revise the old posts in this section on Tilakkhaṇa to add more depth.

▪It is critical to realize that Tilakkhaṇa cannot be stated with the three words impermanence, suffering, and ‘no-self.’ Even “dukkha” (dukha +khaya) does not merely mean “suffering” but also “that suffering can be stopped.” See “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.”

Tilakkhaṇa Cannot be Represented by “Impermanence, Suffering, and ‘No-Self’”

6. Anicca, dukkha, and anatta DO NOT have equivalent single words in any language and require lengthy explanations. Even in the Pāli Tipiṭaka, anicca, dukkha, and anatta are discussed and explained with over a hundred suttās. 

▪The Tipiṭaka Commentary Paṭisambhidāmagga points out (in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vipassanākathā (Ps 3.9)” section) that the following words can be used to represent “anicca” nature: Palokatoti (subject to destruction), Calatoti (unsteady/shaky), Pabhaṅgutoti (breakable), Vipariṇāmadhammatoti (subject to unexpected change), Addhuvatoti (impermanence), Vibhavatoti (tendency to wear out), Saṅkhatatoti (prepared – by the mind), Maraṇadhammatoti (subject to inevitable death), Asārakatoti (devoid of anything useful.)

▪Let us look at the list of similar words for “anatta” in the above link: Paratoti (not belonging to oneself), Rittatoti (devoid of value/meaningless), Tucchatoti (to be looked down upon), Suññatoti (devoid of anything meaningful).  The translation of “anatta” as “no-self” is also only close to Paratoti (not belonging to oneself) in the above list. 

▪Finally, “dukkha” has twenty-five (25) synonyms listed in the above link! Some of those are: Rogatoti (subject to sickness), Gaṇḍatoti (like an infested wound), Sallatoti (pierced by a sharp spear), Bhayatoti (subject to danger), and Asaraṇatoti (liable to be helpless.)

▪Different synonyms may apply under different conditions. The English words impermanence, suffering, and “no-self” convey only a small part of the true meanings of anicca, dukkha, and anatta.

▪Some of those synonyms are discussed in various suttās. For example, Paloka in “WebLink: suttacentral: Palokadhamma Sutta (SN 35.84)”; Pabhaṅgutoti in “WebLink: suttacentral: Pabhaṅgu Sutta (SN22.32)”; Vibhavatoti in “WebLink: suttacentral: Udāna sutta (SN22.55)”; Maraṇadhammatoti in “WebLink: suttacentral: Abhaya sutta (AN 4.148).”

How Did the Meanings Become Distorted?

7. Today, anicca, dukkha, and anatta are commonly translated into English with just three words: impermanence, suffering, and “no-self.” How did that happen?

▪As discussed in the post “Counterfeit Buddhism – Current Mainstream Buddhism,” Buddha’s teachings started “going underground” with the rise of Mahāyāna Buddhism just 500 years after the Buddha, as he had predicted.

▪That was when Mahāyānists substituted the Pāli words anicca, dukkha, and anatta with the Sanskrit words anitya, duḥkha, and anātma.

Gradual Transformation of Buddhism

8. The emergence of Mahāyāna and the simultaneous submergence of the true teachings happened gradually over a few hundred years; also see “Historical Timeline of Edward Conze.”

▪The transformation started with the direct translation of Pāli suttās to Sanskrit. Only a few of them have survived; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Sanskrit Canonical Discourses.” Those “Sanskritized Pāli suttās” were found outside India since any trace of Buddhism (even Mahāyāna) disappeared in India well before the Europeans conquered India. One of those is “WebLink: suttacentral: The Questions of Nālaka.” I have linked to the verse (@SC 17) with “anityaṁ duḥkham anātmeti sarvakleśapradāraṇīṁ.” The Sanskrit translation of anicca, dukkha, and anatta as anitya duḥkha anātma is also in the Wikipedia article “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Three marks of existence.” 

▪(Note: After getting started with translating Pāli suttās to Sanskrit, philosophers like Nagarjuna started writing brand new Sanskrit sutrās; they were not translations of Pāli suttās but were their own writings. That happened later, close to the peak of Mahāyāna. See “Counterfeit Buddhism – Current Mainstream Buddhism,”)

▪The issue is that the Sanskrit words anitya, duḥkha, and anātma do mean impermanence, suffering, and “no-self.” Thus, the complex Pāli words anicca, dukkha, and anatta were first got substituted by the simple Sanskrit words anitya, duḥkha, and anātma. Then the meanings of those Sanskrit words were incorporated into Theravāda during the peak period of Mahāyāna. That was hailed as a “much-needed revision and simplification of Buddhism” by Mahāyānists.

▪For example, even though the Pāli Tipiṭaka still has the Pāli words anicca and anatta, the 2005 Sinhala translation uses Sinhala words අනිත්‍ය and අනාත්ම which correspond to the meanings of the Sanskrit words anitya and anātma. In the same way, now those words are directly translated to English as impermanence and ‘no-self,’ which correspond to the Sanskrit anitya and anātma and not Pāli anicca and anatta. (the apparent closeness of these words is misleading; they have very different meanings.)

9. Thus the practice of translating key Pāli words (such as anicca, dukkha, and anatta) started with Sanskrit during the heyday of Mahāyāna many centuries ago. The problem is that the Sanskrit words anitya and anātma SPECIFICALLY mean impermanence and ‘no-self,’ whereas the Pāli words anicca and anatta have a variety of possible meanings, as pointed out in #6 above. 

▪By the way, the Buddha did not prohibit explaining his teachings in any language. It is just that DIRECT TRANSLATION of some keywords is not possible and can lead to critical errors. That was most likely to happen with Sanskrit since both Pāli and Sanskrit may have had the same roots. The Sinhala language (before “Sanskritization”) used the exact Pāli words, anicca and anatta (අනිච්ච, අනත්ත), but in 2005 Sinhala translation of the Tipiṭaka used the Sanskrit words anitya, anātma (අනිත්‍ය, අනාත්ම.)

▪It is worth pointing out that the words anitya and anātma do not appear at all in the Pāli Tipiṭaka. They are exclusively Sanskrit words. 

▪The Buddha knew that any connection with Sanskrit would lead to the distortion of his teachings. 

The Buddha Prohibited Translation of Tipiṭaka into Sanskrit

10. During the time of the Buddha, there were two Brahmins by the names of Yameḷa and Kekuṭa who were experts on the Vedic Texts in Sanskrit; they became bhikkhus and asked the Buddha whether they should translate the Pāli suttās to Sanskrit. I briefly referred to it in #12 of “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars,” but it is good to explain as it appears in the “Vinaya Piṭaka” of the Tipiṭaka.

The following quote extracted from: WebLink: archive.org: Vinaya texts : Davids, T. W. Rhys (Thomas William Rhys), 1843-1922, tr : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive.  (Relevant section starts at the bottom of p. 149)

I. Now at that time there were two brothers, Bhikkhus, by name Yameḷa and Tekuṭa, Brahmans by birth, excelling in speech, excelling in pronunciation. These went up to the place where the Blessed One was, and when they had come there, they saluted the Blessed One, and took their seats on one side. And so sitting those Bhikkhus spake to the Blessed One thus :

“At the present time, Lord, Bhikkhus, differing in name, differing in lineage, differing in birth, differing in family, have gone forth (from the world). These corrupt the word of the Buddhas by (repeating it in) their own dialect. Let us, Lord, put the word of the Buddhas into (Sanskrit) verse.”

“How can you, O foolish ones, speak thus, saying, ‘Let us. Lord, put the word of the Buddhas into verse’? This will not conduce, O foolish ones, either to the conversion of the unconverted, or to the increase of the converted; but rather to those who have not been converted being not converted, and to the turning back of those who have been converted.”

And when the Blessed One had rebuked those Bhikkhus, and had delivered a religious discourse, he addressed the Bhikkhus, and said:

‘You are not, O Bhikkhus, to put the word of the Buddha (buddhavacanaṁ) into (Sanskrit) verse. Whosoever does so shall be guilty of a dukkaṭa. I allow you, O Bhikkhus, to learn the word of the Buddha each in his own dialect (sakāya niruttiyā).’

▪END OF QUOTE.

▪A version of the above translation also appears in “WebLink: tipitaka.fandom.com: Chulavagga 5.33.”

11. The ruling at the end of the above quote is the translation of: “na, bhikkhave, buddhavacanaṁ chandaso āropetabbaṁ. Yo āropeyya, āpatti dukkaṭassa. Anujānāmi, bhikkhave, sakāya niruttiyā buddhavacanaṁ pariyāpuṇitun”ti.

▪Thus, it is pretty clear that the Buddha made it an offense to express Buddha Dhamma in Sanskrit. He also clearly allowed the teaching of Buddha Dhamma to people “in their own dialect” (sakāya niruttiyā). Here “sakāya niruttiyā” means “explaining the meanings in their dialect.”

▪However, as we saw above, some started translating Pāli suttās into Sanskrit only about 500 years after the Buddha. The replacement of the Pāli words anicca and anatta with the Sanskrit words anitya and anātma was probably the catalyst for the “simplification efforts” by Nagarjuna and others later. This is a prime example of the dangers of word-by-word translations of the Tipiṭaka.

Sanskrit – Musical Overtones

12. Here is the link to the Pāli and English translation of the same description in the Vinaya Piṭaka at Sutta Central (though a few verses are missing): “WebLink: suttacentral: Khuddakavatthukkhandhaka (Kd 15).” In the Sutta Central English translation, the Pāli word for Sanskrit (chandasa) is translated as “metrical.”

▪The word “metrical” there comes from “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Metre (music).” There is a reason to call Sanskrit a language with “musical overtones.” Pāli and Sanskrit had roots in the Māgadhi language the Buddha believed to have spoken. For example, dhamma and kamma changed (or “Sankritized”) to dharma and karma, and Paṭicca Samuppāda to “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Pratītyasamutpāda.” Vedic Brahmins ignored the “phonetics” (sounds indicating meanings) and made-up “sophisticated sounding” words with “musical overtones.” In the old days, the use of Sanskrit was forbidden to “people of lower caste.”

▪By the way, Tipiṭaka was also “Sankritized” as Tripiṭaka. Most Sinhalese, even today, use the word Tripiṭaka instead of Tipiṭaka; that itself shows the influence of Mahāyāna in Theravāda Buddhism in Sri Lanka.

▪One can easily see the musical overtones in the “Sankritized” words.

Most Theravāda Bhikkhus are Ignorant of the Above Facts

13. Most Theravāda bhikkhus are unaware of what I explained above. They adhere to the disastrous practice of word-by-word translations of the Tipiṭaka into English, a common practice at the Sutta Central website. Of course, many other bhikkhus engage in that practice, including those who translated the Tipiṭaka into the Sinhala language in 2005 (this was a less severe problem because many Pāli keywords have identical words in the Sinhala language.) 

▪To make matters much worse, they use the translation of anitya and anātma (as impermanence and ‘no-self.’) They are breaking a Vinaya rule that prohibited the use of Sanskrit in any manner. 

▪Of course, there are other “mistranslations,” such as translating  Ānāpānasati as “breath meditation.” See “Elephants in the Room.”
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Introduction

1. No other factor has contributed to helping keep Nibbāna hidden in the past many hundreds of years than the incorrect interpretations of anicca as just “impermanence” and anatta as just “no-self.” If one can find even a single instance in the Pāli Tipiṭaka (not translations) that describes anicca and anatta that way, please let me know at lal@puredhamma.net. Also, before quoting English translations of the Tipiṭaka, please read the post, “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.” 

▪I consider this series of posts on “anicca, dukkha, anatta” to be the most important on the website. Reading the posts in the given order could be very beneficial.

▪A Buddha comes to this world to reveal three words and eight letters (in Pāli). “Attakkarā thīnapadā Sambuddhena pakāsithā, na hī sīla vatan hotu uppajjati Tathāgatā.” That means “a Buddha (Tathāgata) is born NOT just to show how to live a moral life, but to reveal three words with eight letters to the world.” So far, I have not seen this verse in the Tipiṭaka. It is likely to have been in an old commentary.

▪These three words with eight letters are anicca, dukkha, and anatta. (when written in Sinhala/Pāli: අනිච්ච දුක්ඛ අනත්ත but with last two letters in each term in the “old script” combined to become one, so the number of letters becomes eight instead of 11. I was able to find only අනත්‍ථ for අනත්ත, but you can see how four letters become three there).

Anicca is pronounced “anichcha,” which rhymes with “picture.”

WebLink: Listen to pronounciation of : anicca

Dukkha pronounced similarly, duk+kha.

WebLink: Listen to pronounciation of : dukkha

Anatta is pronounced “anaththa.”

WebLink: Listen to pronounciation of : anatta

See “Pop-up Pāli Glossary with Pronunciation” for more meanings of Pāli terms and sound files on pronunciations.

2. Asubha (“non-auspicious” or “unfruitful” nature) is another characteristic of nature. It appears with anicca, dukkha, and anatta in several suttā, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Vipallāsa Sutta (AN 4.49).”

▪Furthermore, the word, Tilakkhaṇa, does not appear in the Tipiṭaka to my knowledge.

▪However, as discuss below, anicca, dukkha, and anatta appear as a group in many suttā. Thus it is justifiable to clump them together as Tilakkhaṇa.

Why Are Tilakkhaṇa so Important?

3. The Buddha clarified these “three characteristics of this world” in his first sutta; see, “Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?.”

▪These are the three primary characteristics of “this world.” Buddha comes to the world to reveal the true nature of the world. 

▪Any moral person instinctively knows (and most religions teach) how to live a righteous life; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.” 

▪The Buddha stated that if one comprehends the true nature of “this world,” as codified in these three words, then one would attain the Stream Entry (Sotāpanna) stage of Nibbāna; see, “Why is Correct Interpretation of Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta so Important?.”

4. Therefore, a good understanding of the words anicca, dukkha, and anatta is critical. If one sticks to incorrect interpretation of these three words, no matter how much effort one exerts, there is no possibility of attaining the Sotāpanna stage. Even in most Theravāda English texts, these three words have incorrect translations: impermanence, suffering, and “no-soul” or “no-self.” The correct meanings are the following.

▪Nothing in this world can be maintained to one’s satisfaction (anicca). 

▪When one strives to achieve that, it leads to suffering (dukkha). However, many people try to gain “happiness” by resorting to immoral deeds, ending in the apāyā. That is how one becomes genuinely helpless.

▪Striving to achieve the impossible (i.e., seeking happiness in worldly things) only leads to suffering. Thus, one’s efforts are not only unfruitful, but one becomes helpless in the rebirth process (anatta).

Pāli Words for Impermanence Are “Adduvaṁ” or “Aniyata”

5. The Pāli word for impermanence is NOT anicca; it is addhuva or aniyata. For example, “Jīvitaṁ aniyataṁ, Maraṇaṁ niyataṁ” means, “life is not permanent, death is.” [addhuva :[adj.] unstable; impermanent. aniyata :[adj.] uncertain; not settled.]

“addhuvaṁ jīvitaṁ, dhuvaṁ maraṇaṁ” means the same thing.

▪Therefore, the critical mistake was in translating the original Pāli word anicca to Sanskrit as “anitya,” which does mean impermanence.

▪This term, “dhuva” comes in the Brahmanimantanika Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya 49), where the Baka Brahma says his existence is permanent; see #12 of “Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

Anatta Is Not “Self” or “No-Self”

6. Now let us examine the damage done by translating the original Pāli word anatta to Sanskrit as “anātma.”

▪At the time of the Buddha, there were two opposing views on the idea of a “self.” One camp believed in an unchanging “soul” (ātma) associated with a being. This camp thus corresponds to the world’s major religions today with the concept that when one dies, one’s soul goes to heaven or hell.

▪The opposing camp argued that there is “no-soul” (anātma) and that when one dies, there is nothing that survives the death. This view is the materialistic view today that our minds arise from matter, and thus, there is nothing that survives death.

7. The Buddha said it was neither. There is no “self” permanently associated with a living being: both the mind and the body are in constant flux (see the Section on “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma”), and thus there is no “soul” or an “unchanging self.” See “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪However, one can choose how to respond to an external stimulus. Therefore, it is also incorrect to say there is “no-self.”

▪Furthermore, there is continuity at death based on cause-and-effect (Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Introduction”). 

▪The new living being is a continuation of the old living being, just as an older man is a continuation of the process from the baby stage. Change is there at every MOMENT, based on cause-and-effect. The “new” is dependent on the “old.”

▪That is also why it is incorrect to say that an Arahant is annihilated at death (i.e., at Parinibbāna). See “Yamaka Sutta (SN 22.85) – Arahanthood Is Not Annihilation but End of Suffering.”

They Are Related to Each Other

8. The Buddha stated that the three characteristics of “this world” are RELATED to each other:

“yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tadanattā” (“yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā”), i.e.,

“if something is anicca, dukkha arises, and one becomes helpless (anatta).” Note that “yaṁ” and “yad” have the same meaning and are used interchangeably. In the same way, “yadidaṁ” comes from “yad idaṁ.”

▪(In the Saṁyutta Nikāya (Anicca Vagga), many suttā including WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattanicca Sutta (SN 35.1), WebLink: suttacentral: Bahiranicca Sutta (SN 35.4), and WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanicca sutta (SN 22.15) have the above verse.)

9. Now, let us see what happens if we take anicca to be impermanent and anatta to be “no-soul.” Then the above verse reads, “if something is not permanent, suffering arises, and because of that one becomes “no-self.”

▪Many people think since one’s body is impermanent, suffering arises. But the suttā mentioned above describe this for all six internal senses (Ajjhattanicca or Ajjhatta Anicca Sutta) and for everything external sensed by the six sense faculties (Bāhiranicca or Bāhira Anicca Sutta). Therefore, that verse holds for anything and everything “in this world.”

▪Thus if a headache becomes impermanent (i.e., if it goes away,) that will lead to happiness. Thus, impermanence does not necessarily lead to suffering. But if we cannot handle a headache the way we want (i.e., cannot get rid of it), then that will lead to suffering!

▪As we will show in the next post (“Anicca – True Meaning”), the correct translation holds for any case.

10. The opposite of the above statement must be correct, too (in mathematical logic, this is not correct generally, but in this particular case, it can be shown to be right. It is due to the assumption that “dukkha” depends only on “nicca” or “anicca” and no other factor).

Let us consider the incorrect interpretations that say:

“if something is permanent, suffering does not arise, and because of that, it implies a “self.”

▪How can one stop suffering if one has a permanent headache or a sickness? And in what sense does a “self” arise?

▪There are many things in this world, if it becomes permanent, would lead to suffering: a disease, poverty, association with someone disliked, moving away from a loved one, etc.

Thus we can see that anicca and anatta do not mean impermanence and “no-self.”

▪However, if we take the correct translation, we can show that the reverse statement also holds. as discussed in the next post: “Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like.”

Everyone Knows Anything in This World is Impermanent

11. Permanence and impermanence are inseparable PROPERTIES of living beings, objects, and events. On the other hand, nicca/anicca are PERCEPTIONS IN ONE’S MIND about them.

▪In the long run, we cannot maintain anything to our satisfaction (including “our” own body), which is anicca. And because of that, we become distraught, and that is dukkha. And since we cannot prevent this sequence of events, we are truly helpless in the long run (nothing of real substance left in the end.) That is anatta.

▪Here is a video that illustrates the concept of anicca clearly:

WebLink: RANKER: Celebrities Who Have Aged the Worst

▪We must realize that we all will undergo this inevitable change as we get old. No matter how hard we try, it is not possible to maintain ANYTHING to our satisfaction. It is the nature of “this world”: anicca.

▪Of course, any of these celebrities (or their fans) will be saddened to see that comparison in the video above. They have not been able to maintain their bodies to their satisfaction. However, a person on bad terms with any of these celebrities could be happy to see those pictures since he/she would like to see something terrible happen to that celebrity.

12. Thus, “impermanence” is inevitable; it is a property of anything in this world. But “anicca” is a perception in someone’s mind. That perception CAN be changed; that is how one gets rid of suffering.

▪In the above case, celebrities’ bodies ARE impermanent; but that did not necessarily cause suffering to ALL. It caused pain to only those who did not like them getting old. If they had any enemies, those would be happy to see them losing their “good looks.”

▪Impermanence is a fact; see “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.” But impermanence is NOT the MEANING of anicca.

▪These pictures provide the visual impact that we do not usually get. We don’t see changes in ourselves because the change is gradual.

13. A Buddha is not needed to show that impermanence is an inherent characteristic of our universe. Scientists are well aware of that, but they have not attained Nibbāna. Anicca is a profound concept with several meanings, and they are all related. Here are three ways to look at it:

▪“Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like” (listed above).

▪“Anicca – Repeated Arising/Destruction.”

▪“Anicca – Worthlessness of Worldly Things.”

Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”) 

14. Finally, the Buddha said, “Sabbe Dhammā anattā.” So, what does “all dhammā are “no-self” mean (if anatta meant “no-self”)? Dhammā means “to bear” and includes those kammic energies that can bring in the future vipāka including future rebirths. We strive to make such Dhammā which will only bring NET suffering in the future. Nothing in this world is of any real value in the end. That is anatta nature.

▪This is systematically explained in “Origin of Life” and specifically in the post, “Dhammā, Kamma, Saṅkhāra, Mind – Critical Connections.”

▪Another keyword that has lost its true meaning is “saŋ”; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

Possible Historical Reasons for Mistranslations

15. We can see the origins of some of these incorrect translations by looking at how Buddha Dhamma was transmitted over time. For details, see “Historical Background.”

▪For about 500 years after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha, the Pāli Tipiṭaka was transmitted orally from generation to generation of bhikkhus, who faithfully passed down the Pāli Canon. Of course, it had been DESIGNED for easy oral transmission.

▪See “Preservation of the Dhamma” for a discussion on this aspect. The original teachings of the Buddha are still intact.

16. Then, it was written down in Sinhala script for the first time in 29 BCE in Sri Lanka. Pāli is a phonetic language that does not have an alphabet.

▪The Tipiṭaka was never translated to any other language until the Europeans discovered “Buddhism” in the late 1600s; see “Background on the Current Revival of Buddha Dhamma.”

▪Tipiṭaka was not translated to even the Sinhala language until 2005.

17. When Rhys Davis and others started doing those English translations, they were heavily influenced by Sanskrit Mahāyāna sutras and Vedic literature. Think about it: when the Europeans first started discovering all these different Pāli and Sanskrit documents, they must have been overwhelmed by the complexities.

▪It took them some time to separate Buddhism from Hinduism, and in the process, some concepts got mixed up; see “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.”

▪For example, They ASSUMED that “anatta” was the same as “anātma,” which is a Sanskrit word, with a different meaning, i.e., “no-self.” Similarly, they took “anicca” to mean the same as Sanskrit “anitya,” which does mean “impermanent.”

It Will Take Time to Untangle These Issues

18. The worst was that even contemporary Sinhala scholars like Malasekara (a doctoral student of Rhys Davis) “learned” Buddhism from the Europeans and thus started using wrong interpretations. Other Sinhala scholars like Kalupahana and Jayathilake also learned “Buddhism” at universities in the United Kingdom.

▪Following the original translations by Rhys Davis, Eugene Burnouf, Olcott, and others, those Sinhala scholars also write books in both English and Sinhala. Of course, scholars in other Buddhist countries did the same in their languages, and the incorrect interpretations spread worldwide.

▪To correct this grave problem, we must go back to the Tipiṭaka in Pāli and start the process there.

▪Pāli suttā should not be translated word to word. Most of the suttā are condensed and written in a style conducive to oral transmission; see, “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪Commentaries were written to explain critical concepts in the Tipiṭaka, and only three of those original commentaries have survived. We need to rely heavily on Paṭisambhidāmagga, Peṭakopadesa, and Nettippakarana.

▪Instead, most people rely on incorrect commentaries written in more recent years, especially Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga. For details, see “Buddhaghosa and Visuddhimagga – Historical Background.” However, Buddhaghosa did not change the meanings of the words anicca, dukkha, and anatta. That is likely to have happened in more recent times, as I explained above). But he incorporated many other Hindu concepts like breath and kasiṇa meditation; see, “Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga – A Focused Analysis.”

19. It is also important to note that mass printing was not available until recent years and became common only in the 1800s; see, “WebLink: newworldencyclopedia.org: Printing press.”

▪Thus mass production of books became possible only with the new printing presses in the 1800s. By that time, key concepts had been mistranslated.

▪In the early days, Tipiṭaka was written on specially prepared leaves and needed to be re-written by hand every 100-200 years before they degraded. So, we must be grateful to the bhikkhus in Sri Lanka who did this dutifully for almost 2000 years.

▪Sinhala language (both spoken and written) changed over the past 2000 years. The need to re-write the Tipiṭaka every 100 or so years made sure that any changes in Sinhala script were taken into account; see #21 of “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.” 

Other Related Issues

20. I came across another problem in a recent online forum. People are debating the meanings of the words “anatta” (අනත්ත in Sinhala) and “anattha” (අනත්ථ in Sinhala). They mean the same, but more emphasis is added to the latter word.

▪So, most people write it as “anatta.” It does not matter how one writes it, as long as one understands the meaning as “with no refuge” or “without essence,” and NOT “no-self.”

▪But it does mean “it is not fruitful to take anything in this world to be mine.”

21. Two more main misconceptions are prevalent today. They not only block the path to Nibbāna but are micchā diṭṭhi that could be responsible for rebirth in the apāyā. I am not trying to scare anyone, but “making adhamma to be dhamma is a serious offense.”

▪Misinterpretation of breath meditation as Ānāpānasati: “Is Ānāpānasati Breath Meditation?.”

▪Insisting that the gandhabba (manomaya kāya) is a Mahāyāna concept: “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

22. All these misconceptions are not the fault of current Theravādins; they have been handed down hundreds of years, as explained in the “Historical Background.” However, it makes no sense to adhere to them when substantial evidence is presented against them, per the above posts, and many others on this website.

▪Of course, no one should be able to insist, “this is the only truth, and nothing else is the truth.” But the truth can be verified to one’s satisfaction by critically examining the evidence. I am open to discussing any valid contrary evidence. We need to sort out the truth for the benefit of all.

23. Finally, it may not be possible to comprehend anicca, dukkha, and anatta. One must first follow the mundane path to learn basic concepts like kamma and rebirth.

▪More details in “Transition to Noble Eightfold Path.”

▪A systematic approach at “Living Dhamma.”

24. Anicca and anatta are complex Pāli words that cannot be translated into English directly. No English word can convey the meaning of anicca (or anatta). The following subsections discuss those two complex Pāli words:

Anicca – True Meaning

Anattā – A Systematic Analysis

July 10, 2020: A new series of posts on “Origin of Life” systematically explain Tilakkhaṇa and Paṭicca Samuppāda and also makes the connection between them.
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What really matters in the end is one comprehends, not words. The way different people interpret “no-self” could be different, even though the concept of a “self” is very clear.

▪If anatta means “no-self”, then there is nothing that can distinguish person A from person B. So, if A takes something belongs to B, he can say, “there is no “me” and there is no “you”; what is wrong in me using “your” stuff?.” If B believes in “no-self” can he argue with A?

▪Similarly, there are many other contradictions: If there is “no-self”, (i) who attains Nibbāna?, (ii) who does moral or immoral acts?, etc.

▪Instead one needs to comprehend that “one is really helpless in this rebirth process” or “one is not in control over the long run”; that is the concept of anatta, as we discuss below.

1. Let us look at the two words the Buddha used: “āthma” and “anāthma.” In the Brahmajala sutta, the Buddha definitely said both those are not correct. The best translation of those two terms to present day, I believe, are “soul” and “no-soul”:

▪“Soul” in the sense of an unchanging entity; for example, most religions believe one’s soul goes to hell or heaven and then that “soul” is forever in that state.

▪“No-soul” in the sense interpreted by a materialist, i.e., “a person” is just the body (with thoughts arising from the material brain), and when one dies that is end of story; nothing survives physical death.

▪Those were the two extremes rejected by the Buddha as “athma” and “anathma.”

2. The real confusion arose when the Pāli word “anatta” was translated to Sanskrit as “anathma.” Subsequently, the Sanskrit word “anathma” was translated to English as “no-self.” This was done at the same time when “athma” was translated as “soul.”

3. The real question is when one says, “there is “no-self””, does one imply that there is no “soul”, i.e., no “athma”? There are two possibilities. Let us look at them carefully:

▪If one means by “no-self” that when one dies that is the end of story, i.e., there is no rebirth process, then this is same as “no-soul.”

▪Or, it is possible that some people may have the idea of a “changing personality” rather than the above materialistic view of nothing surviving the death, i.e., one believes that a human can be reborn an animal. Then one has the right concept of “no-self” or what I call a “ever-changing personality.”

▪One needs to contemplate on this and clearly distinguish between the two possible interpretations.

4. But I have seen many people just use the phrase “no-self” in the wrong way.

▪Some say, “The Buddha told us that there is “no-self.” So, what is the point of going through learning Dhamma etc., because there is no “me.””

▪Others say, “Even if I die and get reborn as an animal, it will be not “me”, because there is “no-self.””

▪They are both wrong by talking about a “no-soul.” What I ask them is, “If there is no “me”, would it be OK if someone hits you hard with a stick or worse?.” Then of course they realize that there is a “me.” That is the “me” who learns Dhamma or who could be reborn an animal.

5. We can take a simple simile to get an idea of these two extremes of “soul” and “no-soul.” We have all seen shapes and colors created by water fountains.

▪We all know those structures created by water are not real. But we cannot say they do not exist.

▪In the same way, since we cannot say that a person does not exist. However, there is nothing that exists permanently, it is just transitory. Thus both “self” and “no-self” are wrong perceptions.

▪Just like we can create different shapes and figures using that water fountain, we all go through various lifeforms in the rebirth process.

▪However, the suffering (or the intermittent happiness) is real.

6. This is a deep concept. We cannot deny that we have the inner perception (saññā) of a “me” (unless one is an Arahant). That is also THE reason that we go through this rebirth process. But that saññā CANNOT be gotten rid by forcing the mind to accept that there is no “me.” THAT DOES NOT WORK. When one starts learning the true nature of the world by understanding the real meanings of anicca, dukkha, anatta, the mind gradually realizes that there is no real “me”, but just an ever-changing “lifestream.”

▪Thus one could meditate for thousand years muttering to oneself, “it is anāthma” or “there is no-self”, or anything equivalent with the meaning “there is no “me””, and would not get anywhere close to the Sotāpanna stage or even any nirāmisa sukha, because deep inside one does not really believe in that.

▪Instead one needs to comprehend that “there is nothing fruitful to be had in this world in the long run”, or “one is really helpless in this rebirth process”; that is the concept of anatta.

▪Another word for anatta is “anātha” (this is the Sinhala word), which means “utterly helpless.” That is the status of a human being who is unaware of the perils of the rebirth process. The opposite is “nātha,” which is actually also used in Pāli to refer to the Buddha (as in one becomes “nātha” when one embraces the message of the Buddha).

7. In other words, “there is a ‘me’ as long as one craves for things in this world.” Denying that perception is not the solution. One craves for things in this world because one believes there is happiness to be had by seeking “things” in this world. That tendency to seek things will not reduce until one understands that it is fruitless to strive for such things in the long term; even though one may not know it, one is truly helpless. And that is a real meaning of anatta. 

▪But that cannot be grasped just by reading about it. One needs to contemplate (meditate) using real examples from one’s life. One will know that one is starting to get the concept when one starts realizing that one’s cravings for things in this world is gradually waning.

Why Dukkha is not Merely Suffering?

1. There is confusion about what the Buddha said about suffering because most cannot distinguish between dukha and dukkha. But the Pāli word for suffering is dukha. Dukkha (dukha+khaya) means there is hidden suffering AND that suffering can be eliminated (khaya is removal); see, “What is Saŋ? – Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪And dukkha sacca (the first Noble Truth) is the knowledge on seeing that those things we value as “sense pleasures” are in fact the CAUSE of this “hidden suffering.” 

2. Dukha is a vedanā (feeling). Anyone, and even animals feel dukha. No one has to convince anyone there is dukha in this world. If anyone can attain Nibbāna by realizing dukha in this world, then animals would attain Nibbāna first, because they know dukha very well.

▪However, dukkha (or the dukkha sacca) is the First Noble Truth. It says there is “hidden suffering” behind all this apparent happiness or the illusion of a future happiness that can be achieved by “working hard.”

▪Dukkha Sacca is comprehended not by contemplating on suffering, but contemplating on the causes for suffering, i.e., the immoral things we tend to do because of the lack of understanding of anicca, dukkha, anatta.

▪In order to comprehend dukkha, one needs to understand the wider world view of the Buddha and see that most suffering will be in future rebirths unless one attains at least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna.

▪That is why it takes a lot of time and effort to gain wisdom (paññā) and truly start on the Path. Since our senses cannot sense other realms, including the suffering-filled lowest 4 realms (except the animal realm), it is not a trivial matter to understand and truly believe the message of the Buddha.

3. This wrong conception has also led to the popularity of “breath meditation” (the incorrect ānāpāna meditation) as a way to remove “suffering.”

▪It is true that one could get “temporary relief” and even jhānic experiences using the breath meditation. But that does not solve the problem of “long-term sansāric suffering” emphasized by the Buddha.

▪When one cultivates the true “ānāpāna meditation” (see, “7. What is Ānāpāna?”), one can achieve temporary relief AND work towards “long-term happiness” of Nibbāna.

4. Most people have the perception that Buddha Dhamma is pessimistic, because it emphasizes suffering. Actually, it is quite the opposite.

▪The Buddha was just the messenger of the bad news. He DISCOVERED the true nature of this world: No matter where we are reborn within the 31 realms, we will not find happiness and in the LONG RUN, suffering prevails; see, “The Four Stages in Attaining Nibbāna.”

▪A world which is based on constant change, or more correctly constant disorder, (impermanence) is inherently incapable of providing stability (thus anicca is not impermanence, but anicca arises out of impermanence); see, “Second Law of Thermodynamics is Part of Anicca!.”

▪Yet, we have the PERCEPTION that we can somehow “beat the system” and find happiness. That is the wrong perception of nicca. Once we truly realize dukkha, we will see that anything in this world has the anicca nature; nothing in this world can provide long-lasting happiness in the long term.

5. The Buddha not only discovered that “this world” cannot provide us with stable and lasting happiness. He also found the way to get out of this inherently unstable, and thus unsatisfactory nature of existence. This is the Noble Eightfold Path.

6. Thus it is important to realize that dukkha has embedded in it the only optimistic message anyone can deliver: That we can overcome this inevitable suffering. 

▪When one truly realizes the true nature of “this world”, one voluntarily gives up struggling in vain to achieve the impossible, and that automatically leads to a state of happiness in one’s mind even before the Sotāpanna stage. 

▪This particular happiness, nirāmisa sukha, is different from the sense pleasures and one can experience it more and more as one follows the Path, and culminates in Arahantship or unconditioned happiness; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.” One can experience this nirāmisa sukha all the way up to its peak at Nibbāna during this very life.

7. Another important thing to realize is that there are only two ways that anyone’s destiny works out:

▪One waits until one gets really old to EXPERIENCE the suffering even in this life itself. It does not matter how much money one has: One will NOT be able to enjoy the sensual pleasures as one used to in the younger ages: all sense faculties degrade including culinary pleasures, visual, auditory, sex, etc. And if one gets a major illness it will be worse. The absolutely worse thing is that by that time it will be too late, because even the mind starts to degrade (it is actually the brain that degrades), and one will not be able to make any spiritual progress.

▪The other and the ONLY reasonable option is to develop insight NOW. The Buddha had revealed the true nature of “this world” of 31 realms. At least one should examine the big picture laid out by the Buddha to see whether that picture makes sense, and if it does to work towards getting out of “this world.”

▪People commit suicide thinking that it will end the suffering. It does not. The only way to stop suffering is to stop rebirth. There is nowhere to be found in the 31 realms that will end the suffering. One may find relatively long periods of happiness in the higher realms, but in the sansāric time scale that will only be a blip; see, “Sansāric Time Scale, Buddhist Cosmology, and the Big Bang Theory” and “Infinity – How Big Is It?.”

▪And one can test the path prescribed by the Buddha. As one experiences the nirāmisa sukha by removing greed, hate, and ignorance, one can start feeling the “cooling down”, the early stages of Nibbāna; see, “How to Taste Nibbāna.” This will accentuate one’s liking of Dhamma (chanda), enhance one’s determination (citta) and effort (viriya) to seek insight (vīmaṁsā); see, “The Four Bases of Mental Power (Cattāro Iddhipāda).”

Next, “Anicca – Repeated Arising/Destruction”, ………..
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The key to understanding the First Noble Truth (Dukkha Sacca; pronounced “dukkha sachcha”) is to understand the Three Characteristics or Tilakkhaṇa of “this wider world of 31 realms”, i.e., anicca, dukkha, anatta. Let us discuss a few key suttā.

Dhamma Cakka Pavattana Sutta (SN 56.11)

1. How suffering arises from anicca is explicitly described in the very first sutta, WebLink: suttacentral: Dhamma Cakka Pavattana Sutta (SN 56.11). Here is the text from the sutta:

Idam kho pana, bhikkhave, dukkham ariyasaccam:

jātipi dukkhā, jarāpi dukkhā, byādhipi dukkho, maraṇampi dukkhāṁ, appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho, yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ—saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā. [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

2. Bhikkhus, What is the Noble Truth of Suffering?

▪“jātipi dukkhā” means “birth causes suffering” (all births end up in suffering and death.) “Jarā pi dukkhā” means, “decay of something that is liked causes suffering.” And “maraṇaṁ pi dukkhā” means, “Death of a liked causes suffering.”

▪Then comes, “..appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho” meaning, “it brings sorrow when a loved one has to depart, and it also brings sorrow to be with a hated person.”

3. And then the summary of all that: “yamp’icchaṁ (yam pi icchaṁ) na labhati tam’pi dukkhaṁ.” Here we see, “ichcha” that we encountered in both anicca, dukka, anatta and also in Paṭicca Samuppāda (“pati+ichcha” “sama+uppada”). And “labhati” means “get.”

▪Thus, “If one does not get what one likes, that leads to suffering.” This phrase has everything condensed. That is anicca. It does not say suffering arises because of impermanence.

▪For detail, see, “Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?.”

▪Note that icca and iccha (ඉච්ච and ඉච්ඡ in Sinhala) are used interchangeably in the Tipiṭaka under different suttā, as you can see below. The word “iccha” with the emphasis on the last syllable indicates “strong icca” or “strong attachment.”

▪For correct pronuciations see, ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.”

Anatta Lakkhana Sutta

4. The Buddha delivered WebLink: suttacentral: Anatta Lakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59) to the five ascetics within a fortnight of the first sutta. The following are some questions that the Buddha asked the ascetics.

“Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti?

▪“Aniccaṁ, Bhante.” 

“Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vā taṁ sukhaṁ vā”ti?

▪“Dukkhaṁ, Bhante.” 

“Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vipariṇāmadhammaṁ, kallaṁ nu taṁ samanupassituṁ: ‘etaṁ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā’ti”?

▪“No hetaṁ, Bhante.”  

5. The first question was, “Bhikkhus: is any rūpa nicca or anicca?” or “Bhikkhus: can any rūpa be kept to one’s satisfaction or cannot be kept to one’s satisfaction?”

And the bhikkhus answer: “It cannot be kept to one’s satisfaction, Venerable Sir.”

▪Here it is to be noted that “rūpa” can be either internal or external. There are many rūpa in this world that are “permanent,” at least compared to our lifetimes. For example, an item made of gold or a diamond can last millions of years. But neither can be kept to “our satisfaction” since we will have to give them up when we die.

6. The second question: “Will such an entity lead to suffering or happiness?” And the bhikkhus answer: “Suffering, Venerable Sir.”

▪Here it is essential to see that if an entity is not permanent, whether that will lead to suffering: How many people suffered when Bin Laden got killed? Only those who liked him to live! Many people rejoiced in his demise. See details in “Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?.”

▪The third question: “Will such an entity that cannot be kept to one’s satisfaction, that leads to suffering, and is a vipariṇāma dhamma, should be considered as “myself or mine, or has any substance?” And the bhikkhus answer: “No reason to think so, Venerable Sir.”

Then the Buddha explained that those characteristics of anicca, dukkha, anatta also hold for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa.

Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta Are Related and Universal

7. Here we need to pay attention to the sequence of the three questions. The Buddha was pointing out that no “rūpa” can be kept to our satisfaction. Forming attachment to such rūpa will lead to suffering. Therefore, there is no reason to consider them having any substance. Anicca leads to dukkhā and anatta because we have nicca saññā about such (anicca) rūpa.

▪Of course, the same holds for vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa.

▪This relationship among anicca, dukkha, anatta was pointed out as “Yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā.” in the WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattānicca Sutta (SN 35.1) in the Samyutta Nikāya. See, “Anicca, dukkhā, Anattā – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪Therefore, anicca, dukkha, anatta are UNIVERSAL characteristics applicable to anything in this world.

Impermanence Does Not Always Lead to Suffering

8. It is essential to realize that the Buddha was not referring to just one’s body. Anicca applies to all saṅkhāra and saṅkhata. Nothing in this world can be kept to our satisfaction: “Sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā.” By the way, it is superfluous to say, “all saṅkhāra are impermanent.” Of course, all saṅkhāra arise and fall. How can saṅkhāra be permanent anyway?

▪Furthermore, “impermanence” does not ALWAYS lead to suffering. When Osama bin Laden died, most people were happy.

▪However, bin Laden’s death caused suffering to his followers. In both cases, the statement, “if something cannot be maintained to one’s satisfaction, that causes suffering” holds. The death of bin Laden caused suffering only to his followers.

▪If we have a headache/injury/disease, and if it became permanent, would we not suffer? It is a good thing that those conditions are impermanent so that we can get rid of them with medical treatment.

9. We strive to accumulate “good stuff,” but will have to leave them all behind at death. When we go through the rebirth process, we just repeat this process in each life.

▪In most rebirths, the suffering is great, and in some, there is happiness (human, deva, and Brahma realms.) But such “good rebirths” are encountered very rarely. The Buddha said that the lowest four realms are the “home base” for the living beings; they may visit other realms once-in-a-while, but always have to come back and spend the most time in the home base.

▪That is why the Buddha said this never-ending process of the cycle of rebirths, where we suffer so much, is fruitless and one is truly helpless. That is anattā.

▪It does not make sense to say because of anicca and dukkha, we have “no-self” or “no-soul.” Instead, as long as we have the wrong perception of anicca about anything in “this world”, we are subject to suffering, and thus we are truly helpless, anattā.

Girimananda Sutta

10. WebLink: suttacentral: Girimananda Sutta (AN 10.60) is another critical sutta in the Tipiṭaka that describes anicca in the most profound sense. The Buddha delivered this sutta to Ven. Ānanda (for him to recite to Ven. Girimananda, an Arahant, who was in pain due to an ailment). Here is a key phrase (in the middle of the sutta):

Katamā cānanda (ca Ānanda), sabbasaṅkhāresu aniccha saññā?

Idhānanda (Idha Ānanda) bhikkhu sabbasaṅkhāresu aṭṭīyati harāyati jigucchati.

Ayaṁ vuccatānanda (vuccati Ānanda), sabbasaṅkhāresu aniccha saññā.

Translated: 

“Ānanda, What is the (correct) perception of all saṅkhāra?

Ānanda, all saṅkhāra are like meatless bones, without substance, to be rejected like urine and feces. [aṭṭi : wounds. yati : [aor. of yatati] exerted oneself； strived. (m.), a monk. aṭṭīyati : wounds inflicted by oneself. harāyati :[deno. from hiri] is ashamed, depressed or vexed; worries. jigucchati：[gup + cha; gu is doubled and the first gu becomes ji] shuns; loathes; is disgusted at.]

That is Ānanda, how one should perceive all saṅkhāra.”

11. Here the Buddha is describing the characteristics of all saṅkhāra (“sabba” is “all”).

▪“Aṭṭi” is “bone.” A dog enjoys chewing a bone. But a bone has no nutrition or taste. Most of the time, the dog’s gum starts bleeding and that is what it tastes. But the dog does not realize that and values a bone very highly.

▪“Hara” is “substance”, and “harāyati” is without substance.

▪Furthermore, “Ji” and “gu” (pronounced “jee” and “goo”) are the Pāli and Sinhala words for “urine” and “feces.” As we already know, “icca” (Pronounced “ichcha”) means “like.” Thus “jiguccati” pronounced “jiguchchathi” means “it is no different than liking urine or feces.” Note that “jiguccati” is “ji” + “gu” + “icchati” means “a liking for urine and feces.”

▪All (abhi)saṅkhāra should be avoided (but this applies only at the Arahant stage).

12. Another critical point here is to note that the Buddha was talking about the “anicca saññā,” where saññā or perception is one of the main mental factors or cetasika. Anicca is a perception in our minds as we pointed out in the discussion on the Anatta Lakkhaṇa Sutta above.

▪Impermanence is a physical reality of things in the universe. Scientists know quite well that nothing in our universe is permanent. But that does not provide them with the perception of anicca. No scientist can attain Nibbāna via comprehending impermanence.

Anicca Does Not Mean Impermanence

13. Thus it is quite clear that anicca does not mean “impermanence.” The Pāli words for impermanence are aniyata and addhuva. Once one understands the true nature of the world, one will realize that any saṅkhāra (thought, speech, and action that is focused on attaining pleasurable things) is not to be valued. None can be maintained to one’s satisfaction and will only lead to suffering at the end.

▪The fruitlessness of ALL saṅkhāra is perceived only at the Arahant stage. We cannot even begin to comprehend that yet. That is why an Arahant is said to see the burden associated with even breathing (which is a kāya saṅkhāra). Anything we do to live in this world is a saṅkhāra. 

▪Initially, we should try to comprehend the unsuitability of apuññābhi saṅkhāra, those associated with immoral actions. Since we can grasp the consequences of such sinful actions, we CAN get our minds to reject them. That is enough to get to the Sotāpanna stage.

▪Once we do that, our cleansed minds can begin to see the fruitlessness of puññābhi saṅkhāra, and then even the pleasures of arūpāvacara samāpatti states (āneñjābhi saṅkhāra).

Icca Sutta (Saṁyutta Nikāya)

14. The “WebLink: Suttacentral: Icca Sutta (SN 1.69)” clearly describes what “icca” (and thus what anicca) is:

“Kenassu bajjhatī loko, kissa vinayāya muccati;

Kissassu vippahānena, sabbaṁ chindati bandhanan”ti.

“Icchāya bajjhatī loko, icchā vinayāya muccati;

Icchāya vippahānena, sabbaṁ chindati bandhanan”ti.

Translated: 

“What binds the world together? How does one get released? How can one gain release?

The world is bound by iccha; one becomes free by losing iccha, one becomes free of all bonds by losing iccha”

The word “icca” means “liking” and is closely related to “nicca.” Of course “nicca” means the perception that one can maintain those things to one’s satisfaction (and “anicca” implies the opposite: “na + icca”). The perception of nicca leads to icca, i.e., one believes that worldly things can provide everlasting happiness and thus one likes to hold on to them. Just like an octopus grabs stuff with all its eight legs and will not let go, humans (and other beings too) grab onto to worldly things with the hope of enjoying them.

▪Note that in this sutta, the word “iccha” is used instead of “icca” to emphasize that “strong attachment” as in the Dhamma Cakka Pavattana Sutta discussed above. 

The Key Problem with Sutta Interpretations

15. There are many, many suttā in the Tipiṭaka that describe anicca, dukkha, anatta. But if one starts with the wrong interpretations, some of those suttā can be interpreted the wrong way. Many suttā do not describe the relevant concepts in detail. Instead, a suttā provides a brief description or the niddesa version. The commentaries (Sinhala Aṭṭhakathā) were supposed to give the detailed (paṭiniddesa) explanations; see, “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪The root cause for the confusion has been the acceptance of the Visuddhimagga by Buddhaghosa as THE key commentary by Theravāda tradition.

▪Nowadays, most bhikkhus do not read the Tipiṭaka or the remaining three original commentaries that are in the Tipiṭaka. They just follow what is in the Visuddhimagga. That has been the single-most obstacle for people attaining Nibbāna for the past many hundreds of years.

▪Luckily, we have three of the original commentaries (even earlier than the Sinhala Atthakathā) preserved in the Tipiṭaka. See, “Misinterpretations of Buddha Dhamma” and “Preservation of the Dhamma.”

Then there is the following sutta which clearly states that the Buddha rejected both “self” and “no-self”, even according to conventional translations.

Channa Sutta – Anatta Does Not Mean “No-Self”

16. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Channa Sutta (SN 22.90)” clearly says anatta does not mean “no-self,” even in a “traditional” English translation: “WebLink: accesstoinsightŏrg: Channa Sutta: To Channa (SN 22.90)”:

“Everything exists”: That is one extreme. “Everything doesn’t exist”: That is a second extreme. Avoiding these two extremes, the Tathagata teaches the Dhamma via the middle: From ignorance as a requisite condition come fabrications. From fabrications, consciousness. Similarly, to name-&-form, the six sense faculties, contact, feeling, craving, clinging/sustenance, becoming (bhava), and birth. From birth as a requisite condition, then aging & death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, distress, & despair come into play. Such is the origination of this entire mass of stress & suffering.”

▪“Everything doesn’t exist” in the above translates to “no-self” when applied to a “living being.” As far as a “person” is concerned, “self” is one extreme, and “no-self” is the other extreme. Therefore, it wrong to say either “a person exists” or “a person does not exist.” 

▪Most Theravāda websites (including the above sites) and texts today translate “anatta” as “no-self.” But, it is clear from their translations (especially of the Channa Sutta) that the Buddha rejected this “no-self” view.

▪Whether it is a living being or the whole world, it is not correct to say they “exist” or “do not exist.” Things exist when suitable causes and conditions (per Paṭicca Samuppāda) are there.

▪Also, see, “Atta – Two Very Different Meanings.”

Next, “If Everything is Anicca Should We Just give up Everything?”, ………..
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Anicca is commonly translated as “impermanence.” But it is a fundamental concept in Buddha Dhamma, which has many related — but somewhat different — meanings. Some are discussed in the following posts:

oAnicca – Inability to Keep What We Like

oAnicca – Repeated Arising/Destruction

oAnicca – Worthlessness of Worldly Things

oAnicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”)

oHow to Cultivate Anicca Sanna

oHow to Cultivate the Anicca Sanna – II

oThree Marks of Existence – English Discourses

oIf Everything is Anicca Should We Just give up Everything?
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Re-written May 26, 2019; revised June 13, 2020; August 23, 2022; December 3, 2022

This post originally had the title, “Anicca – Inability to Maintain Anything.” I have re-written it with a new title to emphasize the meaning in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11); for more details: “Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta.”

Anicca in the First Noble Truth

1. The First Noble Truth clearly states that anicca nature is the root cause of suffering. Let us look at how the Buddha summarized the First Noble Truth about suffering in that very first sutta he delivered.

Idaṁ kho pana, bhikkhave, dukkhaṁ ariya saccaṁ:

jātipi dukkhā, jarāpi dukkhā, byādhipi dukkho, maraṇampi dukkhāṁ, appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho, yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhāṁ—saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā. [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

Translated: Bhikkhus, What is the Noble Truth of Suffering?

“Birth is suffering, getting old is suffering, getting sick is suffering, dying is suffering. Having to associate with things one does not like is suffering and having to separate from those things one likes is suffering. If one does not get what one likes, that is suffering – in brief, the origin of suffering is the craving for the five aggregates of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa (pañcupādānakkhandha). Pañcupādānakkhandha (upādāna or the “tendency to keep close” to pañcakkhandha) includes all that we crave in this world.

▪Note that “yampicchaṁ” is “yam pi icchaṁ” or “what one likes.”

Analysis of the First Noble Truth

2. The first part in bold indicates what we consider to be forms of suffering: Birth, getting old, getting sick, and dying.

▪We also DO NOT LIKE to get old or get sick, and do not like to die. If we have to experience any of them, that is suffering.

▪We want to stay young, not get old, not get sick, and not die ever. If we can have those conditions fulfilled we will be forever happy.

▪Stopping (re)birth is the only way to avoid sicknesses, old age, and death.  Even births in Deva and Brahma realms will end up in death. All births end up in old age and death.

▪Therefore, the suffering that the Buddha taught in his first discourse was associated with the rebirth process.

3. That is what the second part of the verse in #1 (not in bold) says: Having to associate with things that one does not like is suffering, and having to separate from those one likes is suffering. 

▪We all have experienced sorrow when separating from those who we like. We also feel distressed when we associate with those we do not like.

▪If we can be born instantaneously at a young age (say, 15 to 25 years) and stay at that age without getting old or sick and never die, that is what we WOULD LIKE. But no matter how much we would like to associate with such a life, we will NEVER get it.

▪Instead, we have to suffer through each life. Each birth ends up in death. Furthermore, we suffer when getting old, when getting sick/injured, and finally when dying. We cannot dissociate from those four things that we do not like.

▪But that is not the end of it. We keep doing this over and over in the rebirth cycle. Furthermore, things can worsen in the lowest four realms, including the animal realm.

We Suffer When We Do Not Get What We Desire

4. Both those parts are combined into one succinct statement in the third part of the verse in #1 (in bold): “Yampiccaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ.”

“Yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ” is a shortened version of the verse (that rhymes).

The complete sentence (without word combinations) is, “Yam pi icchaṁ na labhati tam pi dukkhaṁ.”

▪“Yam pi icchaṁ” means “whatever is liked or craved for.” “Na labhati” means “not getting.” “Tam pi dukkhaṁ” means “that leads to suffering.”

▪Therefore, that verse says: “If one does not get what one craves or likes, that leads to suffering.”

▪This is a more general statement and applies to any situation. We can see that in our daily lives. We like to hang out with people we like, and it is stressful to be with people we do not like.

▪Furthermore, the more one craves something, the more suffering one will endure. But this requires a lot of discussions.

Anicca – The Inability to Fulfill Our Desires

5. The negation of the word “nicca” is “anicca” (“na” + “icca”), just like the word Anāgāmi comes from “na” + “āgāmi.” Therefore, even though we would like Nature to be “nicca,” in reality, it is “anicca,” i.e., it is not possible, in the long run, to have, to be with, what we like, and that is the root cause of suffering. One may live most of one’s life happily, but one must leave all that behind when one dies.

▪A deeper point is that we all like to be born in good realms, but most future births will NOT be to our liking but are based on “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪By the way, Pāli words “icca” and “anicca” are pronounced “ichcha” and “anichcha.”

▪Not getting what one desires or craves is the opposite of “icca” or “na icca” or “anicca.” This is the same way that “na āgami” becomes “Anāgāmi” (“na āgami” means “not coming back”; but in the context of Anāgāmi, it means “not coming back to kāma loka or the lowest 11 realms. These are examples of Pāli sandhi rules (connecting two words).

6. Therefore, “yampiccaṁ nalabhati tampi dukkhaṁ” is the most crucial verse in the first sutta delivered by the Buddha, Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta. It provides the key to understanding the Buddha’s message and led to the attaining of the Sotāpanna stage by the five ascetics.

▪Note that icca and iccha (ඉච්ච and ඉච්ඡ in Sinhala) appear in the Tipiṭaka under different suttā. The word “iccha,” with the emphasis on the last syllable is used to indicate “strong icca” or “strong attachment.”

▪The word “icca” (liking) is closely related to “taṇhā” (getting attached). Taṇhā happens automatically because of icca.

▪The intrinsic nature of this world is “anicca,” i.e., we will never get what we crave, and thus, in the end (at least at death) we will leave all this behind and suffer, that is dukkha.

Nicca – The Wrong Perception We Have

7. It is essential to realize that nicca is the PERCEPTION that one can maintain things one likes to one’s satisfaction.

▪If this is the case, one is happy, i.e., sukha arises, or at least suffering does not arise. In that case, one is in control, and something fruitful is to be had, i.e., attā. Thus even if one needs to work hard to get something that can be maintained to one’s satisfaction, in the end, one can find permanent happiness, and one is in control of one’s destiny.

▪Humans typically have that nicca saññā and work hard to gain material things. But at death, one has to leave behind all those possessions, and thus one’s life ALWAYS ends in despair and suffering (in addition to suffering due to old age).

▪When one realizes the true “anicca nature,” one will see that one will be trapped in the rebirth process and be subjected to much suffering in the rebirth process. The Buddha advised cultivating the anicca saññā by constantly thinking about that reality.

▪More information on anicca as the opposite of “nicca”: “Three Marks of Existence – English Discourses.”

Root Cause of Suffering Is Anicca Nature

8. Thus, the root cause of suffering is NOT impermanence, even though it does play a role.

▪The world is inherently impermanent (see “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma”). However, impermanence by itself does not lead to suffering. If that is the case, since no one can change that fact, no one will be able to end the suffering (and attain Nibbāna).

▪The wrong PERCEPTION (saññā) of nicca leads to suffering. We struggle to find lasting happiness in a world that intrinsically has the anicca nature.

▪That wrong perception CAN BE changed by learning and contemplating Dhamma, i.e., by cultivating the anicca saññā.

▪The CORRECT PERCEPTION of anicca (once accepted by the mind), will lead to cessation of suffering (via the four stages of Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmi, Anāgāmi, Arahant).

Also see, “Does Impermanence Lead to Suffering?”, ………..

Things We Like Cannot Be Kept That Way for Too Long

9. The above point can be illustrated with the following video: 

“WebLink: ranker.com: Celebrities Who Have Aged the Worst”

▪We must realize that we all will undergo such inevitable changes as we age. No matter how hard we try, it is not possible to maintain ANYTHING to our satisfaction. It is the nature of “this world.”

▪Of course, any of these celebrities (or their fans) would be saddened to see the comparison. They have not been able to maintain their bodies to their satisfaction.

▪However, a person on bad terms with any of these celebrities could be happy to see these pictures because they wish to see something bad happen to the celebrity (in this case, to lose their “looks”).

▪Thus “impermanence” is inevitable; it is a property of anything in this world. But the perception of “anicca” is in someone’s mind. In the above case, the bodies of celebrities ARE impermanent; but that did not necessarily cause suffering to ALL. Even those celebrities, if they realize that anicca nature cannot be avoided, would not undergo additional suffering by subjecting themselves to plastic surgeries, botox treatments, etc. Most of all, depression can be avoided.

▪Anicca nature leads to suffering for ALL. But many go through added suffering by trying to “overcome it.” More importantly, one can stop future suffering by comprehending the anicca nature.

Root Cause of Depression

10. When one realizes that one cannot maintain something that is desired after a long struggle, one becomes distraught, depressed, and unsatisfied (“yam pi icchaṁ na labati tam pi dukkhaṁ”, where “na labati” means “not get”). Thus the wrong perception of nicca (or a sense of fulfillment of one’s desires) ALWAYS leads to dukha or suffering in the end.

▪The mindset is that even if something is not permanent and breaks down, one can always replace it with a new one and feel the sense of fulfillment one desires. It is not the impermanence that gives a sense of invincibility but the mindset that one can always find a replacement for it and maintain one’s happiness.

▪But suppose one carefully examines the broader worldview of the Buddha. Then, one can easily see that this mindset of the possibility of “long-lasting happiness in this world” is an illusion.

▪No matter what we achieve in this life, we HAVE TO leave it all behind when we die.

▪And in the new life, we start all over; this is what we have been doing from the beginning-less time.

▪And, of course, we make it worse by doing immoral things, “trying to maintain things to our satisfaction,” and thus generating bad kamma vipāka, leading to immense suffering in the four lowest realms (apāyā).

Anicca Nature Leads to Suffering and Helplessness

11. In the Saṁyutta Nikāya (Anicca Vagga), many suttā, including WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattanicca Sutta (SN 35.1), WebLink: suttacentral: Bahiranicca Sutta (SN 35.4), and WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanicca sutta (SN 22.15), the Buddha stated that the three characteristics of “this world” (anicca, dukkha, anatta) are RELATED to each other:

“yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, taṁ dukkhaṁ tadanatta” (expanded to “yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, taṁ dukkhaṁ tad anatta”), or,

– “if something cannot be maintained (or managed depending on the case) to one’s satisfaction, suffering arises, therefore, one is helpless in the end.”

Impermanence Does Not Always Lead to Suffering

12. Consider the examples in bullet #10 of the introductory post “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations.”

▪If we take a “headache” as the “something,” the statement now reads as follows.  “If a headache cannot be managed to one’s satisfaction (i.e., if one cannot get rid of the headache), suffering arises. Therefore one is helpless.”

▪Similarly, you can substitute anything we considered in the previous post and see that it will hold.

▪On the other hand, if anicca means “impermanence,” the statement reads:  “If a headache is impermanent, suffering arises. Therefore, one is helpless.” That is not correct. Suffering would arise only if the headache becomes permanent!

Anicca Nature Is There in All the Realms of This World

13. No existence in “this world” is exempt from these three characteristics. It applies to all 31 realms. Even though one may be able to find happiness at certain times, nothing we do can get us out of the realities of getting old, sick, and finally dying. Then the cycle repeats in the next life, and next, ….

▪Furthermore, any such “happy times” are insignificantly small in the sansāric time scale; see “The Four Stages in Attaining Nibbāna,” and “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

14. But the good news is that we can gain a kind of happiness that will not go away by comprehending the anicca nature, especially if one attains at least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?,” and “Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?.”

15. The Tipiṭaka describes the concept of anicca in many different ways. Two more are discussed in “Anicca – Repeated Arising/Destruction” and “Anicca – Worthlessness of Worldly Things.”
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1. Anicca has been analyzed in several different ways in the Tipiṭaka. In the Patisambidhā Magga Prakarana in the Tipiṭaka, it is explained as,

“uppāda vayattena anicca”,

which means “(this world is) anicca because we just keep going through the birth (arising)/ death (destruction) process.”

▪Of course, in between birth and death there is mostly suffering (in the realms at and below the human realm, where most beings spend time). This is the dukkha characteristic.

2. This is what we have been doing for an unimaginably long time (beginning-less), there is no break from it until one attains Nibbāna.

▪We see some people committing suicide hoping to end it all; but ending this life does not solve the “problem.” In fact, it may lead to a birth in a lower realm, which will only increase the suffering.

▪Thus continuing this ceaseless birth/death process is anatta, i.e., it is fruitless, burdened with suffering, and thus one is truly helpless.

3. We can see the Three Characteristics (Tilakkhaṇa) of this world by carefully examining the fate of anything that arises in this world, which goes by the name saṅkhata.

▪Whether it is a living being or an inert thing any saṅkhata arises, lasts for a certain time, and then perishes.

▪For an inert object, the process stops at the destruction step, and it does not feel anything as it goes through the process.

▪But for a living being, there is (mostly) suffering during arising/living/death, even though there may be spurts of “happiness” if one is fortunate enough to be born in human realms or the realms above it.

▪And the process does not stop at death unlike for an inert object. It just keep repeating.

The arising/destruction of a saṅkhata is described  in “Nirodha and Vaya – Two Different Concepts.”

4. A living being’s suffering is also enhanced by the “saṅkhata characteristics of inert objects” too. We work hard to acquire “things” but either they get run down/destroyed (houses, cars, furniture,….) or we die leaving them behind. Then if we are lucky to be born human in the next birth we just start this “accumulation process” and get distraught at death again….

▪If we think through logically (and this is real meditation), we should be able to grasp this main concept of anicca, dukkha, anatta.

▪Through the ages, philosophers (as well as most people) have wondered, “What is the meaning of life?.” And they normally think about just this present life; see, ““Why Does the World Exist?” by Jim Holt.”

5. Someone who has accomplished something significant may think otherwise at the moment of that accomplishment. But it lasts only a short time; at death, it is all gone. If he/she wanted to accomplish something significant in the next life (provided one is lucky to be reborn human), then one has to start all over.

▪This point becomes poignantly clear, if one takes a little time and think about the life of any famous personality (emperors, kings, politicians, movie stars,…from times past to the present). Most of them are bound to be born in lower realms because of the heinous acts they did to get some of those positions.

▪If one knows the “big picture” about the wider world and the beginning-less journey we have made, it becomes clear that all through uncountable number of lives we have struggled in vain “seeking an elusive happiness.” There is no meaning to life in the long run, AND it makes one suffer, and this is the nature of this world: anicca, dukkha, anatta.

6. If there is a birth, there MUST be a death. There is no exception, other than Nibbāna.

This is the “akālika” or “timeless” quality of Nibbāna.

▪All saṅkhata operate on the basis of kamma vipāka, which normally take time to bring their fruits. This is why people are unable to “see” the working of kamma. There may be drug dealers who live like kings, but they will be paying with interest in the future.

▪Nibbāna brings fruits instantaneously, there is no time gap involved (it is “akālika”), unlike a saṅkhata. Furthermore, once attained there is no time duration after which it is destroyed; it is forever.

▪The magga phala (Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmī, Anāgāmī, Arahant) are attained in one citta (lasting less than a billionth of a second). And since they were attained via ELIMINATION OF CAUSES, there is no destruction associated with them. i.e., they are forever.

▪In comparison, a living being arises DUE TO CAUSES, and when the underlying cause or the fuel is spent, the living being dies. But the process does not stop, because the being had acquired NEW CAUSES (new kamma) during that life or in the previous lives.

7. In the Dhamma Vandana:

“Svākkhato Bhagavatā Dhammo Sandiṭṭhiko Akāliko Ehi-passiko Opanāyiko Paccattam

veditabbo vinnuhiti”,

the quality of Dhamma that is described by “akālika” is that it leads to effects that do not depend on time.

▪And that is achieved via the quality listed before that: “sandiṭṭhiko” (“saŋ” + “diṭṭhiko”). Dhamma explains and clarifies “saŋ” that are the causes (avijjā and taṇhā) for arising of saṅkhata (whether they are living or inert); see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪“Bhagavatā Dhammo” can be taken as “Buddha’s Dhamma,” but it has a deeper meaning too (This Dhamma was only DISCOVERED by the Buddha Gotama, as had countless other Buddhas before him. “Bhagavatā” (“bhaga” + “vata” where “bhaga” means divide and “vata” means “the process” that looks like a “living being”) means this Dhamma, by analyzing a “person” in terms of “actions”, illustrates that there in no enduring entity in a “living being.”

▪And this process leads to “svakkhata” (“sva” for “self” and “+ “akkata” or “akrutha” or “akriya” means putting out of action) meaning it leads to getting rid of the concept of a “me” (āsmai māna) — which happens at the Arahant stage. It is not about whether a “self” exists or not; it is rather to realize that nothing in this world is worth to be considered “mine.”

8. Some people erroneously interpret “uppāda vayattena anicca” as “things are IMPERMANENT because EVERYTHING is formed and destroyed within 17 thought moments.”

▪This serious misconception is discussed in the post, “Does any Object (Rūpa) Last only 17 Thought Moments?.”

▪Each saṅkhata that arises has its own lifetime: a fly lives only for a few days, a human lives for about 100 years.

Next, “Anicca – Worthlessness of Worldly Things”, ………
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Different Meanings of Anicca

1. Anicca (pronounced “anichcha”) is a profound concept that has several meanings (impermanence is only a small part of it). We discussed one interpretation as “it is not possible to maintain anything in this world to one’s satisfaction”; see, “Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like.”

▪Another interpretation is the following. Whatever that seems to provide lasting happiness arises and destroyed. Anything is subjected to unpredictable changes (vipariṇāma) while it lasts. See, “Anicca – Repeated Arising/Destruction.”

▪Here we discuss another: There is nothing in this world that is valuable and can provide lasting happiness. Not only that, but more craving can only lead to more suffering!

We Like to Get Hold of Things That We Like (Crave)

2. The desire (iccā or icchā; pronounced “ichchā”) for any object depends on the value that one places for that object. If one realizes that the object does not have any significant value, then one would not have any desire for that object.

▪One has iccā for a given object which one perceives it to be of “nicca” (pronounced “nichcha”) nature, i.e., that one thinks has value and can provide happiness.

▪If one realizes that a given object does not have a real value, one loses craving for that. The anicca nature means NOTHING in this world has real value. Of course, full comprehension comes only at the Arahant stage. The starting point is to see that immoral actions MUST BE avoided regarding even “seemingly high-value things.”

The Perception of “Value” Depends on One’s Level of Understanding

3. Suppose you give the following choices for a five-year-old. A giant chocolate bar or the title to a brand new house (written to his/her name so that the child will be the owner of the house).

▪What will the child choose? Of course, the child will want chocolate, and he/she will have no idea how a piece of paper can be more valuable than tasty chocolate! Thus the child has the perception of nicca for the chocolate, i.e., that it can bring happiness whereas the happiness from the house is hard to be grasped by the child.

▪However, when that same child grows up and becomes an adult, he/she will choose the title to the house without hesitation. By that time, he/she would have realized that a house is much more valuable than a bar of chocolate. The adult will recognize the “anicca nature” of the chocolate: it can only bring happiness only for a few minutes!

▪Did anyone have to explicitly tell that adult that the title to the house is much more worth than chocolate? No. One would realize that when one learns more about the world.

▪Just the same way, when one learns Dhamma, one will AUTOMATICALLY realize that nothing in this world has real value. But that realization comes gradually.

The Tendency to Do Immoral Deeds Based on Cravings

4. All immoral deeds (dasa akusala) are done because of the “value” that one places on worldly things. A child may hit another over that chocolate. An adult may be willing to lie, steal, or even kill to get possession of a house.

▪When that adult grasps the critical message of the Buddha, he/she will realize the “anicca nature” of the house too. That even craving for a house is not worth compared to the “cooling down” one can gain by getting rid of the cravings associated with the house. Of course, one does not need to get rid of the house.

▪He/she would realize that collecting “valuables” like houses, cars, etc. or making a lot of money (much more than one needs) can bring only suffering at the end (and lose precious time one could have spent on learning Dhamma and making progress towards Nibbāna).

Adverse Consequences of Cravings

5. Craving for sense objects can have adverse consequences in a wide range. At a lower level, just enjoying sense pleasures without harming others will make one bound to the kāma loka (via “paṭi icca sama uppāda” or “what one likes is what one gets”); see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha” + “Sama+uppāda.”

▪However, if one does immoral deeds (dasa akusala) to get such “valuables,” then one will be subjected to dukkha dukkha (direct suffering) in the apāyā in future lives; see, “Introduction -2 – The Three Categories of Suffering.” That is the worst kind of future suffering, and one would not be able to comprehend that if one does not believe in rebirth or that kamma vipāka, i.e., if one has micchā diṭṭhi.

▪Once one gets rid of micchā diṭṭhi, it will be easier to see one aspect of the anicca nature. That is “aniccaṁ khayaṭṭhena,” which means “anicca nature leads to one to the downside,” i.e., to do immoral acts and to end up experiencing unimaginable suffering (dukkha dukkha) in the apāyā.

▪Thus anicca nature not only means that one cannot maintain things to one’s satisfaction in the long run but ALSO, it can lead to much suffering in the future.

The Understanding Leads to the Sotāpanna Stage

6. One can get to the Sotāpanna stage by comprehending the above harsh consequences of anicca nature.

▪Buddha also said, “dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena” or “one should be fearful of the dukkha nature” when describing the characteristic of dukkha. At the Sotāpanna stage, one can see that not comprehending the anicca nature can lead to suffering in the apāyā. But he/she may still not realize that much suffering (even though less than in the apāyā) can also arise due to just being attached to sense pleasures, i.e., kāma rāga. 

▪The full impact of “dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena” is realized only at the Anāgāmi stage (having seen a glimpse of it at the Sakadāgāmi stage). That is when one realizes the dukkha associated with just the craving for sensual pleasures.

▪Craving for sense-pleasures lead to saṅkhāra dukkha and vipariṇāma dukkha, as explained in detail in the post, “Introduction – What is Suffering?.”

7. At the Sotāpanna stage, one comprehends the “anicca nature” at a preliminary level and grasps the dukkha dukkha. Even though one can see the truth of the other two types of dukkha (saṅkhāra dukkha and vipariṇāma dukkha), one does not “truly grasp their effects.” Those two aspects of dukkha are present in the higher realms of kāma loka (human and deva realms).

▪One truly starts comprehending saṅkhāra dukkha and vipariṇāma dukkha at the Sakadāgāmi stage, and it will be completed only at the Anāgāmi stage. That leads to further strengthening of “dukkhaṁ bhayaṭṭhena.” One can see the danger in the types of dukkha arising from attachment to sense pleasures (even without engaging in immoral acts). 

▪Comprehending the bad consequences of sensual pleasures is much harder than seeing the dangers associated with immoral deeds. That is why a Sotāpanna is still “not free” from rebirths in kāma loka.

Cravings for Sense Desires Lost Only at the Anāgāmi Stage

8. By the time one gets to Anāgāmi stage, one would have removed the lower five types of bonds (orambhagiya saṁyojana) that bind one to the realms in the kāma loka; see, “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process.”

▪There are five higher saṁyojana associated with higher rūpa and arūpa realms. First one removes rūpa rāga (attachment to rūpa jhāna) and then arūpa rāga (attachment to arūpa samāpatti).

▪The rūpa and arūpa realms (highest 20 realms) mostly have rūpa jhānic pleasures and arūpa samāpatti attainment. In those realms, dukkha dukkha and saṅkhāra dukkha are mostly absent, and only the vipariṇāma dukkha (death at the end) is present. One lives with jhānic pleasure until the end when one becomes helpless and could end up even in the apāyā.

9. In comprehending the Three Characteristics of nature, the critical step is in realizing that collecting “valuables” (houses, money, etc.) as an adult is as foolish as collecting candy wrappers as a child.

▪To make that step of “higher wisdom” per Buddha Dhamma, one needs first to understand the “world view of the Buddha,” that the world is of anicca nature, i.e., CRAVING for those “valuables” only lead to suffering in the long run. “Long-run” involves not only this life but future lives.

▪That is why belief in rebirth is an important requirement to even start on the mundane Path.

The World is of Anicca Nature, Not Nicca Nature

10. It is an illusion to believe that ANY object in this world will have the “nicca” nature. That there are things in this world that have real, lasting value. The reality is the opposite expressed by the word “anicca.” One meaning of “anicca” is that there is nothing in this world of value that can bring lasting happiness.

▪However, it is challenging for one to comprehend this “anicca nature” unless one believes in the laws of kammā. That one’s actions will have consequences. A natural extension of the laws of kammā is the validity of the rebirth process. 

▪Many actions committed in this life do not bring their results in this life. But they will appear in future lives. Therefore, the laws of kammā necessarily REQUIRE the rebirth process.

▪One has more “iccā” (or more attachment) for an object that one perceives to be of high value. Then one would have the perception of “nicca” nature for that object. He/she thinks that it can provide happiness.

▪But the reality is that either that object loses its value OR one dies, making any perceived value zero at the end. One of those two outcomes is inevitable.

It is Impossible to Comprehend Anicca Nature Without Belief in Rebirth Process

11. If one does not believe in the rebirth process, then one could be compelled to do immoral deeds to get possession of valuable objects. That is a hidden defilement (anusaya) that may not manifest unless the temptation is high.

▪For example, one may not steal anything for a lifetime but could be tempted to take a bribe of a million dollars.

▪Or, a drug addict could say, “I am just going to enjoy inhaling drugs until I die from it,” thinking that there will not be any consequences after the physical body dies.

▪However, one’s outlook on such things will dramatically change if one can see the reality of the rebirth process. Most people just believe what “science says” and do not even bother to look at the ever-increasing evidence for the rebirth process. See “Evidence for Rebirth.”

▪Science agrees that causes lead to corresponding effects. Any action has a reaction. However, since science does not know much about how the mind works, it is unable to provide answers to issues that involve the mind. Kammā and kamma vipāka are causes and corresponding effects.

Greed Comes from the Perception of Nicca Nature

12. Lobha (abhijjhā) is the greed generated in a mind that puts a “very high value” for an object. One is willing to do immoral acts to get possession.

▪One with just kāma rāga (desire for sensual pleasures) has the desire to enjoy sensual objects but would not hurt others to get them. Most “moral people” belong to this category UNLESS the temptation becomes high. A Sotāpanna has kāma rāga but will not succumb to ANY temptation to do apāyagāmi deeds.

▪A Sakadāgāmi has lost the desire to “own” such sensual objects but still likes to enjoy them.

▪Any desire for sensual pleasures goes away at the Anāgāmi stage.

13. In other words, one starts losing the value that one places for “mind-pleasing” objects as one progresses to higher stages of Nibbāna.

▪But the critical point to understand is that one LOSES such desires AUTOMATICALLY. One does not need to, and one CANNOT, lose such desires by sheer will power. One needs to “see” the dangers of such cravings by developing the “dhamma eye,” or paññā (wisdom) by learning and contemplating on the Tilakkhaṇa. 

▪Even if one forcefully keeps such desires SUPPRESSED, such desires will just stay dormant (remain as anusaya.) Those anusaya WILL resurface later in this life or future lives. They can only be removed by comprehending Tilakkhaṇa. See, “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

▪With gradual cleansing of the mind, one will start seeing the worthlessness of worldly things.

Also, see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – According to Some Key Suttā.”
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[Old Title: The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”) – Key to Dukkha Sacca]

Key Verse in The Girimānanda Sutta

1. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Girimānanda Sutta (AN 10.60)”, the Buddha stated key features of the anicca nature of “all saṅkhāra”: “Katamā cānanda, sabbasaṅkhāresu anicchāsaññā? Idhānanda, bhikkhu sabbasaṅkhāresu aṭṭīyati harāyati jigucchati. Ayaṁ vuccatānanda, sabbasaṅkhāresu anicchāsaññā.”

Translated: “Ānanda, what is the anicca saññā associated with all saṅkhāra? One is subjected to stress, one should be ashamed of engaging in such useless activity, and liking saṅkhāra is like embracing urine and feces. That is the anicca saññā associated with all saṅkhāra.” [aṭṭi : wounds. yati : [aor. of yatati] exerted oneself； strived. (m.), a monk. aṭṭīyati : wounds inflicted by oneself. harāyati :[deno. from hiri] is ashamed, depressed or vexed; worries. jigucchati：[gup + cha; gu is doubled and the first gu becomes ji] shuns; loathes; is disgusted at.]

▪We will briefly discuss the “aṭṭīyati” nature. “Atti” means “bones” ( ඇට in Sinhala ). A dog thinks that a bone is precious. It spends hours and hours chewing it and becomes tired in the end. Sometimes, the bone would scrape the gum, and the dog would taste its own blood thinking that the taste is from the bone.

▪In the same way, we only get tired and stressed out (pīḷana) by generating all types of saṅkhāra. However, we do not realize that while making that effort. That is why saṅkhāra dukkha remains hidden.

▪We engage in mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra; see, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

The Mental Suffering (Pīḷana)

2. Most people think that the first Noble Truth on suffering (dukkha sacca) is the physical suffering itself, i.e., they associate it with dukha vedanā, which is part of the vedanā cetasika. However, the Buddha said, “This Dhamma is unlike anything that the world has ever seen.” The real truth about suffering is the following. It is the suffering hidden in what everyone perceives to be happiness. That needs to be seen with the paññā (wisdom) cetasika.

▪Thus, “seeing dukkha sacca with wisdom” means “seeing the suffering hidden in sensory pleasures.”

▪It is difficult to understand the first Noble Truth on suffering for someone who is feeling too much suffering. When someone is hurting from an ailment or when someone’s mind is too weak at old age, it is not possible to contemplate the profound message of the Buddha, as we will see below.

3. Dukkha sacca (pronounced, “sachcha”) is the Truth of Suffering; sacca is the truth.

▪“Pīḷana” (pronounced as “peelana”) is the Pāli word for distress or hardship. That is part of the suffering we undergo, even without realizing it.

▪“Peleema” (පෙලීම) is the Sinhala word for distress, or hardship, where the first part “pe” rhymes like “pen.”

▪The spelling of Pāli words is according to an adopted convention that is different from “standard English.” See, ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1” and ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 2.”

That is the kind of meditation (contemplation) one needs to do initially, even before starting on the Ariya Ānāpānasati bhāvanā. I cannot emphasize enough the importance of understanding the real message of the Buddha first.

Incessant Distress/Depression (Pīḷana)

4. Even though we do not realize it, we are stressed out ALL THE TIME. Constant work is necessary to keep our physical body in good condition. Anyone who has had temporary relief from this constant distress (pīḷana) via a good meditation program (even the mundane “breath meditation”) knows this; it is called nirāmisa sukha. It is even more apparent if one can have a jhānic experience. Only when one gets into a jhānic state that one realizes that one had been under incessant stress all life.

▪We do not realize this because this is the “baseline” for existence (our “comfort zone”); this is what we have done over innumerable rebirths.

▪To get some relief from this constant distress, we strive to bring about periods of happiness. We keep thinking of ways to get a better house, car, or zillions of other “things” that are supposed to provide us with joy. Thus, we are ALWAYS stressing out to adjust this “baseline comfort zone.” We move to a bigger house, buy a set of new furniture, work harder to get a better job, etc.

▪Furthermore, when we go a little bit below the current “comfort level,” we need to do work (kāya saṅkhāra) to remedy that. For example, when we get hungry, we may have to prepare a meal or walk/drive to a restaurant to get a snack.

▪Or, we may be sitting at home, satisfied after a meal, but then all of a sudden, we again go “below the comfort level” for no apparent reason; we just become “bored” sitting at home and think about going to a movie. So, we get in the car and drive to a movie theater.

▪I am sure you can think about zillion such things we do all day long.

Dukkha Dukkha – Doubling the Suffering

5. We have to endure injuries and various forms of sicknesses because of the physical body that we have. That physical body had origins in past kamma. Then, based on such physical ailments, we also suffer mentally.

▪Such “distresses” belong to one type of dukkha. That is dukkha dukkha. Thus, on top of physical suffering, we double that suffering by such “mental suffering. That mental suffering is part of “samphassa-jā-vedanā.” See, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways.”

▪In addition to direct ailments, we have other forms of suffering associated with the physical body. We get hungry, thirsty, lonely, bored, etc. Thus, we need to attend to the needs of our physical bodies continually. It is like taking care of an invalid. These are all part of dukkha dukkha.

Saṅkhāra Dukkha

6. Our senses continually ask for enjoyment. We want to see beautiful things, hear pleasurable sounds, smell sweet fragrances, and taste sumptuous foods. The body wants luxurious touches, and the mind likes to think about pleasant thoughts.

▪Then we have to do things (via kāya saṅkhāra) to satisfy these “urges.” That is “saṅkhāra dukkha” mentioned in #1 above.

▪In addition to doing work going to a restaurant, traveling to a cinema, etc., we also need to do a job to make money for all those activities. Constant work (saṅkhāra) is required to keep us afloat.

▪Most times, we get one urge on top of another: we may want to eat and drink, we may want to watch a movie, but also may want company (gather friends).

▪We do not realize this suffering because our minds are focused on THE RESULT, the pleasure we MIGHT have after doing all that work. That “made-up mental pleasure” is another part of “samphassa-jā-vedanā” mentioned above.

▪You may be thinking, “What is he talking about? Isn’t this what life is supposed to be?”. Exactly! We do not even realize this because this is our “baseline” of existence. We have done this over and over extending to beginning-less time, and we PERCEIVE this to be “normal.”

Dukkha Dukkha and Saṅkhāra Dukkha Go Together

7. What we perceive as happiness comes from the relief we get when the distress level decreases due to our efforts. All we do is to suppress “imbalances” or “take actions to bring it to balance.” We get relief from that. But the same imbalance keeps coming back and we will have to go over the same “balancing act” again! Let us consider an example.

▪We naturally get hungry and thirsty, which are two main “pīḷana” that we cannot avoid as long as we have this physical body.

▪However, when we eat and drink, that leads to a sense of happiness. But we never think that this “happiness” actually arose due to inevitable distress.

▪If we cannot find water when we get thirsty, that will lead to real suffering. At that point, a glass of water will taste heavenly. However, after drinking a glass or two, we will not be able to enjoy drinking any more water.

▪That “happiness” actually arose when getting rid of the pīḷana due to thirst.

▪The problem is that hunger/thirst keeps coming back!

8. The reality is that no matter what we do to please the senses, those delightful moments are limited. They do not arise without “pīḷana” or inherent distress associated with the body. Even if we can maintain that sensory fulfillment for a long time, we become tired after a while. Then the mind asks for a different kind of experience. Let us look at some examples.

▪When we are in a warm climate, we are thrilled to be in an air-conditioned room. But we would not like to be in an air-conditioned room in the middle of winter in Alaska, where we would like the place to be warmed up. “Happiness” is not associated with cold or hot air. We will feel happy when we remove “pīḷana” or the discomfort/distress for the body by cooling or warming the environment.

▪We can be lying in the most comfortable bed, but sooner or later, we start shifting and rolling, trying to find a better posture, and eventually cannot stay in bed anymore.

▪The most beautiful scenery can be watched only for so long and would get bored. The joy of sex is gone once satisfied, and that urge will not arise until at a later time again.

Vipariṇāma Dukkha

9. Then there is a third type of suffering called vipariṇāma dukkha. That is also associated with the body but is due to “unexpected changes” and eventual death. That is called “vipariṇāma” dukkha.

▪For example, an accident can cause injury. We may come down with a major illness like cancer anytime.

▪Death cannot be avoided in ANY realm and is “built-in” suffering. That WILL NOT be stopped until Parinibbāna.

▪All three types of suffering are associated with anicca nature. Because of the anicca nature, dukkha arises inevitably. That is why we are helpless (anatta) in the rebirth process! 

▪Thus, anicca, dukkha, and anatta are inter-related. See, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

The Three Types of Suffering

10. In summary, out of the three types of suffering, we notice (and worry about) only the vipariṇāma dukkha.

▪One may not even notice the other two types of suffering (dukkha dukkha and saṅkhāra dukkha). They are masked by our perceived “happiness.” Especially those of us who are born with a reasonable level of wealth can overcome both easily.

▪Most of us get to eat before we become starving, and it becomes a “suffering.” Furthermore, we don’t need to go hunting and kill an animal to eat; we can go to a restaurant and have a nice meal.

▪Therefore, those two types of suffering are hidden from us. But we know that many people feel such suffering.

11. The worse part is that in the lowest four realms, beings become truly helpless (anatta). There is little one can do (saṅkhāra) to make amends for the incessant dukkha dukkha in those realms.

▪For example, a wild animal has very few choices when it gets hungry. It may go hungry for days with much suffering.

▪In the wild, you do not see any old, sick animals. When they become weak, they are eaten by bigger, stronger animals. That is the true meaning of anatta. There is absolute helplessness, especially in those lower realms.

Suffering Is Present in All Realms

12. There is nowhere in the 31 realms where dukkha is absent. The three types of dukkha are present in the 31 realms in varying degrees:

▪In the lowest realm, the niraya, dukkha dukkha is predominant; there is only suffering, and no way to get relief by doing saṅkhāra. Even in the animal realm, there is relatively little saṅkhāra dukkha; they just suffer directly, as pointed out above.

▪In the higher realms (above the human realm), there is very little dukkha dukkha because those are “good births” that originated due to meritorious kamma. In these higher realms, it is the vipariṇāma dukkha that ends the life there. Also, any Brahma has not overcome suffering in the lowest four realms in the future, unless they have attained magga phala.

▪It is in the human realm that all three types of dukkha are present at significant levels. The saṅkhāra dukkha is highest in the human realm compared to all the realms.

13. What we discussed is the First Noble Truth, Dukkha Sacca. There is hidden dukkha, even in bouts of apparent happiness. There is no place within the 31 realms where dukkha can be overcome. See, “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.”
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It takes an effort to get the anicca saññā and get to the Sotāpanna stage. Reading about the anicca nature is not enough.

Acquiring Anicca Saññā Requires an Effort

1. Many people tell me, “I think I understand what anicca means. But then what?”.

▪If one gets at least a glimpse of what is meant by anicca, that goes a long way. And that is not hard if one spends some time contemplating it. A Sotāpanna fully comprehends the anicca nature and the anatta nature. The next step is to fully comprehend dukkha and asubha nature. See, “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.”

▪A Sotāpanna Anugāmi may not have diṭṭhi vipallāsa about anicca and anatta, but may have saññā and citta vipallāsa. Thus, it is important to spend time cultivating anicca saññā.

▪Reading and learning about anicca and experiencing anicca saññā are two different things. First, it is a good idea to figure out what saññā is; see “Saññā – What It Really Means.”

▪One needs to contemplate the anicca nature with real examples from one’s life to get that anicca saññā to sink in one’s mind.

2. A Buddha must first point out the essential truth about this world, i.e., “that we cannot maintain anything in this world to our satisfaction.” But once told,  it is not difficult to see the truth by critically evaluating that statement.

▪If one CAN maintain ANYTHING to one’s satisfaction, that HAS TO BE one’s own body and mind: “This is my body, and these are my thoughts.” Therefore, one should start by contemplating one’s own body and mind.

The Mind – Can We Keep It the Way We Want?

3. Close your eyes and try to fix your mind on your wife, husband, friend, house, or anything else. Can you keep your thoughts on that one subject for any significant time?

▪It is not possible to do that. Our minds wander off, seeking “more enticing thought objects.” You will notice that it becomes even more challenging when one’s mind is excited, for example, when one has seen an attractive object or done something strenuous. In the first case, kāmacchanda nīvaraṇa is strong. In the latter, one is breathing hard. In both cases, the “excitability” is high).

▪Thus when one’s mind is calm, it is a bit easier to keep the mind on something, but still not for too long.

4. It is essential to verify for oneself these examples. Buddha Dhamma is to be experienced, not just read.

▪One can cultivate wisdom only by “verifying for oneself that what the Buddha said is indeed true.” Blind faith will not get anyone close to the truth. Thus true meditation is to learn the true and pure Dhamma and critically evaluate it based on one’s own experiences.

5. Once we confirm that one cannot keep one’s mind to the way one wants, the next step is to consider whether one can maintain one’s body the way one likes.

▪We cannot change our basic body features like height, the color of the skin or the hair, etc. Furthermore, if one is born blind or without a limb, there is nothing one can do about that. Thus to a significant extent, we have to live with the body we were born with.

The Body – Can We Keep It to Our Liking?

6. Next, consider our body and see whether we can maintain it like that if we like that appearance.

▪Of course, we can do that for a while, especially if one is young. But there inevitably comes a time when one will not be able to do that. One can verify that by looking at one’s parents and grandparents: look at their old pictures and see how young and vibrant they were back when they were your age.

▪Therefore, we need to see that we cannot even maintain things that we consider “our own” to our satisfaction in the long run. That is to help cultivate the “anicca saññā” to a large extent.

The Truth Will Set You Free!

7. Contrary to those who believe that thinking along these lines is “depressing,” it can be liberating to realize the truth. Those who keep trying to “patch up one’s losing body assets” by artificial means end up “highly depressed” and even commit suicide. It is better to have thought about the “inevitabilities of life” ahead of time.

▪If one contemplates deep enough, one realizes that no matter how much money one can throw at such problems, in the end, one will become helpless. Just think about any old movie stars, beauty queens, bodybuilders, politicians, kings, emperors, etc., and see how they died helplessly at the end.

▪Each person dies helplessly at old age or dies unexpectedly of an accident or a significant illness. There is nothing that can be called “graceful death.” It may seem to outsiders that “one is aging gracefully,” but that person knows how hard it is, even if at average health. One cannot do things the way one did once, and one cannot enjoy any sensory pleasure at the same level. All our sense faculties degrade with time.

8. This was the basic message of the Buddha, and it is not something he made up. He just revealed the truth about the nature of this world, which any average person would not think about themselves. We are too busy enjoying sensory pleasures (or trying to acquire enjoyable objects) even to think about it.

▪The Buddha also showed that unless we do something about it, this is what we will be doing forever in the future. We will be reborn and will go through the same cycle over and over. It is much worse since most births in this cycle of rebirths are in the lower four realms, where the hardships and sufferings are much higher.

▪More importantly, he revealed a way to eliminate this cycle of births wrought with suffering.

We Have a Distorted (Viparīta) Saññā About the World

9. The Buddha explained that we keep returning to this world because we don’t realize “this unsatisfactory nature.” No matter how much suffering we go through, we always think we can overcome them (and sometimes we do, but in the end, we all die). We have the wrong perception that somehow we can “beat the system,” i.e., attain happiness and MAINTAIN that happiness. We have the incorrect “nicca saññā”. It is not real nature. The Buddha called it “viparīta saññā.”

▪He said as long as we have this “nicca saññā,” we can never escape future suffering. The solution is in that first truth about suffering (Dukkha Sacca, the suffering that we can eliminate): What we need to do is to fully realize the “anicca nature” of this world, that “we cannot maintain anything to our satisfaction in the long run.”

▪Most people do not realize that the mere change of perception can lift a heavy load that one has been carrying. That is the basis of “nirāmisa sukha”; see “Peace of Mind to Nibbāna – The Key Step.”

▪That does not mean one will give up trying to give up everything and go to a forest; see, “If Everything is Anicca, Should We Just give up Everything?”. One needs to spend time in actual meditation, which means always trying to “see the anicca nature” around.

Saṁsāric Suffering Maintained With Nicca Saññā

10. When we have this wrong “nicca saññā,” we willingly embrace this world, and that is “Paṭicca” (“paṭi” + “icca,” where “paṭi” is bind and “icca” means willingly). When that happens, “sama uppāda” (where “sama” is similar and “uppāda” means birth) follows inevitably; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha” + “Sama+uppāda”.”

▪Thus, we will be born into whatever type of existence we crave.

▪But that does not mean if we crave a human rebirth, we will get that. Instead, rebirth is, according to “gati,” the critical aspect of one’s mindset. If one is excessively greedy, one may be born in the realm of “hungry ghosts”; if one is excessively angry or hateful, one will be born where that mindset prevails, i.e., in the niraya (hell).

▪In other words, when one has the wrong “nicca saññā,” one tends to do immoral things to get what one perceives to provide sensory pleasures. Then vipāka of those kammā will lead to worse existences in the future, both in this life and, more importantly, in future lives.

Necessary Background to Cultivate Anicca Saññā

11. As one cultivates the “anicca saññā,” one begins to stay away from the ten immoral actions more and more due to clear comprehension that such efforts are unfruitful.

▪What is the point of stealing money at the expense of others and acquiring a “good lifestyle” that will last only 100 years? And one will have to pay that with interest?

▪What is the point of verbally abusing someone for a momentary satisfaction if that will only hurt oneself in the end (even just by leaving oneself agitated, let alone such kamma vipāka that will come down later)? If one can stop such an incident, one can look back and see the “cooling down” resulting from that effort. That is what “Ānāpāna” or “Satipaṭṭhāna” is all about.

▪What is the point in hitting back even if someone physically hurts you? Will you feel PHYSICALLY better by hurting that person? Will your bodily pain go away? That also did not happen without a cause; it resulted from a bad kamma done sometime back (a kamma vipāka).

▪By the way, kamma vipāka are not deterministic. One can avoid many kamma vipāka by not allowing conditions for them to take place; see, “What is Kamma? – Does Kamma determine Everything?”. Thus, when living with “sati,” many such kamma vipāka can be avoided.

Mindfulness – Be Mindful About the Anicca Nature

12. It may take some contemplation to sort these out, but one must look at the broader picture. Ignorance is not being aware of the “whole picture.” We tend to act impulsively by reacting to events. But that tendency will diminish when one cultivates the “anicca saññā.”

▪Acting with “sati” or “being mindful” is being mindful of the “anicca nature of this world.” That is the basis of both “Ānāpāna” and “Satipaṭṭhāna.”

▪Nibbāna or “cooling down” can be experienced in this very life by cultivating the “anicca saññā” and thus be motivated to strive harder; see, “Living Dhamma.”

Next, “How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā – II”,………..






   How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā – II
   

   




How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā – II





Revised November 26, 2017; June 27, 2022; June 29, 2022

Saññā is normally translated as “perception”, but it has a much deeper meaning. Learning about anicca is the first step, but cultivating anicca saññā is critical.

Saññā – What Is It?

1. Saññā is normally translated as “perception”, but it has a much deeper meaning; see, “Saññā – What It Really Means.” Anicca saññā has many different aspects, and in this and the next post, we will discuss some of these deeper aspects; see the link at the end of this post.

▪When reading about it, it may make sense that anicca means, “that we cannot maintain anything to our satisfaction.” And from the examples given, one can see the truth of that statement. But that is just the start. One just has just been informed of what anicca is. Now one has to “see it with wisdom”, in order to get to the Sotāpanna stage. This is what is called “dassanena pahātabba” or “start seeing things as they are” or “Yathābhūta Ñāṇa.”

▪One needs to develop the “anicca saññā”; the mind needs to grasp the essence of the correct perception of what anicca implies. Book knowledge is one thing, and “grasping it with the mind” is much deeper.

▪Getting rid of both distorted views (diṭṭhi) and distorted saññā is required to get to the Sotāpanna stage; see, “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.”

▪This is the second of two posts on that issue. In the previous post we determined that it is not possible to keep to our satisfaction what we think of as ours, our bodies, and our thoughts. See, “How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā.”

Knowing About Something – Different Levels

2. When contemplating external objects, there are many “levels of saññā”: the more one KNOWS about a given object, one tends to cultivate a “better saññā” about it.

▪Let us take an example to illustrate this important difference. Suppose a person from a remote region in the Amazon forest, who has never seen an apple, is shown an apple. He would not know what it is. If we give him the apple to hold and teach him the word “apple”, now he knows what an apple is, but only in the sense that if he is shown an apple again, he will say “that is an apple.” But he would still not know how it tastes. He will have to eat some apples to get an idea of their flavor. He may still not know how to identify a “ripened apple” that will taste better, etc. All that comes when he gets to experience apples at various stages of “ripeness” and even different varieties.

▪All those different aspects of an apple need to be experienced in order to really get the saññā about an apple. Only then that one can picture an apple, know what it feels like to hold it, how it tastes, etc. At the mention of the word “apple” all that instantly comes to that person’s mind.

3. In another example, if we see someone at work regularly at a distance, we can recognize him as X if we meet him at the market. But we would not know much ABOUT him. However, if we get to associate with him and start doing things together, pretty soon we will know much more about him.

▪At that point, when we even catch a glimpse of him, everything about him comes to our mind. If we wanted, we can recall how many kids he has, where he went to school, etc.

▪Thus “saññā” can be at different levels. The more one gets to associate with someone or something, then our “saññā” on that person or concept will grow.

▪However, it is possible that our “saññā” about person X may not be really correct. One day, police find video evidence that X is a child molester, and it becomes clear that there is no doubt about it. At that moment, our “saññā” or perception of X is altered permanently. We will no longer let him even come close to our children.

Viparīta Saññā – Distorted Perception of This World

4. The Buddha said our “saññā” about “this world” — that it can provide happiness — is a “viparīta saññā” (pronounced “vipareetha”), i.e., it is a distorted or wrong perception. If one carefully examines the rebirth process in the 31 realms, that wrong perception has provided us with the most suffering in the long run.

▪When we realize the “anicca nature” of this world to some extent, our wrong perception will change. That is when one really sees “Sammā Diṭṭhi” or “correct vision” about this world. One becomes a Sotāpanna.

▪Just like a fish does not see the “hidden hook” and that it will undergo unbearable suffering by biting the tasty worm, we normally do not “see” the suffering hidden in the “tasty materialistic things.” A fish will never be able to figure that out, and as normal human beings we cannot figure it out ON OUR OWN either. Only a Buddha can figure it out, and a Buddha can TEACH us, and we can figure it out by spending some time contemplating it.

5. Therefore, one should not be discouraged if one does not even realize “what the big deal is” about anicca. Like everything else, understanding comes with repeated application and thinking about it. If one can see that “it makes sense” to say, “anicca describes the inability for us to maintain anything to our satisfaction in the long term” that is a good start. Then one should start checking the validity of that concept at every opportunity in real life.

▪Also, anicca is not merely, “the inability for us to maintain anything to our satisfaction in the long term.” There are many other implications that arise because of this characteristic of anicca. Another way the Buddha described anicca was to use the term aṭṭiyati (“aṭṭeeyathi”); i.e., “it is like a dog chewing on a meatless bone.” The dog thinks very highly of the bone and values its “taste.” But there is not even any real taste in that bone. It is taste that is made up by the mind, but sometimes, its gums start bleeding and it may taste its own blood.

▪Various aspects of anicca are discussed in: “Anicca – True Meaning.”

6. Just like a dog will spend hours and hours chewing its “highly valued” bone, we also give much value to sense pleasures that are fleeting in nature. We do get brief instances of real pleasure, but we do not realize the effort and suffering that we go through to get that brief sense of pleasure. Most of the time, the pleasure is a “pleasure of anticipation.” We trudge through hard work with the mind cheering on showing the “possible pleasures to be had.”

▪The Buddha likened this to oxen (in the old days) who drags a heavy bullock cart with eagerness to get to the pile of straw being held in front of it by a pole. It does not realize the futility of its efforts because it is only thinking about the “prize” being held in front of its eyes. It does not even feel the burden of the heavy load, or even if feeling it, just disregards that pain in anticipation of the “reward that is only a few steps away.” The average human’s mindset is not that different.

▪Most of our pleasures are short-lived and arise just out of putting down the “fires” or distresses. The water tastes best when we are thirsty. Think about how you felt when you were very thirsty; the first sip of water was heavenly. But as the thirst went down with drinking more water, the “sense of pleasure” went down as well. After at most two glasses, the “feeling of pleasure” turns to discomfort.

Unseen Drawbacks [Ādīnava] of Sensory Pleasures

7. The same thing applies to any of the sense pleasures. We are constantly under pressure from the mind to “provide relief to one or another sense faculty”; this is “dukkha dukkha” that we discussed elsewhere. If we have not eaten anything for a while, we get the urge to eat something tasty. If we have not listened to some good music for a while, that urge kicks in. If you think about any sensory pleasure, this is true.

▪Many people value sex very highly. But how long can one keep that pleasure going? Most of the sexual pleasure is gained by just thinking about it; it is mostly mind-made. One needs to think about this carefully. How much time does one spend “fantasizing” versus “actually having sex”?

▪Even if we eat the most delicious food in the whole world, it will not taste good after the stomach gets full. But we keep thinking about that “great experience” of eating that meal many times afterward. Then we form an urge to do it again.

▪This “feeling of unsatisfactoriness” or even feeling of “something is missing” is “aṭṭiyati.” The dog may get tired of chewing the bone and may leave it alone, but after a while, the urge comes back and he is at it again.

8. Even if we are fully content and lying on a comfortable couch, we may get a “feeling of unfulfillment”, that something is “missing.” We then get the idea, “to go and watch a movie” or to “drop by a friend’s place to chat.” Then we have to get in the car and drive there. We do not even feel the burden associated with getting dressed and driving because our minds are focused on the pleasure of “watching the movie” or “having a good time with a friend.” And after that session, we have to drive back and if it was a bad movie we might even get a bit depressed.

▪This is “aṭṭiyati.” Just like a dog that incessantly is chewing on a dry bone to get mental satisfaction and eventually gets tired doing it, this is what we have been doing life after life (if born in the human realm). Many people eventually realize this at old age, but then it could be too late to do anything about it. [aṭṭiyati, & aṭṭiyati [denom. fr. aṭṭa3, q. v.] to be in trouble or anxiety, to be worried, to be incommodated. aṭṭīyati & aṭṭita] distressed, tormented, afflicted; molested, plagued. aṭṭita : [pp. of ardayati] distressed; grieved; afflicted with.]

▪As one gets old, the ability to derive pleasure from such activities goes down. If you have friends, relatives, parents, or grandparents who had enjoyed life at a younger age, but now are in distressful situations it is easy to see what happened to them over the years. Now they do not have the energy to try to do all those activities and even if they do to some extent, their sense faculties have degraded to the point of not providing much sensory pleasure.

▪But most people still keep thinking back about the pleasures they had when they were young. This may even prompt them to seek ways to “somehow get those experiences back.” And when that fails depression sets in.

Yathābhūta Ñāṇa – Removal of Viparīta Saññā

9. As the mind realizes the burdens of the “incessant distress”, and that one has endured all that for no real benefit, it will gladly give up those burdens and the mind will start losing those cravings automatically. This is the key to “giving up unnecessary attachments”; see, “Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”).”

▪That post discusses how we encounter suffering when anicca inevitably leads to unexpected “changes” in things we value; this is vipariṇāma dukkha. We encounter more suffering by trying to overcome the effects due to vipariṇāma dukkha by doing more saṅkhāra, and that is saṅkhāra dukkha. And if we do “bad types of saṅkhāra” or apuññābhi saṅkhāra, they lead to rebirths in realms where direct suffering or dukkha dukkha is unbearable. Thus all types of suffering eventually arise due to anicca.

10. Those are key concepts to meditate on (or contemplate). This is real vipassanā bhāvanā.

▪However, it is important to make sure one starts abstaining from at the least the conventional five precepts and possibly the “BIG EIGHT” discussed in the “2. The Basics in Meditation.” Otherwise, the mind will not be calm enough to grasp these concepts. The difference between “book knowledge” and “developing anicca saññā” will become slowly clear as one proceeds.

▪That is why reading, listening and contemplating Dhamma concepts are so crucial. This is one component of the Satta Bojjhaṅga (dhamma vicaya) and one of the Cattāro Iddhipāda called vīmaṁsā. When concepts become clear, one will automatically develop anicca saññā. [vicaya : [m] investigation. iddhipāda : [m.] basis of psychic power.]

▪And with time, one will be able to grasp it better. One will “start feeling” things in one’s own body; see, “11. Magga Phala and Ariya Jhānā via Cultivation of Satta Bojjhaṅga.”

▪This is a process that goes all the way to Arahanthood. It is said that one truly understands anicca only at the Arahant stage. But our goal here is to at least get to the Sotāpanna stage. And that CAN BE DONE in this very life, as I discussed in my own experience in the above post.

Not Just Impermanence – Anicca Is Much Deeper

11. Finally, if anyone has spent long times — may be years — meditating on “impermanence” without results, it would be worthwhile to spend some time meditating on the “anicca” nature. I know by experience that will make a big difference if one does it right.

▪I spent 4-5 years contemplating on wrong anicca, dukkha, and anatta (and a few other things like the wrong ānāpāna sati bhāvanā). I really believe that the very first desanā that exposed me to the correct interpretation of anicca, dukkha, and anatta changed my progress instantaneously. It was a profound effect.

▪It is also important to realize that what ultimately matters is not just a “good feeling” or even getting to jhānā, but whether one has removed “gati” suitable to be born in the apāyā. Thus one should be able to look back at one’s life and see significant improvements in getting rid of greed, hate, and ignorance; see, “Transition to Noble Eightfold Path.”

Next, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – According to Some Key Suttā”…….
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Introduction

1. Anicca means “we cannot maintain anything to our satisfaction in the LONG RUN.” The time scale of existence is an important factor when we contemplate the significance and implications of this fundamental characteristic of nature.

▪So, the question is, “if nothing can be maintained to our satisfaction, what is the point in spending so much time in learning, getting a decent job, making plans for businesses, etc.?.” 

▪We do need to pursue those short-term goals while keeping the “bigger picture” in mind. The “big picture” is the non-existence of a future birth without suffering. Since investigating that “big picture” takes time, we need to make sure we have the means to live a comfortable life that leaves time for such contemplation/investigations.

Short-Term Goals Are Necessary to Comprehend the “Big Picture”

2. During life, we do see many instances where we can attain certain things (pass exams, get jobs, initiate successful businesses, have a comfortable life, etc.) and be happy about such achievements. Of course, there are many times we encounter unexpected things too (coming down with health problems, traffic accidents, floods, hurricanes, loss of jobs, etc.).

▪That is the nature of existence as a human. It is a mixed bag, at least until we get to old age; then it becomes increasingly difficult to maintain things (especially our bodies) to our satisfaction, and of course, at death, we have to leave everything behind whether we like it or not.

▪In the realms above the human, in fact, life is even more predictable and enjoyable, that is of course until death comes calling.

▪But the real problems are encountered in the four realms below the human realm. It is increasingly difficult to “maintain things to one’s satisfaction” in lower realms. Animals are truly helpless, especially the vast majority that live in the wild. There are no “old animals” in the wild; they either get sick and die or even worse: they get eaten up as soon as they slow down a bit.

▪There is no happiness at all in the lowest realm, the niraya (“ni”+”ra” means without ANY happiness).

The “Big Picture”

3. Thus the main reason why “we cannot maintain things to our satisfaction in the LONG RUN” is that all beings spend most of their lives in the lower four realms; see, “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

▪It may take time to convince oneself that this “big picture” about the rebirth process is correct. See, “Evidence for Rebirth.” 

▪When one truly understands that, one will see the dangers of living an immoral life first. Then one will start getting rid of wrong views. Only then one would be able to “see” the bigger picture clearly. It is a step-by-step process. See, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?” 

▪Then one will see that one’s own actions decide one’s future rebirths. See, “Origin of Life.” 

▪The above is a very brief summary. It will require a real effort to go through them and the references therein.

Some Implications of the “Big Picture”

4. Then we can examine the question in terms of this “big picture” while keeping in mind the need to attend to “short-term goals.”

▪ If we do give up everything, we will probably die a miserable death (because we will be poor, unhealthy, etc. because we would not be able to even support ourselves,) and be born most likely in a lower realm. That it will make the situation much worse.

▪We do need to contemplate this situation. If one thinks through this line of thoughts, one can see that one is really helpless in this cycle of rebirths, which is the third characteristic of existence, anatta. Until a Buddha comes to this world and shows humans this “big picture”, AND shows how to get out of it, no one is able to escape this trap.

▪The only solution is to at least attain the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna in this life. We MAY have some kammic energy left for one or more human lives (see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein”), but this COULD BE the last for a long while, which could be billions of years. Even if we get another human birth, we do not know under what circumstances; it could be somewhere Buddha Dhamma is not readily accessible.

5. There is another point that we need to consider when tackling this issue. We have become indebted to numerous beings in this journey of rebirths, and thus we have debts to pay back. Having all these debts is a hindrance to attaining any stage of Nibbāna; see, “Kamma, Debt, and Meditation.”

Short-Term Actions

6. Therefore, instead of abandoning our families (to whom we owe the most), we need to do our utmost to make sure they are well-off. We also need to make sure that we do not become dependent on society (and thus accumulate more debt). Even in this life, we depend on others for so many things: we are indebted to our teachers, friends, as well to many unknown people who contribute to providing us with essentials to sustain life; we all are interconnected and have responsibilities for each other. We have “to do our part” to live in a society.

▪Therefore, part of the solution is to first prepare oneself (or one’s children if one is a parent) with a good education so that supporting oneself (and a family) is possible. Furthermore, a good education helps with understanding Dhamma too. And if one can make a lot of money (by honest means) then one can do many meritorious deeds too, thereby helping oneself spiritually as well.

▪In any case, giving up everything and hiding in a forest will not solve the problem of existence. But there are some who have a sansāric tendency to abandon the “householder life.” What I am saying here is for the majority of people, not for everyone: Of course, we need to sustain the bhikkhus who spend all their time for the benefit of others as well as themselves.

Coping With Both “Long-Term” and “Short-Term” Concerns

7. Therefore, what needs to be done is to understand the true nature of existence and realize that the ONLY solution is to try the best to attain at least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna. Then one becomes free of rebirths in the lower four realms forever. This is THE solution to the problem.

In order to do that we need to,

1.Fulfill our obligations to our families, friends, and society in general,

2.Make our best effort to learn pure Dhamma and attain the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna.

When one does this, one will become happy, not depressed, about the outlook. One has understood the problem and knows what to do about it. And when one starts working on it, one’s confidence will grow because one can feel the difference in oneself. One will become even more determined AND energetic, not just to save oneself, but also to help out the others.

Next, “Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”)”, ……….
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December 12, 2018

The Pāli word anatta has a mundane meaning and a deeper meaning. The deeper meaning is discussed in a series of posts systematically.

 

Anattā in Anattalakkahaṇa Sutta – No Soul or an Ātma

Anatta – No Refuge in This World

Dasa Akusala and Anatta – The Critical Link

Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?

Anattā (Mundane Interpretation) – No “Unchanging Self”

Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 1

Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 2

Types of Bodies in 31 Realms – Connection to Jhāna

Finest Manomaya Kāya of an Arūpāvacara Brahma

 

September 2023: New Section with a different approach: “Does “Anatta” Refer to a “Self”?”
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1. Attā is a Pāli word with two primary meanings that vary and depend on the context.

▪In the conventional sense, “attā” means “a person,” like calling someone “John.” In rural Sri Lanka, to refer to someone, one could say “this attā” (මේ ඇත්තා or මේ අත්තා) just like we say “this person.”

▪The deeper meaning of “atta” is “full control” and “with substance.”

▪If one is in complete control of SOMETHING, that THING can be called their attā. If something is not under full control, that is anattā.

▪That is related to the fundamental concepts of “anattā” and “anatta” (one of the three characteristics of Nature or Tilakkhaṇa); see “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.” “Anatta” is having “no control” and “without substance” or “without essence.”

2. Therefore, we need to determine the meaning of “attā” based on the context where the word is used.

▪For example, “bear” refers to the large animal in “I saw a bear,” but in “to bear a burden,” it has an entirely different meaning.

▪Let us clarify those two meanings of attā directly using the Tipiṭaka.

3. The usage of “attā” in the ordinary sense is seen in the famous Dhammapada verse; see, “Attā Hi Attano Nātho.” There, “attā” refers to “any person.” It just says that each person has strived for their salvation (Nibbāna). Even the Buddha can only teach the way.

▪Another is “attānaṁ damayanti paṇḍitā,” which means, “a wise person would control/discipline oneself.” That is in Dhammapada verse 80. [udakaṁ hi nayanti nettikā; usukārā namayanti tejanaṁ; dāruṁ namayanti tacchakā; attānaṁ damayanti paṇḍitā.]

4. Buddha describer the second and deeper meaning of “attā” in his second discourse delivered after attaining Buddhahood.

“WebLink: suttacentral: Anattalakkhana Sutta (SN 22.59)” starts with the verse: “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā. Rūpañca hidaṁ, bhikkhave, attā abhavissa, nayidaṁ rūpaṁ ābādhāya saṁvatteyya, labbhetha ca rūpe: ‘evaṁ me rūpaṁ hotu, evaṁ me rūpaṁ mā ahosī’ti. Yasmā ca kho, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ anattā, tasmā rūpaṁ ābādhāya saṁvattati, na ca labbhati rūpe: ‘evaṁ me rūpaṁ hotu, evaṁ me rūpaṁ mā ahosī’ti.

▪Translated: “Bhikkhus, form (physical body) is anattā (or not attā). For if, bhikkhus, if one’s body is attā, one would have full control over it, and it would be possible to say: ‘Let my body be like this; let my body not be like this.’ But because the body is anattā, it is subjected to decay and disease, and it is impossible to have it the way one desires: “Let my body be this way; let my body not be this way.”

5. The verse in #4 is critical because it clearly describes what is meant by attā and anattā in the more profound sense: Attā would be one in complete control. If one has full control of something, one would be able to maintain it the way one wants.

▪For example, we like to think that if we “own” something, we should be able to “have full control” over it. But we know that is not the case (cars, houses, anything we own evolves in their way. Even though things like gold jewelery are stable, we will lose control over them when we die).

▪Specifically, if one’s body is attā, one should be able to make it the way one would like it to be: say, strong, healthy, and handsome/beautiful; one would be able to maintain it without catching any disease or injuries; furthermore, one would be able to make it live forever. But our bodies evolve in their way. No matter how hard we try, they age, decay, and die.

6. This is emphasized in the another verse in that sutta: “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti? “Aniccaṁ, bhante.” “Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vā taṁ sukhaṁ vā”ti? “Dukkhaṁ, bhante.”

Translated: “What do you think, bhikkhus, can one’s body be maintained to one’s liking or not?”—“not possible, bhante.”—“Does that lead to suffering or happiness?”—“Suffering, bhante.”

▪As we have seen before, the anicca nature (inability to satisfy one’s desires/expectations) leads to suffering; see, “Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like.”

▪We suffer when something we own breaks down (houses, cars, etc) and when people we love get sick or die. However, the worst suffering is when we get ill or face death. That is expressed in the next part of the above verse.

7. The verse continues: “Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vipariṇāmadhammaṁ, kallaṁ nu taṁ samanupassituṁ: ‘etaṁ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā’ti”? “No hetaṁ, bhante.”

Translated: “If something cannot be maintained to one’s liking, if it undergoes unexpected change, and lead to suffering, is it appropriate to say: ‘This is mine, this I am, this is my attā (my essence)’?”—“No, bhante.”

▪Now we are getting to the deeper aspect. If X owns a car, X would say, “this car is mine.” If that car breaks down, X will become unhappy (suffer).

▪However, X will never say, “this car is me; this is my attā (my essence).”

▪On the other hand, X is likely to say, “this body is me; this is my attā (my essence).” 

8. Then, the Buddha pointed out that the statement also holds for one’s physical body. One’s body cannot be maintained to one’s liking; it undergoes unexpected change and leads to suffering. Thus, is it NOT appropriate to say: “This (body) is mine, this I am, this is my attā (my essence).”

▪Understanding that will remove sakkāya diṭṭhi.

9. Furthermore, it is not only our body but any rūpa (family, friends, cars, houses, etc) that is not under our control. In our deep past, we never had that control over any external or internal rūpa, and we will never be able to have such control in the future either. Therefore, the whole rūpakkhandha is anattā.

•The sutta now repeats the same argument for the other four khandhās or aggregates: vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha.

•Those are our thoughts, experiences, hopes and dreams. We do not have much control over them, and whatever control we have will be lost at death. We have no idea where we will be born next.

•We are helpless in this beginning-less rebirth process, which is the anatta nature.

10. Anything related to a “living being” (or a given lifestream) is in the five aggregates. There is not even a single entity we have control over, i.e., none of them can be called one’s attā. 

▪Therefore, there is NOTHING that can be called one’s own and thus can be maintained to one’s liking. For example, one has no control over WHERE one will be reborn.

▪Anything in the five aggregates arises via Paṭicca Samuppāda. We only have control over two types of saṅkhāra (vacī and kāya saṅkhāra) and have no control over mano saṅkhāra. It is essential to understand the types of saṅkhāra: “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪Furthermore, most rebirths are the lower realms with much suffering. Thus one is helpless or anattā. 

11. Thus, there is  “no real intrinsic essence” like a soul. Also, “one is helpless in the long run” and “all struggles for permanent happiness will go to naught,” etc. Even if one lives a perfect and healthy life, one WILL become helpless at death, with the future uncertain.

▪Note that “rūpaṁ anattā” refers to the fact that one’s body cannot be one’s attā, and also, anatta (without the long “a”) is a characteristic of nature.

▪Realizing this particular aspect of anatta nature, i.e., that any part of one’s five aggregates can not be taken as “one’s own” is the removal of sakkāya diṭṭhi. We get attached to small parts of pañcakkhandha (i.e., pañcupādānakkhandha) because we think those are our own. See “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.”

12. Now, we can see how this concept of anattā is opposite to the concept of a “soul” in Abrahamic religions or the concept of an “ātma” (pronounced “āthma”) in Hinduism. Thus, according to those religions, there is an attā, the “soul” or the “ātma.”

▪In the case of Abrahamic religions, one’s goal is to “purify” one’s soul and make it go to heaven where one will live forever.

▪In the case of Hinduism, the goal is to merge one’s ātma with the Mahā Brahma, and again be in that Brahma realm forever.

▪However, the Buddha stated that no realm in this world has a permanent existence like that.

▪This concept of an “everlasting identity” or a “soul” or an “ātma” is referred to as the “sassatavāda” in the Tipiṭaka. [sassatavāda :[m.] eternalism.]

13. Those who do not believe in rebirth say that a “person” exists only as long as his/her body is alive. When one dies, that identity is terminated. Most scientists today seem to believe in this idea: There is nothing that is “carried over” to the next life. This concept (or argument) is called the “uccedavāda” in the Tipiṭaka. [uccheda :[m.] cutting off; perishing; annihilation.]

▪But the Buddha explained that the fundamental nature lies between those two extreme views. Any “living being” exists as an ever-changing lifestream and that “lifestream” is carried over to a new life. But there is NOTHING that remains the SAME in that lifestream. The next life could be VERY DIFFERENT from the current life; see, “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪The next life is determined by the root causes and conditions when leaving the current existence (cuti-paṭisandhi moment) based on Paṭicca Samuppāda.

A second fundamental meaning of anatta is in “Anatta – No Refuge in This World.”

Anattalakkahaṇa Sutta discussed in detail: “Anatta in Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta – Part 1.”
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Recap of First Meaning of Anatta – No “Soul” or “Atma”

1. In the previous related post, we discussed one aspect of anatta — that there is no everlasting “essence” in a living being like a soul or an ātma; see, “Anattā in Anattalakkahana Sutta – No Soul or an Ātma.”

▪However, life does not come to an end at death. There is a continuation at death with birth in one of the realms “in this world of 31 realms”; see, “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪When life as human ends, one does not control what the next existence will be. It happens according to the prevailing causes and conditions, i.e., via the Paṭicca Samuppāda process.

2. Therefore, there is no “unchanging essence” in a given “person”; he/she is just a collection of the five aggregates that keep evolving according to the principle of cause and effect (Paṭicca Samuppāda).

▪Vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa all arise due to conditions present at a given time, i.e., they arise on Paṭicca Samuppāda (“avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra,” “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” lead to saṅkhāra and viññāṇa; “phassa paccayā vedanā” leads to vedanā (and saññā since vedanā and saññā arise together; see, “Citta and Cetasika – How Viññāṇa (Consciousness) Arises”). Furthermore, our bodies (rūpa) arise via “bhava paccayā jāti”).

▪A “person” is no more than the five aggregates: rūpakkhandha, vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha.

▪Those aggregates evolve moment-to-moment according to Paṭicca Samuppāda or the principle of cause and effect, where conditions play a major role.

▪There is no “attā” or a “soul” or an “ātma” that can cause these entities to arise when a new ārammaṇa comes to any of the six senses; see, “Complexity of the Mind – Viññāṇa and Saṅkhāra” and “Kamma are Done with Abhisaṅkhāra – Types of Abhisaṅkhāra.”

3. We can see that the Buddha explained the deep concepts of anicca, dukkha, and anatta in his first two suttā (Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and Anattalakkhana Sutta that were delivered to the five ascetics just after attaining the Buddhahood.

▪In the post, “Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like” we discussed the first discourse of Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, in which the Buddha described what anicca means, and how the inherent anicca nature leads to dukkha or suffering.

▪As we discussed in that post, the key verse in that sutta is, “yampicchaṁ nalabhati tampi dukkhaṁ,” which is shortened version (that rhymes) of the full verse “yaṁ pi icchaṁ na labhati taṁ pi dukkhaṁ,” and that the word “anicca” is the opposite “icca” that is hidden in that key verse (then dukkha arises because of the inability to satisfy one’s expectations (icca).

▪In the same way, Anattalakkhana Sutta introduced the term anatta, which highlights the fact that one is unable to maintain even things one perceives to be “one’s own” like one’s physical body or one’s mental faculties (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa); see, “Anattā in Anattalakkahana Sutta – No Soul or an Ātma.”

▪Of course, those two aspects are related. Since one does not have complete control over ANYTHING, one will become helpless and will inevitably be subjected to suffering in the rebirth process. Of course, we are only talking about long-term consequences in the rebirth process, and NOT short-term ones. One MUST have short-term goals.

Anatta – Becoming Helpless in the Rebirth Process

4. In this post, we will discuss another aspect of the anatta nature: how one becomes helpless (anatta) in the long term. That is another meaning of anatta, sometimes written as anattha. (The Tipiṭaka was written down in Pāli, but with Sinhala script; see “Historical Background.” The word “anatta” was written as අනත්ත. Sometimes –especially to provide the meaning that we are discussing now — it is also written as අනත්ථ and that we write here as “anattha”).

▪The Pāli word “attha” could mean “the truth” or “having a refuge” or “meaningful,” depending on the context. The opposites of “untruth,” “helpless” or “meaningless/unprofitable” are indicated by the word “anattha.”

▪When one does not comprehend the anicca nature (that it is impossible to get what one wants AND keep it that way), one would be tempted to try to get one’s wants by any means necessary. This is when one starts engaging in immoral deeds.

▪This is when one sets up causes and conditions to bring so much suffering in the future that will lead to becoming truly helpless (anattha) via bad rebirths due to bad kamma.

▪Therefore, knowing the first meaning of anatta is not enough; one needs to comprehend the second related meaning and work diligently to avoid dasa akusala. This is discussed below.

5. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhama Adhamma Sutta (AN 10.113),” the Buddha succinctly states what dhamma/adhamma and attha/anattha are:

“Katamo ca, bhikkhave, adhammo ca anattho ca? Micchādiṭṭhi, micchāsaṅkappo, micchāvācā, micchākammanto, micchāājīvo, micchāvāyāmo, micchāsati, micchāsamādhi, micchāñāṇaṁ, micchāvimutti—ayaṁ vuccati, bhikkhave, adhammo ca anattho ca,” AND

“Katamo ca, bhikkhave, dhammo ca attho ca? Sammādiṭṭhi, sammāsaṅkappo, sammāvācā, sammākammanto, sammāājīvo, sammāvāyāmo, sammāsati, sammāsamādhi, sammāñāṇaṁ, sammāvimutti—ayaṁ vuccati, bhikkhave, dhammo ca attho ca.”

▪“Dhamma” are those thoughts, speech, and actions that benefit oneself. One who engages in those is engaged in fruitful/meaningful things and will lead to one’s refuge (“attha”). As we can see, this encompasses the Noble Eightfold Path followed by sammā ñāṇa and sammā vimutti (i.e., Arahanthood).

▪The opposites or “adhamma” are those thoughts, speech, and actions that lead to much future suffering. Those who engage in those are engaged in unfruitful/immoral things, leading to becoming helpless in the rebirth process (“anattha”).

6. Another way to express the same idea is to say that one who is engaged in dasa akusala (adhamma) will become helpless in the rebirth process (anattha); see, “Dasa Akusala and Anatta – The Critical Link.”

One who is engaged in the opposites of dasa kusala (i.e., Buddha Dhamma) will have refuge in the rebirth process (attha) and become free of future suffering by becoming an Arahant.

▪Many key suttā stating these “core facts” about Buddha Dhamma is listed in “Aṅguttara Nikāya – Suttā on Key Concepts.”

7. Therefore, we see that the first meaning of anatta states that one will never have full control over one’s affairs in the long run, and thus one is bound to become helpless in the rebirth process.

▪The second meaning provides a practical way out of this dangerous outcome: Only a Buddha can discover this special way to avoid future suffering; it is the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪In other words, one should follow Buddha dhamma to have refuge (attha) instead of following adhamma to become helpless (anattha).

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamanātha Sutta (AN 10.17)” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyanātha Sutta (AN 10.18),” the Buddha advised bhikkhus to live a moral life to avoid becoming anātha: “Sanāthā, bhikkhave, viharatha, mā anāthā.”

Yadaniccam tam dukkham, tam dukkham tadanatta

8. With this second interpretation, It is easier to see how the anicca nature leads to suffering (dukkha) and eventually to helplessness (anatta).

▪Any human who has not heard and comprehended to some extent what anicca nature is called an “assutavā puthujjano.” One who has is called a “sutavā ariyasāvako.” Here sutavā means “has heard about the true teachings of the Buddha (and comprehended),” and assutavā, is of course, one who has not heard/comprehended. [sutavā : 已聞, have heard; assutavā : Not learned, ignorant, 無聞的、無知的] [See WebLink: suttacentral: AN 5.48 Alabbhanīyaṭhānasutta]

▪If one does not realize that all struggles to achieve “permanent happiness” are not possible, one would be doing one’s best to achieve such a state of happiness. This is done by merging one’s soul with a Creator God in heaven or one’s ātma with Mahā Brahma in a Brahma realm. But the Buddha explained that those efforts would be in vain.

9. It is, of course, necessary to have goals for certain achievements while one is living in this world — even mundane achievements. For example, one needs to get a good education and employment (and that one’s children will do the same). This is necessary to avoid suffering in this life.

▪But then one would need to hear about the true nature of this world on a long-term basis: That life continues after the death of this physical body, and one needs to work towards attaining some spiritual goals. That will lead to stopping suffering in the rebirth process.

▪It is only when one contemplates this “long-term picture” that one can comprehend the anicca (and dukkha and anatta) nature of this world: No matter how many mundane achievements one may achieve, one would have to leave all that behind when one dies and then — if fortunate enough to be born human — re-start the whole process again.

10. Therefore, ignorance of anicca nature leads to suffering (dukkha).

▪If one tries to attain happiness by doing dasa akusala (which is very likely to happen when the temptations become high), one would be born in the lower four realms, and the suffering will be much higher. That is when one becomes helpless (anatta).

This fact is stated repeatedly in many suttā with the succinct statement: “yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, taṁ dukkhaṁ tadanatta.”

▪That is a condensed version made to rhyme for easy oral transmission. The complete verse is: “yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, taṁ dukkhaṁ tad anatta”,

▪“If we cannot maintain things to our satisfaction, suffering arises; that makes us helpless in the end.”

▪For more details see, “Anicca – Inability to Keep What We Like.”

11. The above important verse appears in many suttā in the Saṁyutta Nikāya (Anicca Vagga), including WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattanicca Sutta (SN 35.1), WebLink: suttacentral: Bahiranicca Sutta (SN 35.4), and WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanicca sutta (SN 22.15), the Buddha stated that the three characteristics of “this world” (anicca, dukkha, anatta) are RELATED to each other:

▪This statement is applicable in this life. No matter how many achievements/accomplishments/victories we make in this life, we will have to leave all that behind when we die.

▪However, the Buddha’s key message was regarding this statement’s implications in the rebirth process. If one engages in dasa akusala (unavoidable if the temptation is high enough), one is bound to be subjected to much suffering via rebirths in the four lower realms. That is when one becomes helpless (anatta).

▪This is why one would need to remove the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi first (mundane Eightfold Path) to understand the fundamentals like the laws of kamma and the validity of the rebirth process. Only then can one start comprehending the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature and start on the Noble Eightfold Path; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).”

All Meanings of Anicca/Anatta Self-Consistent

12. All meanings/interpretations of anicca and anatta are interrelated.

▪The first meaning of anatta says that there is no “unchanging essence” in a living being, controlling its destiny. Everything happens due to causes and conditions even moment-by-moment Idappaccayā Paṭicca Samuppāda. Then the rebirth process takes place according to Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda.” Once the basic idea is grasped, one can follow the steps in “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Overview” to understand things better.

▪This is related to the anicca nature of not being able to maintain anything to one’s liking. One does not have that ability because one does not control anything one perceives to be “one’s own.”

▪When one goes against nature (i.e., do adhamma) and tries to maintain things to one’s liking, one may do dasa akusala and then be subjected to their bad kamma vipāka. One critical aspect of this is to be born in the four lower realms where suffering is high. One can avoid much suffering by grasping this meaning of anatta.

13. There is something under our control, even though one has to be really disciplined to make it to work. This is one’s own gati. One’s own gati controls one’s destiny.

▪Since one’s gati can change at any time, those are not fixed. Anyone can decide to change one’s gati and work towards a better outcome by rejecting adhamma and adhering to dhamma, i.e., by following the Noble Eightfold Path; see, “9. Key to Ānāpānasati – How to Change Habits and Character (Gati).”

▪But first, one must fully grasp the fundamentals embedded in anicca, dukkha, and anatta (and sometimes asubha is added to the list).

▪Even before that, one must get rid of those ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. For example, one can never grasp the anicca/anatta nature if one does not believe in rebirth. The whole point is to stop suffering in future rebirths. Current life has already arisen due to past causes/conditions and will inevitably lead to decay and death.
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Atta/Anatta – Various Meanings

1. This important post will help connect the deeper teaching of the Buddha Dhamma (anicca, dukkha, anatta) and the practice, i.e., cleansing one’s mind via abstaining from dasa akusala and cultivating dasa kusala.

▪The Tilakkhaṇa (three characteristics) represent the “theory side” or the “nature of this world” and dasa akusala are associated with the practice. Thus the connection between the two is important.

▪I have not seen this addressed directly, outside of the Tipiṭaka.

2. We discussed in the previous post, “Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?” why the Pāli words “atta/anatta” do not convey “self/no-self” but rather “with essence/no essence” or “truth/untruth” or “useful/not useful” or “protected/helpless.”

▪We also discussed how “atta/anatta” is closely related to the Sanskrit words “artha/anartha” (අර්ථ/අනර්ථ in Sinhala) also giving the meanings “truth/untruth” or “useful/not useful.”

▪Finally, we touched on the fact that anatta (and thus dukkha and anatta) nature is a manifestation of engaging in dasa akusala.

3. Recently I realized that many suttā in the Aṅguttara Nikāya (AN) express various concepts in brief. Many suttā are just a paragraph, providing the key idea; see “Aṅguttara Nikāya – Suttā on Key Concepts.” 

▪Here we will discuss three short suttā in the Aṅguttara Nikāya that can clarify the connection between dasa akusala and Tilakkhaṇa.

Kusala and Akusala

4. First, the (WebLink: suttacentral: Kusala Sutta (AN 10.180; in the Sadhuvagga) has just one verse defining dasa akusala:

▪“..katamanca bhikkhave, akusalam? pānātipāto, adinnādānaṁ, kāmesumicchācāro, musāvādo, pisunā vācā, parusā vācā, samphappalāpo, abhijjhā, vyāpādo, micchādiṭṭhi akusalaṁ..”

▪Conventionally translated: “killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, slandering, harsh talk, empty talk, greed, hate, and wrong views.” These are discussed in “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).”

▪In the next and last paragraph of the sutta, dasa kusala are defined as the opposites of dasa akusala (veramani means “abstain from”): “..katamanca bhikkhave, kusalam? pānātipātā veramani, adinnādānā veramani, kāmesumicchācārā veramani, musāvādā veramani, pisunā vācā veramani, parusā vācā veramani, samphappalāpā veramani, abhijjhā veramani, vyāpāda veramani, sammādiṭṭhi kusalaṁ’ti.”

▪Therefore, kusala and akusala are stated clearly and succinctly in that sutta.

Engaging in Akusala Lead to Anattho (One Who Has Become Anatta or Without Refuge)

5. Then in the very next sutta, WebLink: suttacentral: Attha Sutta (AN 10.181; in the Sadhuvagga) anattho is defined in terms of dasa akusala:

▪“..katamo ca bhikkhave, anattho? pānātipāto, adinnādānaṁ, kāmesumicchācāro, musāvādo, pisunā vācā, parusā vācā, samphappalāpo, abhijjhā, vyāpādo, micchādiṭṭhi – ayam vuccati, bhikkhave, anattho..”

▪This means dasa akusala are “not the real nature.” When one goes against nature, one gets into trouble; see, “Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?.”

▪In the next and last paragraph of the sutta, attho is defined as the opposite of that: panatipatā veramani, adinnādānā veramani, kāmesu­miccha­cārā veramani, musāvādā veramani, pisuṇā vācā veramani, parusā vacā veramani, samphappalāpā veramani, abhijjhā veramani, vyāpāda veramani, sammaādiṭṭhi – ayam vuccati, bhikkhave, attho’ti.

▪That means one will have refuge (and thus will NOT be helpless) if one refrains from such akusala kamma.

▪Here are more short suttā that confirm this point: “Aṅguttara Nikāya – Suttā on Key Concepts.”

The Wrong View of a “Me” Is in Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

6. Those two short suttā make crystal clear the following important facts:

▪Anatta has nothing to do (directly) with whether a “self” exists. Note that the wrong view of a “me” is Sakkāya Diṭṭhi.

▪Anatta is all about being helpless in the rebirth process due to one’s engagements with dasa akusala. 

▪Therefore, getting to Nibbāna is about avoiding dasa akusala, i.e., cleansing one’s mind.

Confirmation in Other Suttā

7. Now, several suttā in the Aṅguttara Nikāya put it all together. The first verse in the Patama Adhamma Sutta (WebLink: suttacentral: AN 10.113 in the Paccorohanivagga) states it nicely:

▪“Adhammo ca, bhikkhave, veditabbo anattho ca; dhammo ca veditabbo attho ca.”

▪I will write another post explaining other verses in that sutta. Still, we can easily translate that verse: “Bhikkhus, it is to be comprehended that adhamma leads to |anattā| (helplessness), and dhamma leads to |attā| (refuge in Nibbāna).”

▪Furthermore, those who are still clinging to the incorrect interpretation of “anatta” as “no self,” should be able to clearly see that it leads to the foolish statement: “Bhikkhus, it is to be comprehended that adhamma leads to no-self, and dhamma leads to self.”

▪Even Sakkāya Diṭṭhi is not about a “self.” It is deeper. It says that nothing in this world can be OR should be taken as “me” or “mine.” In ultimate reality, not only is there no everlasting “soul,” there is no “me” or “I” either. But the PERCEPTION (saññā) of a “me” goes away only at the Arahant stage. See, “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.”

▪The root cause of this misinterpretation is explained in “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.”

Dhammā and Adhammā

8. Dhammā is what one should bears, i.e., what principles one should lives by. But it is normally used in the sense of “good dhamma.”

▪Adhamma (or adhammā) is the opposite, i.e., immoral living. If one engages in dasa akusala, one engages in adhamma, i.e., one bears adhammā.

▪Consider the following similar situation. We normally use the word “smell” to mean “bad smell.” However, we specifically say “good smell” to indicate a good smell.

▪In the same way, dhammā can be good or bad (“what one bears”). However, we normally use the word dhammā to indicate good dhammā. Bad dhammā are adhammā.

9. Normally the word dhamma indicates teaching or a principle, as in Buddha Dhamma. The word dhammā (with a long “a”) is used to indicate what one bears as a result of past kamma; see, “What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!.” Dhammā are the same as kamma bīja.

▪We need to determine the meaning depending on the context and how the word is used in a given verse.

Consistency Within the Whole Tipiṭaka

10. When examining ANY sutta in the Tipiṭaka, they will be consistent with the above explanation.

▪Those three suttā make the key connection between the deeper Tilakkhaṇa (“theory”) and the practice (cleansing the mind via sīla, i.e., staying away from dasa akusala). We don’t need to analyze hundreds of suttā to see the connection.

▪When I go to online discussion boards, I get baffled. People quote suttā from different sites, and normally they have incorrect meanings of key Pāli words. It is a waste of time to read all those long posts providing “evidence” from different places, and of course, there are usually inconsistencies among them.

▪This was a major reason that I decided to start this website because I can show that everything is consistent if one uses the true meanings of key Pāli words.

11. It is also good to remember that a major problem with many texts is that they take conventional meanings of keywords and apply them incorrectly.

▪Unless one knows the true meanings of such keywords and where to use a given meaning, it is easy to veer off in a wrong direction; see, “Pāli Dictionaries – Are They Reliable?.” Also see, “Buddha Dhamma: Non-Perceivability and Self-Consistency.”

12. In the previous post, “Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?,” we briefly mentioned that anatta is closely related to dasa akusala. I hope the connection is much clear now.

▪Engaging in dasa akusala can only lead to suffering and thus helplessness in the long run. Therefore, engaging in actions, speech, thoughts associated with dasa akusala is pointless and dangerous.

▪This idea is quite clear in the Sinhala word for anatta. It is “anārtha” that we discussed in that previous post. It means “doing useless things and can only bring harm.”

Kamma Vipāka Can Materialize at any time – When Conditions Are Right.

13. Those who believe that doing dasa akusala can bring “bad vipāka” only in future lives are mistaken. Many people do not realize that even having immoral thoughts can bring us stress in this life itself.

We discussed this in detail in the beginning posts in the “Living Dhamma” section. That section is important in two aspects:

a.While abstaining from dasa akusala, one can experience a definite sense of relief — also called nirāmisa sukha — and that should be the initial focus.

b.When one starts experiencing this nirāmisa sukha, one also starts comprehending deeper aspects of Dhamma like the anicca and anatta nature. Only with those insights can one start to “see” the long-term kamma vipāka due to dasa akusala — like those leading to births in the apāyā (lowest four realms).

Attha Could Also Mean “Truth”

14. Note that atta is sometimes spelled out as “attha” (with an “h”) in many texts, and each may imply a mundane or deeper meaning. For example, the old Sinhala commentaries are called “atthakathā.” It means “accounts about the truth” (“kathā” means “story”).

▪Those are the reliable commentaries in the Tipiṭaka: Patisambhidamagga, Petakopadesa, and Nettippakarana. Of many Sinhala atthakathā, those three are the only ones surviving.

▪On the other hand, commentaries by Buddhaghosa and others do not belong to atthakathā. Visuddhimagga is a popular but erroneous commentary; see, “Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga – A Focused Analysis.”

One Will Live by Dhammā When One Grasps Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa

15. Finally, we can now see the truth in verse, “Adhammañca viditvā anatthañca, dhammañca viditvā atthañca yathā dhammo yathā attho tathā paṭipajjitabbaṁ,” that is also in the  Patama Adhamma Sutta of #7 above.

▪That means, “Knowing that adhamma leads to anattha and dhamma leads to attha, you should practice accordingly (following yathā dhammo will lead to yathā attho.)

▪If one bears dhammā and stays away from adhammā, that will help one grasp the Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa. Then one will not become |anattā| or helpless in this rebirth process. Instead, one will have “|attā|” or refuge.

▪Once grasping the Noble Truths, one will never live by adhamma.

▪This important post provides a simple but critical link between “theory and practice.” It is a good idea to read those relevant other posts and come back and re-read this post, until this connection is grasped.
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Anatta in Tilakkhaṇa is the opposite of “atta” or “beneficial.” Here, “anatta” comes from “na atta” or “not beneficial.” Anattā/attā usually gives the same meanings as anatta/atta in most cases. However, attā could, in some cases, provide the meaning of “a person.” 

Introduction

1. Some words (in any given language) give different meanings depending on the context. For example, the word “bear” refers to the large animal in “I saw a bear;” however, it has an entirely different meaning in “to bear a burden.” 

▪It is crucial to understand the usage of the Pāli words atta, anatta, attā, and anattā in the context of a given sutta. The following two rules hold in most cases: 

i.The mundane (or conventional) usage is with attā, to indicate “a person.”

ii.In most other cases, all four words, atta, anatta, attā, and anattā, are associated with the anatta lakkhaṇa in Tilakkhaṇa.

Attā as “a Person” 

2. The word “attā” (pronounced with a “long a at the end”) is used to indicate “a person” only in the conventional sense. To communicate with others, we must say things like, “He needs to defend himself.” Here, “a person” exists only in the conventional sense. In Sinhala, it is written as “අත්තා..” [in English attā] That is how it appears in the Pāli Tipiṭaka, written in Sinhala.

▪An example from the Tipiṭaka is “Attānaṁ damayanti paṇḍitā” meaning “the astute (wise) tame themselves.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṇḍitavagga (Paṇḍitasāmaṇeravatthu) in Dhammapada (verse 80)” and “WebLink: tipitaka.net: Dhammapada Verse 80.”

▪There is no single Pāli word to express the negation of that, i.e., “not attā.” If there were to be such a word, that would be “non-person.” It just cannot be used that way.

▪Even though attā has this meaning as a “person,” anatta is never used as the opposite of that “attā.”

▪Note: “Attā” is pronounced with a “long a” as in “father.” 

Atta as “Beneficial” or “Meaningful”

3. The word “atta” (pronounced with a “short a at the end” as in “cut” or “but”) embeds several RELATED meanings, including “beneficial” or “with essence.” The negation is “anatta.” Thus, anatta means “not beneficial” or “has no essence/value.”

▪In Sinhala, they are written as “අත්ත” [in English atta] and “අනත්ත.” [in English anatta] That is how they appear in the Pāli Tipiṭaka, written in Sinhala.

▪Anatta is the negation of “atta”: “na” + “atta” (which rhymes better as “anatta”). 

▪Such a word combination applies to “Anāgāmi” too. It comes from “na” + “āgāmi” where “āgāmi” means “to come back; thus, “Anāgāmi” means “not coming back (to the kāma loka).”

▪There also “na” + “āgāmi” rhymes as “anāgāmi.”

4. Let us translate the short “WebLink: suttacentral: Anatta Sutta (SN 22.143),” which clearly and succinctly states the meaning of “anatta.”

▪The English translator seems to have given up trying to explain the sutta. He mistranslated the title as “Not-Self” but did not even try to translate the sutta.

▪The title should be “Not-Beneficial.”

▪@marker 1.2: “Yo, bhikkhave, anattā; tatra vo chando pahātabbo” means “Bhikkhus, if something is not beneficial to you (anattā), you should give up (pahātabbo) the desire for it (chando).”

▪Then, it points out that each of the five aggregates in pañcupādānakkhandhā is not beneficial: Rūpaṁ anattā, vedanā anattā, saññā anattā, saṅkhārā anattā, viññāṇaṁ anattā.

▪Note that instead of “anatta,” the verse uses “anattā” because it rhymes better. These suttās were composed to ease oral transmission. They were orally transmitted for almost 500 years before being written down.

5. As we will discuss in upcoming posts, each of those terms, rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, and viññāṇa, cannot be thought of in generic terms; those correspond to pañcupādānakkhandhā. For example, “rūpa” refers to rūpaupādānakkhandha, which does not mean external objects or one’s physical body (most translators seem to assume that rūpa here means one’s physical body, and thus the translation “no-self.”) Furthermore, vedanā is not just “feeling.” It refers to the vedanā that one craves (for example, the joy of seeing an attractive person.)

▪It should be evident that the “word-by-word” translation of “vedanā anattā” as “feelings are non-self” does not make sense. 

▪I will not refer to the old posts on the website because some need revision. 

▪I will do a systematic analysis in upcoming revised posts. 

Pāli Words Used to Indicate “Self” or “Me”

6. The words to denote “me/I” and “mine”  are “ahaṁ” and “mama.” 

▪Buddha taught that there is no “everlasting self” in the sense of a “soul” in Christianity. But that is not expressed by “anatta or anattā.” 

▪Even the Buddha freely used the terms “me” and “mine” because it is impossible to live in this world (and communicate with others) without using those words. We all say things like, “I need to go to the market” or “This is my house.”

▪The “perception of an everlasting me or a soul” (asmi māna) disappears only at the Arahant stage. Until then, we should only remember that “it is unwise to act with the perception of an everlasting me.”

One Comprehends Anicca, Dukkha, and Anatta in That Order

7. The Buddha stated that the three characteristics of “this world” are RELATED to each other:

“yadaniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tadanattā” (“yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā”).

Translated: “If one attaches to something of anicca nature, dukkha arises; therefore, such actions are unwise (and one eventually becomes helpless (anatta).” Note that “yaṁ” and “yad” have the same meaning and are used interchangeably. In the same way, “yadidaṁ” comes from “yad idaṁ.”

▪Therefore, one must first comprehend that anicca nature leads to suffering (in the sense that if one attaches to such things and engages in immoral deeds, the result is suffering.) It may take time for suffering to be realized. For example, one may sell drugs and live a luxurious life, but they will be reborn in an apāya because of the lives they destroyed. Thus, it is unwise to do so (anatta.)

▪Many suttās in the Samyutta Nikāya (Anicca Vagga) have the above verse. See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Yadanicca sutta (SN 22.15),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattanicca Sutta (SN 35.1),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Bahiranicca Sutta (SN 35.4).”

8. The Buddha explained the anicca nature in his first discourse, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11),” delivered to the five ascetics. There, he explained how craving (upādāna) for things of an anicca nature leads to suffering (dukkha). The essence of that sutta is expressed as “saṅkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” Even though it is summarized into a few pages, he discussed that idea with them for several days. Only Ven. Koṇḍañña attained the Sotāpanna stage on the first night. The other four attained the Sotāpanna stage in subsequent days. [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

▪Once they all attained the Sotāpanna stage, he delivered the second sutta explaining the concept of anatta in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59).”

▪At the end of that discourse, all five ascetics attained the Arahant stage; see @marker 12.3.

▪In the next post, we will discuss the root concept of “anicca.”

Anatta Nature Leads to Anātha

9. One who is engaged in things that are of “anatta nature” will become “anātha” (helpless), the opposite of “nātha.” As was mentioned in the post “Attā Hi Attano Nātho,” “nātha” is another word for Nibbāna. [nātha : [m.] protection; protector.]

▪That verse is another example of “attā” indicating “a person” (per #2 above).

▪One trying to find refuge in this world will become truly helpless in the long run. On the other hand, the only refuge (“nātha”) is Nibbāna, i.e., overcoming the rebirth process.

Usage of “Ā” To Indicate the Plural of a Noun

10. A related issue is that changing “a” to “ā” indicates the plural of a noun. 

▪It indicates plural for “things” or “people”; manusso is one person, and manussā is many people. 

▪That does not hold in words other than nouns. Thus, “anattā” is the same as “anatta.” It indicates the characteristic of anatta nature. It is mainly used as “anattā” because it rhymes better as in “vedanā anattā.”

▪This is why we need to be careful with grammar. It may take some time to get used to these aspects.

Summary

11. A critical mistake is made by trying to translate anatta as the opposite of  “attā” with the conventional meaning of “a person” or “self.”

▪The word anatta is ALWAYS used with the deep meaning of “no benefit or no essence.” Anatta indicates “no benefit in seeking lasting happiness in this world of 31 realms.” Sometimes, it is also written as “anattā” with a “long a,” as in “vedanā anattā” which thymes better in verses.

▪As discussed above, attā ( in the conventional sense) indicates “a person.” The words atta, anatta, and anattā are never used in the context of that meaning.
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Anattā (Mundane Interpretation) – No “Unchanging Self”





December 5, 2018; revised March 6, 2021; August 29, 2022

Anatta is Not About a “Self”

1. These days, most people translate the key Pāli word “anatta” simply as “no-self.” However, just by looking at a few occurrences of “anatta” in the Tipiṭaka, we can see that it needs to be interpreted differently, depending on the context.

▪The words “attha,” “atta,” and “attā” can have many different meanings depending on the context.

▪Even in English, there are cases like this: The word “right” can mean two different things “you are right” and “turn right.” Even though it is pronounced the same way, “write” means something entirely different from those meanings of “right.” 

▪An easy way to remember the true meaning of anatta is to understand what is meant by “sabbe dhammā anattā” in the “Uppādā Sutta (AN 3.136).” Here, “dhammā” refers not to Buddha Dhamma but to “dhammā” (plural) that bears everything in this world. This is the dhammā in “Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā, Tesaṁ hetuṁ tathāgato āha”  or “any dhammā giving rise to this world arises due to “three “saŋ” of lobha, dosa, moha as explained by the Buddha.”  See #6 below. Thus, all such dhammā are without essence (anattā.) [“Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā, Tesaṁ hetuṁ tathāgato āha; Tesañca yo nirodho, Evaṁvādī mahāsamaṇo”ti.]

Ānanda Sutta (SN 44.10)

2. Even though this is a bit deep sutta, “WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (SN 44.10),” provides an excellent basis to start a discussion on anatta. Just as now, many people in the days of the Buddha wondered whether a “self” or a “soul” (attā) exists. That is, of course, the ordinary meaning of attā. 

▪Vacchagotta comes to the Buddha asked “kiṁ nu kho, bho gotama, atthattā” ti?” OR “Master Gotama, is it correct to say that there is a “self”?.”

▪Note that “atthattā” is “atthi attā” where “atthi” means “exists” and (as Vacchagotta meant in this case) “attā” to be “self.” Thus, by saying “atthattā,” Vacchagotta meant: “correct to say an attā exists.”

3. The Buddha remained silent, and Vacchagotta asked the question in the negative form. The second time, he asked: “Kiṁ pana, bho gotama, natthattā” ti?” or, “Master Gotama, is it not correct to say that there is a “self”?.” Seeing that the Buddha refused to answer his question, Vacchagotta got up and left.

▪Note that “natthattā” is made up of three words: “na atthi attā,” which negates “atthattā.”

▪I have discussed some of these word combinations in Pāli: “Kāmaccandha and Icca – Being Blinded by Cravings.”

Buddha Rejected Both “Self” and “No-Self”

4. When Vacchagotta left, Ven. Ānanda asked why the Buddha did not answer the question.

▪The Buddha explained that if he answered positively (i.e., there is a “self”), then he would agree with those who had the wrong view that such a “self” exists. This view is called sassatavāda or the belief that there is an “everlasting entity” (these days also called “a soul”). [sassatavāda :[m.] eternalism.]

▪If answered in the negative (i.e., there is “no-self”), then he would agree with those who had the wrong view that such a “self” does not exist. That is called ucchedavāda or the belief that the body’s death is the “end of a person,” i.e., no re-birth. [ucchedavādī :[m.] one who professes the doctrine of annihilation.]

▪The Buddha rejected both views of “self” (sassatavāda) and “no-self”(ucchedavāda).

A Rare Correct Translation of Anatta at Sutta Central

5. Just from that verse, it is clear that if one takes “anatta” as “no-self,” one has the wrong view taken by one faction of brahmins in the days of the Buddha: that of ucchedavāda.

▪I was surprised that the Sutta Central English translation says precisely what I explained in #4 above; see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (SN 44.10).” Directly quoting from that translation:

▪“If, Ānanda, when I was asked by the wanderer Vacchagotta, ‘Is there a self?’ I had answered, ‘There is a self,’ this would have been siding with those ascetics and brahmins who are eternalists. And if, when he asked, ‘Is there no self?’ I had answered, ‘There is no self.’ That would have been siding with those ascetics and brahmins who are annihilationists.”

▪So, the translation of this verse is the same as mine. But the Sutta Central translation of the next verse uses the same meaning of “no-self” in ‘sabbe dhammā anattā’ and gets into a contradiction, as we discuss now.

Sabbe Dhammā Anattā

6. Then the Buddha told Ven. Ānanda that any discussion on this topic would confuse Vacchagotta because he would then get mixed up with the deeper meaning of “anatta” in ‘sabbe dhammā anattā.’ That refers to “anatta nature”: “Ahañcānanda, vacchagottassa paribbājakassa ‘atthattā’ti puṭṭho samāno ‘atthattā’ti byākareyyaṁ, api nu me taṁ, ānanda, anulomaṁ abhavissa ñāṇassa uppādāya: ‘sabbe dhammā anattā’”ti?.” “No hetaṁ, Bhante.” [See What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis and What are rūpa? – Dhamma are rūpa too!]

▪That is the confusion most people have today. They equate “anatta nature” in “sabbe dhammā anattā” with the “no-self” meaning of “anattā.”

▪“Sabbe dhammā anattā” needs to be translated as “all dhammā are of anatta nature,” i.e., of “without essence,” and that one would become “anattā” or “without refuge” if one does not comprehend the “anatta nature.” [Anattā meaning 1. without essence, 2. without refuge or not in control.]

7. In the Sutta Central translation, the same mundane meaning (“no-self”) is used for anatta in “sabbe dhammā anattā.”

▪The verse in #6 in the Sutta Central translation is: “If, Ānanda, when I was asked by the wanderer Vacchagotta, ‘Is there a self?’ I had answered, ‘There is a self,’ would this have been consistent on my part with the arising of the knowledge that ‘all phenomena are nonself’?.”

▪First, “all phenomena are non-self,” does not make sense. Dhammā cannot have a “self” anyway. Here, the correct translation is, “all phenomena are of no essence.” We will discuss this in detail later.

▪Furthermore, that translation, “all phenomena are non-self,” is self-contradictory to the Sutta Central translation of previous verses in #5 above, where both “self” and “no-self” were shown to be rejected by the Buddha.

The Danger in Translating Suttā Word-by-Word

8. That is the danger in translating suttā word-by-word, without grasping the real meanings of Pāli words and understanding that meanings depend on the context.

▪Therefore, it should be quite clear that Vacchagotta’s confusion is not different from the misunderstanding that many people have today.

▪However, Vacchagotta could grasp that distinction later on and became a bhikkhu. Ven. Vacchagotta became an Arahant.

▪I sincerely hope those with the wrong understanding will also be able to see the truth at some point.

9. The deeper meaning of “anatta” will become clear as we discuss this in detail. See, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Essential Concepts.” Without understanding those more basic concepts, it is dangerous to translate a given key Pāli word like anatta using a generic English word(s).

▪For now, we will postpone the discussion on the deeper meaning of “anatta” and focus on “attā” and “anattā” in the sense of “self” and “no-self.”

Which Realm Correspond to an Unchanging “True Self”?

10. A given living being can be born in any of the 31 realms (a few realms are reserved for Anāgāmis); see, “31 Realms of Existence” and “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.”

▪But the point is that a human could be born a deva or an animal in the next life. Would a dog have the same “self” as a human?

▪So, it is quite clear that there in no “unchanging self.”

11. On the other hand, a human does not just become a deva or an animal or a preta in the next life without underlying causes. It is not a random process.

▪There is a continuation of the “lifestream” from this life to the next. One’s gati, and one’s kamma vipāka play key roles. I have discussed the critical and forgotten keyword gati (or gathi) in many posts.

▪That is why it is incorrect to say there is “no-self.” There are “personality attributes” that flow from this life to the next. 

▪That is explained in Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) or Dependent Origination. As we know, PS cycles start with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and go through “bhava paccayā jāti.” That explains how avijjā leads to future births (jāti).

▪Roughly speaking, high levels of avijjā (or moha) leads to births in the apāyā.

Summary

12. Therefore, from #10 and #11, we can see why the Buddha rejected both views of “an unchanging self” and “no-self.”

▪Instead, there is a next life (birth) according to the principle of Paṭicca Samuppāda, which is cause and effect, just like in modern science. We will discuss PS later. However, it is easy to see this with an understanding of kamma and kamma vipāka.

▪Dasa akusala (and pāpa kamma or immoral deeds) lead to bad births, and dasa kusala (and puñña kamma or moral deeds) lead to good births.

▪This was discussed in: “Kilesa – Relationship To Akusala, Kusala, And Puñña Kamma.”





   Tilakkhaṇa – English Discourses
   

   




Tilakkhaṇa – English Discourses





February 3, 2018; revised February 11, 2020; July 28, 2022 (note on Discourse 4)

Tilakkhaṇa or Three Marks of Existence or Three Characteristics of Nature (anicca, dukkha, anatta) are discussed in detail in a series of five discourses. These are based on the first two suttā (Dhammacakka Pavattana Sutta and the Anatta Lakkhaṇa Sutta) that the Buddha delivered to the five ascetics right after attaining Enlightenment.

▪Only an essential outline is provided in these discourses. There will be five topics (for each discourse) in the “discussion forum” under the forum Three Marks of Existence Discourses, where one can ask any questions/ express opinions.

▪No question is too simple or too hard. We can find more details in other suttā or in Abhidhamma.

▪However, these discourses are not recommended for those who are not familiar with basic concepts in Buddha Dhamma. They might get discouraged. They may want to first get familiar with the basic concepts in “Moral Living and Fundamentals,” “Working Towards Good Rebirths,” and “Bhāvanā (Meditation)” sections.

▪In-Depth analysis at, “Origin of Life.”

 

February 3, 2018

Discourse 1 – Nicca, Sukha, Atta (Before understanding anicca, dukkha, anatta, it is necessary to understand the opposites).

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 1 – Nicca, Sukha, Atta

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 1 – Nicca, Sukha, Atta (Original - Larger file size)

Key Relevant Posts:

What is Kamma? – Is Everything Determined by Kamma?

WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Could Bodily Pain Be Due to Causes Other Than Kamma Vipāka?

Saññā – What It Really Means

Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha”+”Sama+uppāda

Bhava and Bhavaṅga – Simply Explained!

 

February 10, 2018

Discourse 2 – Icca, Nicca, Anicca

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 2 – Icca, Nicca, Anicca

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 2 – Icca, Nicca, Anicca (Original - Larger file size)

Key Relevant Posts:

How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā – II

Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra

Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

What are rūpa? – Dhamma are rūpa too!

Details of Kamma – Intention, Who Is Affected, Kamma Patha



 

February 19, 2018

Discourse 3 – Distorted Perceptions or Saññā Vipallāsa

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 3 – Distorted Perceptions or Saññā Vipallāsa

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 3 – Distorted Perceptions or Saññā Vipallāsa (Original - Larger file size)

Key Relevant Posts:

Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage

 

February 27, 2018

Discourse 4 – Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – What is “a Person”?

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 4 – Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – What is “a Person”?

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 4 – Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – What is “a Person”? (Original - Larger file size)

Note:  @34:00 minutes, I said, “Immoral deeds or dasa akusala are done with apuññābhisaṅkhāra or bad thoughts in our minds. Good deeds or kusala kamma are done with puññābhisaṅkhāra.”

▪That should be corrected as, “Immoral deeds or dasa akusala are done with apuññābhisaṅkhāra or bad thoughts in our minds. Good deeds (or puññābhisaṅkhāra) done with the comprehension of the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa become kusala kamma due to that understanding.”

▪See, “Kilesa – Relationship To Akusala, Kusala, And Puñña Kamma” for a detailed explanation.

What is “San”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)

Key Relevant Posts:

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta

Udayavaya Nana

What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)

Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean

 

March 02, 2018

Discourse 5 – Tilakkhaṇa and Micchā Diṭṭhi

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 5 – Tilakkhaṇa and Micchā Diṭṭhi

WebLink: Audio download: Desana 5 – Tilakkhaṇa and Micchā Diṭṭhi (Original - Larger file size)

Key Relevant Posts:

Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty)

What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!

Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means

Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial

Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga

Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa

This concludes the series of discourses on Tilakkhaṇa.
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The Way to Nibbāna – Transcription of a Discourse by Waharaka Thero





July 6, 2020

This was one of the first discourses by the late Venerable Waharaka Abayarathanalankara Thero. Janith Boniface Fernando has made it into a youtube video with transcription in Sinhala and English languages.

නිවන් දකින හරිමග කුමක්ද ? (What is Nibbāna?) | With English Subtitles

1. This discourse is an introduction to Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta) that is critical for one to start on the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪I have revised and expanded the English transcript that can be downloaded as a pdf file: WebLink: PDF file download: Waharaka Thero Discourse – The Way to Nibbāna

▪This is an updated version of the document that I posted in the discussion forum (see #3).

2. A few comments:

▪As I mentioned, this was one of the early discourses, soon after Waharaka Thero started explaining the correct meanings of the Pāli words anicca and anatta.

▪At that time, Waharaka Thero was also used to the incorrect interpretation of “anicca” and “anatta” as “anitya” and “anātma” in the Sinhala language (and “impermanence” and “no-self” in English.)

▪Therefore, even while describing the correct interpretation, he also inadvertently referred to “anicca” as “anitya” and “anatta” as “anātma” once-in-a-while. I have corrected those, of course.

▪Furthermore, I have expanded the original text and also referred to a few relevant posts at puredhamma.net.

3. Any comments/questions can be discussed at the discussion forum: WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forum: Waharaka Thero English Subs Discourse

▪Janith Fernando has transcribed a few more of Waharaka Thero’s discourses and both English and Sinhala transcripts (from him) are available under my entry at that forum on June 19, 2020. As he transcribes more discourses, I will add them there. I do not plan to work on other discourses (than the one posted above in #1) any time soon.

▪Many merits to Janith and several readers at the discussion forum who contributed to this effort.

4. I just finished updating the section on “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

▪It has a subsection on “Five Aggregates – Connection to Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪There is a new section on “Buddhahood Associated Controversies” Most people are not aware of the qualities of a Buddha and the capabilities of a Buddha.
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Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa

Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Getting Rid of Deeper Wrong Views

Associations (Sevana) – A Root Cause of Wrong Views
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Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa





June 14, 2019; revised October 23, 2019; May 25, 2022; December 24, 2022 

Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Wrong Views of a “Self”

1. When one gets rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi (together with vicikicchā and sīlabbata parāmāsa), one becomes a Sotāpanna and will never be reborn in the four lowest realms (apāyā).

▪It may be hard to believe that only a change in one’s worldview (dassanena pahātabbā) that leads to this enormous change.

▪The Sotāpanna stage cannot be attained by just doing moral deeds. (In fact, sīlabbata parāmāsa is the wrong belief that living a righteous life alone can liberate oneself).

▪Getting rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi requires a deep understanding of how nature works. Tilakkhaṇa or the Three Characteristics of Nature, encompasses those basic principles: anicca, dukkha, anatta.

▪Here we will examine this relationship, which will help get rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi.

Definition of Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

2. Sakkāya diṭṭhi is defined in the Dhammasaṅgaṇī of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka: WebLink: suttacentral: 2.3.2.13.1. Dassanenapahātabbaduka.

“Katame dhammā dassanena pahātabbā? Tīṇi saññojanāni—sakkāyadiṭṭhi, vicikicchā, sīlabbataparāmāso.

▪Translation: “What are those dhamma removed via correct vision? Three saññojanā (saṁyojana as commonly called today) – sakkāyadiṭṭhi, vicikicchā, sīlabbataparāmāso.

Tattha katamā sakkāyadiṭṭhi? Idha assutavā puthujjano ariyānaṁ adassāvī ariyadhammassa akovido ariyadhamme avinīto sappurisānaṁ adassāvī sappurisadhammassa akovido sappurisadhamme avinīto rūpaṁ attato samanupassati, rūpavantaṁ vā attānaṁ, attani vā rūpaṁ, rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Vedanaṁ … pe … saññaṁ … pe … saṅkhāre … pe … viññāṇaṁ attato samanupassati, viññāṇavantaṁ vā attānaṁ, attani vā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Yā evarūpā diṭṭhi diṭṭhigataṁ … pe … vipariyāsaggāho—ayaṁ vuccati sakkāyadiṭṭhi.”

▪Translation: “What is sakkāya diṭṭhi? A person uninstructed in Dhamma, who has not associated with Noble ones, who is not well-versed or disciplined, has the following wrong views. ‘I am my body; my body is me; my body is in me; I am in my body.’ He perceives vedanā..saññā,..saṅkhāra,..viññāṇa in the same four ways (e.g., I am my viññāṇa, my viññāṇa is me, my viññāṇa is in me, I am in my viññāṇa) –  that is sakkāya diṭṭhi.

That is the same definition given in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya 44)” that we discussed in the post, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – “Not Seeing the Unfruitful Nature of the World”.” This definition of sakkāya diṭṭhi is in many more suttā, including “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyaisidatta Sutta (SN 41.3).”

Twenty Types of Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

3. The key is to understand the meaning of “rūpaṁ attato samanupassati, rūpavantaṁ vā attānaṁ, attani vā rūpaṁ, rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ, vedanaṁ attato samanupassati.” Similarly for vedana, sañña, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. Thus, when one has sakkāya diṭṭhi,one has four wrong perceptions each for the five aggregates.

▪That is called the 20-types of sakkāya diṭṭhi (vīsativatthukā sakkāyadiṭṭhi).

▪In the Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1), the Buddha discusses 60 more wrong views, but those are variations of the above two. Therefore, getting rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi leads to the removal of all wrong beliefs about this world.

▪Tipiṭaka description of uccheda diṭṭhi and sāssata diṭṭhi in “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Getting Rid of Deeper Wrong Views.”

Sakkāya Is Pañcupādānakkhandhā

4. A definition of sakkāya is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sakkāyapañhā Sutta (SN 38.15)”: “‘Sakkāyo, sakkāyo’ti, āvuso sāriputta, vuccati. Katamo nu kho, āvuso, sakkāyo”ti? “Pañcime, āvuso, upādānakkhandhā sakkāyo vutto bhagavatā, seyyathidaṁ—rūpupādānakkhandho, vedanupādānakkhandho, saññupādānakkhandho, saṅkhārupādānakkhandho, viññāṇupādānakkhandho. Ime kho, āvuso, pañcupādānakkhandhā sakkāyo vutto bhagavatā”ti.”

Translated: “sakkāya is pañcupādānakkhandhā: rūpupādānakkhandha, vedanupādānakkhandha, saññupādānakkhandha, saṅkhārupādānakkhandha, viññāṇupādānakkhandha.”

▪Therefore, we can deduce that sakkāya diṭṭhi is the wrong vision that the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) are excellent and beneficial.

▪The word “sakkāya” comes from “sath” + “kāya,” which rhymes with “sakkāya.” “Sath” means “good” and “kāya” means “a collection” or “an aggregate” (it could also mean “physical body,” which is also a collection of parts). Thus “sakkāya” means those five aggregates (including one’s own body) are fruitful.

▪Our world consists of 12 types of kāya or “collections”: cakkhu kāya/rūpa kāya, sota kāya/sadda kāya, etc. for the six sense faculties.

▪That vision or mindset — sakkāya diṭṭhi — is what leads to a craving for them (upādāna).

5. When one has the wrong view of sakkāya diṭṭhi, some parts of pañcakkhandha become pañcupādānakkhandhā (pañca upādāna khandha). Those are the parts that one likes based on one’s gati,

Therefore, one needs to comprehend that one gets attached to things based on one’s gati AT THAT TIME. One’s gati keeps changing and can be very different, especially in one who is reborn. If one is reborn into a bad environment (conditions), one is likely to develop “bad gati.”

▪Such bad kammā were done with bad gati AT THAT TIME. They can bring bad vipāka much later, even in future lives, when one may be living a moral life. The opposite is correct too. One’s good kamma in a previous life can bring good vipāka even while one lives an immoral life in this life.

▪That is why we experience both good and bad kamma vipāka.

▪That is also why we cannot speak about an “unchanging attā/soul/ātma.” A living being is a “lifestream” that encounters good/bad vipāka based on what had been done in the past based on one’s gati at that time. Under suitable conditions, both kinds (good/bad kamma) bring vipāka.

There Are Only Causes and Effects

6. What is discussed in #5 is succinctly stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Catutthaabhabbaṭṭhāna Sutta (AN 6.95).”

Translation: “A Sotāpanna (or one with higher magga phala) accomplished in view (diṭṭhisampanno puggalo) is unable (abhabbo) to fall back on the idea that pleasure and pain are made by oneself (sayaṁkataṁ). Or that they are made by another (paraṁkataṁ). Or that they are made by both (sayaṁkatañca paraṁkatañca). Nor can they fall back on the idea that pleasure and pain arise by chance, not by oneself, another, or both. (Asayaṁkāraṁ adhiccasamuppannaṁ, aparaṅkāraṁ adhiccasamuppannaṁ, asayaṅkārañca aparaṅkārañca adhiccasamuppannaṁ).

– Why is that? It is because a person accomplished in view has seen that phenomena arise due to causes and conditions (according to Paṭicca Samuppāda). Those are the six things a Sotāpanna (or one with higher magga phala) accomplished in view will not fall back to.”

▪There is no “attā” or a “soul” or a “ātma” doing those things that will lead to pleasure or pain (sooner or later).

▪Such kamma vipāka (pleasure or pain) materialize due to two factors. (i) Causes were created in the past based on the “gati” of the lifestream AT THAT TIME, and, (ii) Corresponding vipāka materialize when suitable CONDITIONS become available (at a later time).

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda describes that process.

▪That is why understanding “gati” is so important. One may have had “bad gati” in the past, and those can bring “bad vipāka” now, EVEN IF one has “good gati” now.

▪That is why even the Buddha had to bear bad kamma vipāka. Even though he had “no gati left,” he had to endure the results of past kamma done when he had “bad gati.”

Deeper Aspects of Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

7. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sakkāyadiṭṭhi Sutta (SN 22.155)” it is stated how sakkāya diṭṭhi arises: 

“Kismiṁ nu kho, bhikkhave, sati, kiṁ upādāya, kiṁ abhinivissa sakkāyadiṭṭhi uppajjatī”ti? “rūpe kho, bhikkhave, sati, rūpaṁ upādāya, rūpaṁ abhinivissa sakkāyadiṭṭhi uppajjati. Vedanāya sati … saññāya sati … saṅkhāresu sati … viññāṇe sati, viññāṇaṁ upādāya, viññāṇaṁ abhinivissa sakkāyadiṭṭhi uppajjati.”

Translated: “Bhikkhus, because of focusing on what, attaching to what, and clinging to what leads to the arising of sakkāya diṭṭhi? It arises due to focusing on rūpa (forms: things and people), attaching to forms, and clinging to forms. It arises similarly due to vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.”

Buddha explains: “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā” ti? “What do you think Bhikkhus, can rūpa be maintained to one’s satisfaction?’.

“Aniccaṁ, bhante.” “They cannot be, bhante.”

“Yaṁ panāniccaṁ … pe … api nu taṁ anupādāya sakkāyadiṭṭhi uppajjeyyā”ti? “Understanding that if something cannot be maintained to ones’ satisfaction, if it undergoes unpredictable change and is destroyed, would one get attached to it and generate sakkāya diṭṭhi?

“No hetaṁ, bhante.” “No reason for that, bhante.”

and the same for the other four aggregates: “Vedanā … saññā … saṅkhārā … viññāṇaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti?

“Aniccaṁ, bhante.” “Yaṁ panāniccaṁ … pe … api nu taṁ anupādāya sakkāyadiṭṭhi uppajjeyyā”ti? “No hetaṁ, bhante.” “Evaṁ passaṁ … pe … nāparaṁ itthattāyāti pajānātī”ti.”

8. Thus, one gets attached to the five aggregates and considers them to be one’s own, ONLY IF one does not see the anicca (and dukkha and anatta) nature of those entities. When one understands that such attachments invariably (without exception) lead to suffering (because none of them can be maintained to one’s satisfaction), one loses the craving for them.

▪That understanding by itself, first leads to “loss of cravings” to the extent that one would NOT be able (abhabbo) to do immoral kamma that makes one suitable for rebirth in the apāyā. When one loses such upādāna, one will also not grasp such thoughts at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

▪The word abhabbo is commonly mistranslated. It does not just mean “one would not do,” but one “is incapable of doing.” The enforcement is AUTOMATIC; one does not need to consider whether such an action is immoral. When certain types of gati are removed PERMANENTLY (with magga phala), one’s mind WOULD NOT be CAPABLE of doing such sinful actions.

▪When one cultivates such “bad gati,” one would upādāna (and be born) to bad births; that is what is meant by “needing suitable conditions to bring kamma vipāka in,” In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kukkuravatika Sutta (MN 57)” (English translation there: “WebLink: suttacentral: The Dog-Duty Ascetic (MN 57)”), the Buddha explains how those “dog gati” that Seniya was cultivating would lead to him to be born a dog.

▪Conversely, when one permanently removes such “bad gati,” one would NOT be born in such unfortunate realms. That is what is meant by the verse, “Catūhapāyehi ca vippamutto, Chaccābhiṭhānāni abhabba kātuṁ” (“(an Ariya) is free from the four apāyā because he/she is incapable of doing six highly immoral acts”) in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Ratana Sutta (Snp 2.1).”

What is Attā?

9. Now, it is essential to figure out what is meant by “attā” in the description of sakkāya diṭṭhi.

The “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭipadā Sutta (SN 22.44)” describes the way to get rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi: “Katamā ca, bhikkhave, sakkāyanirodhagāminī paṭipadā? Idha, bhikkhave, sutavā ariyasāvako ariyānaṁ dassāvī ariyadhammassa kovido ariyadhamme suvinīto, sappurisānaṁ dassāvī sappurisadhammassa kovido sappurisadhamme suvinīto, na rūpaṁ attato samanupassati, na rūpavantaṁ vā attānaṁ; na attani vā rūpaṁ, na rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Na vedanaṁ attato … na saññaṁ … na saṅkhāre … na viññāṇaṁ attato samanupassati, na viññāṇavantaṁ vā attānaṁ; na attani vā viññāṇaṁ, na viññāṇasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. ..”

▪Translated: “And what, bhikkhus, is the way leading to the cessation of identity with the five aggregates (sakkāya diṭṭhi)? Here, bhikkhus, the instructed noble disciple … does not regard form [rūpa] as attā … nor vedanā as attā … nor saññā as attā … nor saṅkhāra as attā … nor viññāṇa as attā … nor attā as in viññāṇa..”

▪See #2 above for the full translation of the verse.

Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59)

10. Let us compare the above definition to the following verse in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59)”: “Rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, anattā. Rūpañca hidaṁ, bhikkhave, attā abhavissa, nayidaṁ rūpaṁ ābādhāya saṁvatteyya, labbhetha ca rūpe: ‘evaṁ me rūpaṁ hotu, evaṁ me rūpaṁ mā ahosī’ti. Yasmā ca kho, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ anattā, tasmā rūpaṁ ābādhāya saṁvattati, na ca labbhati rūpe: ‘evaṁ me rūpaṁ hotu, evaṁ me rūpaṁ mā ahosī’ti.

▪Translated: “Bhikkhus, form (physical body) is anattā (or not attā). For if, bhikkhus, if one’s body is attā, one would have full control over it, and it would be possible to say: ‘Let my body be like this; let my body not be like this.’ But because the body is anattā, it is subjected to decay and disease. And it is not possible to have it the way one desires: ‘Let my body be this way; let my body not be this way.’”

▪The recent post, “Anattā in Anattalakkahana Sutta – No Soul or a Ātma” explained the reality. That there is no attā or a “soul” or a “ātma” that can be associated with either one’s physical body or its four mental aggregates.

11. Again, from the “WebLink: suttacentral: Anattalakkhaṇa Sutta (SN 22.59)”: “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā” ti? “Aniccaṁ, bhante.” “Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vā taṁ sukhaṁ vā”ti? “Dukkhaṁ, bhante.” “Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vipariṇāmadhammaṁ, kallaṁ nu taṁ samanupassituṁ: ‘etaṁ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā’”ti? “No, hetaṁ, bhante...”

Translated: “What do you think, bhikkhus, can form be maintained to one’s satisfaction?”—“No, bhante”—“Would something of such nature lead to suffering or happiness?”—“Suffering, venerable sir.”—“Is it prudent to regard such a thing thus: ‘This is mine, this I am, this is my self’?”—“No, bhante.”

AND

“Tasmātiha, bhikkhave, yaṁ kiñci rūpaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ ajjhattaṁ vā bahiddhā vā oḷārikaṁ vā sukhumaṁ vā hīnaṁ vā paṇītaṁ vā yaṁ dūre santike vā, sabbaṁ rūpaṁ: ‘netaṁ mama, nesohamasmi, na meso attā’ti evametaṁ yathābhūtaṁ sammappaññāya daṭṭhabbaṁ.”

Translated: “Therefore, bhikkhus, any form (rūpa) whatsoever, whether past, future, or present, internal or external, gross or subtle, inferior or superior, far or near, all form (these are 11 types of rūpa in rūpakkhandha) should be seen as it truly is, with correct wisdom. Thus: ‘This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.’”

▪The same argument would hold for the other four mental aggregates as well.

Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Anatta Nature

12. Therefore, sakkāya diṭṭhi permanently disappears when one comprehends the true nature of this world. That is the anicca nature (inability to maintain rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa in the way one likes to). Much suffering (including in the apāyā) will result from not realizing the anicca nature. That is when one becomes helpless (anatta); see “Anicca – True Meaning.”

▪Therefore, one is truly helpless in this rebirth process (anatta); see, “Anatta – No Refuge in This World.” That is the same as not having complete control (“na” + “attā” or anattā); see, “Anattā in Anattalakkahaṇa Sutta – No Soul or a Ātma.”

▪The existence (bhava) in this world and corresponding births (jāti) filled with suffering arise because one tries to go against the true nature and generates saṅkhāra (due to avijjā). That is Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪When one comprehends that, one would stop generating saṅkhāra, starting with the worst kind: apuñña abhisaṅkhāra (leading to immoral deeds). That is how a Sotāpanna starts on the Noble Path.
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Introduction – Two Types of Wrong Views

1. In the “Mahā Cattārisaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty),” the Buddha explained that there are two eightfold paths; also see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and the post referred to therein. Therefore, there are two types of sammā diṭṭhi, attained via the removal of two types of micchā diṭṭhi.

▪First, one must follow the mundane eightfold path and eliminate the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. That is the foundation to comprehend the nature of a broader world of 31 realms. One must realize the truth of kamma/kamma vipāka, rebirth process, that there is a paraloka where gandhabba lives, etc.; see, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪The more profound wrong views of nicca, sukha, and atta can be removed, and one can then comprehend the real nature of this world of 31 realms (only after one gets rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi); see, “Three Marks of Existence – English Discourses.”

▪When that happens, one becomes a Sotāpanna Anugāmi and starts on the Noble Eightfold Path.

2. Removal of sakkāya diṭṭhi is the basis of one’s start on the Noble Eightfold Path. It is about getting a “new vision” of the true nature of this world of 31 realms.

▪That requires getting rid of the more in-depth wrong views (nicca, sukha, atta) about the nature of this world.

▪In this post, we will discuss how “20 types of sakkāya diṭṭhi” is reached by getting rid of 5 types of wrong views on the five aggregates based on uccheda diṭṭhi and 15 types of wrong views on the five aggregates based on sassata diṭṭhi. [uccheda :[m.] cutting off; perishing; annihilation. sassata :[adj.] eternal.]

Sakkāya as “Sath” + “Kāya”

3. In the previous post, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa,” we discussed how sakkāya diṭṭhi is related to one’s cravings. Those cravings (upādāna) are for one’s body and other material things of perceived value (rūpakkhandha). They also include one’s mental constituents that define those cravings (khandha or aggregates of vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa).

▪As we saw in that post, The word “sakkāya” comes from “sath” + “kāya,” which rhymes with “sakkāya.” “Sath” means “good” and “kāya” means “a collection” or “an aggregate” (it could also mean “physical body,” which is also a collection of parts). Thus “sakkāya” means those five aggregates (including one’s own body) are fruitful. Mental entities are also “collections” or “aggregates.”

▪These cravings for the five aggregates arise because of the wrong views of uccheda diṭṭhi or sassata diṭṭhi or views in between those two (with different combinations), as we discuss below.

Two Main Diṭṭhis (Deeper Wrong Views)

4. There are two main “diṭṭhis” or “wrong views” about the world discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1).” I always provide the Pāli version of a sutta, because sometimes the commonly available English translations have errors. I usually give a link to the Pāli version at Sutta Central. One can get translations to English — and even a few more languages — by clicking on the “hamburger icon” (represented by three short parallel lines) at the top left. Keep in mind that some translations there are incorrect.

▪One is the uccheda diṭṭhi, which says a “person” exists only until the death of the physical body; a “person” is nothing more than a collection of physical matter (molecules). When the “person” dies, that is the end of the story (uccheda means “cut off”).

▪The second is sassata diṭṭhi — which is the exact opposite of the first (sassata means “eternal.”) It is the view that a “person” has a “mental body” that survives the death of the physical body: In Abrahamic religions (Christianity, Judaism, and Islam), it is called the “soul,” which goes to either heaven or hell at death and will stay there forever. In Hinduism, it is called “ātma,” which merges with Mahā Brahma at some point and remains there forever.

▪In the Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1), the Buddha discusses 60 more wrong views, but those are variations of the above two. We can see that most scientists have the uccheda diṭṭhi (that one’s physical body with its brain is all that is there.) Most religious people (in Abrahamic religions and Hinduism) have the sassata diṭṭhi that one’s soul or ātma lives forever.

5. If uccheda diṭṭhi is the actual reality of the world, suffering will end with the death of the physical body. Thus one may seek to “enjoy worldly pleasures” without paying attention to the harmful consequences of doing immoral deeds (when the temptation gets high enough).

▪If sassata diṭṭhi is the actual reality of the world, then suffering will never end, because there is an “unchanging essence” that will survive the body’s death at any time. Even though the premise that there is a “suffering-less, joyful realm” (merge with the Creator), the Buddha said that there is no such existence. All existences are subject to suffering, simply because matter (rūpa) is unstable. Any life with even a trace of tangible matter is inherently unstable. Modern science has confirmed this fact, “Second Law of Thermodynamics is Part of Anicca!.”

▪In Buddha Dhamma, there is a monomaya kāya (gandhabba, mostly “mental” with just a few suddhaṭṭhaka or smallest units of matter) that survives the death of the physical body. Any existence in this world is associated with such a “mental body.” The mental body of a human or an animal is a gandhabba. However, the gandhabba also has a finite lifetime. See, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪Buddha Dhamma says a living being (with monomaya kāya) comes into existence due to six root causes, but all six disappear with the removal of three root causes (lobha, dosa, moha). If those root causes are present, there will be an associated life. And any being in this world has much more suffering than any short-lived happiness; see, “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna)” and “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

6. Therefore, the concept in Buddha Dhamma is in between those two extremes of uccheda diṭṭhi and sassata diṭṭhi.

▪There is a mental body (monomaya kāya) with a trace of matter (gandhabba) that survives the death of the physical body. Still, that mental body is ever-changing, according to Paticca Samuppāda. 

▪Therefore, there is no everlasting “self” or a “ātma” or an “attā.” The denial of an eternal “attā” is called “anattā” (“na” + “attā”). That is one of several possible meaning of anattā; see, “Anattā in Anattalakkahana Sutta – No Soul or a Ātma.”

▪Since the death of the physical body is not the end of suffering, one will become helpless (anatta) in the rebirth process since births in the four lowest realms (apāyā) are unavoidable. That is another meaning of anatta (“na” + “atta”) or “without refuge or becoming helpless); see, “Anatta – No Refuge in This World.” Here, atta means “with refuge..”

▪When one understands this worldview of the Buddha, one removes sakkāya diṭṭhi (together with vicikicca and silabbata parāmāsa) and attains the Sotāpanna stage.

Two Main Types of Character (Carita)

7. A revealing analysis of sakkāya diṭṭhi in terms of one’s character qualities (carita, pronounced “charitha”) is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nayasamuṭṭhāna section (NE 36)” of the Nettippakarana (a Commentary in the Tipiṭaka). It defines the Four Noble Truths in terms of “sakkāya”: “Tattha diṭṭhicaritā rūpaṁ attato upagacchanti. Vedanaṁ … pe … saññaṁ … saṅkhāre … viññāṇaṁ attato upagacchanti. Taṇhācaritā rūpavantaṁ attānaṁ upagacchanti. Attani vā rūpaṁ, rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ, vedanāvantaṁ … pe … saññāvantaṁ … saṅkhāravantaṁ … viññāṇavantaṁ attānaṁ upagacchanti, attani vā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇasmiṁ vā attānaṁ, ayaṁ vuccati vīsativatthukā sakkāyadiṭṭhi.”

Translated: “A person with “characteristic wrong views” (diṭṭhicaritā) perceives “I am my body,” “I am my vedanā,” “I am my saññā,” “I am my saṅkhāra,” and “I am my viññāṇa.” A person with “characteristic cravings for sense pleasures” (taṇhācaritā) perceives my body represents me; my body is in me, I am in my body. He sees vedanā..saññā..saṅkhāra..viññāṇa in the same three ways (e.g., my viññāṇa represents me, my viññāṇa is in me, I am in my viññāṇa) –  that is twenty types of sakkāya diṭṭhi.

▪Thus, there are five types (one view for each aggregate) of sakkāya diṭṭhi due to uccheda diṭṭhi and 15 types (three views for each aggregate) of sakkāya diṭṭhi due to sassata diṭṭhi.

▪Also, note that either of these two views leads to a firm conviction (upagacchanti).  

Diṭṭhicaritā With Ucceda Diṭṭhi and Taṇhācaritā With Sassata Diṭṭhi 

8. From the same section of WebLink: suttacentral: Nayasamuṭṭhāna (NE 36) of the Nettipakarana, we have two definitions for uccheda diṭṭhi and sassata diṭṭhi.

“Tattha ye rūpaṁ attato upagacchanti. Vedanaṁ … pe … saññaṁ … saṅkhāre … viññāṇaṁ attato upagacchanti. Ime vuccanti “ucchedavādino”ti.”

“Ye rūpavantaṁ attānaṁ upagacchanti. Attani vā rūpaṁ, rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Ye vedanāvantaṁ … pe … ye saññāvantaṁ … ye saṅkhāravantaṁ … ye viññāṇavantaṁ attānaṁ upagacchanti, attani vā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Ime vuccanti “sassatavādino”ti, tattha ucchedasassatavādā ubho antā, ayaṁ saṁsārapavatti.”

Translated: “One with uccheda diṭṭhi (ucchedavādino) perceives “I am my body,” “I am my vedanā,” “I am my saññā,” “I am my saṅkhāra,” and “I am my viññāṇa.”

▪In other words, One with uccheda diṭṭhi attributes all five aggregates to the physical body. Thus, when the physical dies, that is the end of all five aggregates. No rebirth.

“One with sassata diṭṭhi (sassatavādino) perceives ‘my body is me; my body is in me, I am in my body.’ He also perceives vedanā..saññā.. saṅkhāra.. viññāṇa in the same four ways (e.g., my viññāṇa is me, my viññāṇa is in me, I am in my viññāṇa).” Those with such extreme views are bound to the cycle of rebirths (saṁsāra).

▪In other words, One with sassata diṭṭhi attributes all five aggregates to the mental body. Thus, even when the physical dies, the five aggregates will continue.

9. This verse introduces dividing anariyas (puthujjano) into two categories: (1) diṭṭhicarita or those with personalities dominated by the wrong vision of uccheda diṭṭhi. (2) taṇhācarita or those with characters dominated by the wrong view of sassata diṭṭhi. If you look at the definitions in #7 above, you will see that a diṭṭhicarita is one with uccheda diṭṭhi, and a taṇhācaritā is one with sassata diṭṭhi.

▪The last part says that the 20-types of sakkāya diṭṭhi are a combination of uccheda and sassata diṭṭhis. Since all other 60 diṭṭhis or wrong visions about the world are different combinations or variations of uccheda and sassata diṭṭhis, 20-types of sakkāya diṭṭhi include all the wrong views about “this world.”

Sotāpanna Stage – A New WorldView

10. Now we look at the last of the verse in #8 above, which gives another clue: “..tattha ucchedasassatavādā ubho antā, ayaṁ saṁsārapavatti.”

▪Here, “ucchedasassatavādā” results from the combination of uccheda sassata vādā, i.e.,uccheda vādā and sassata vādā, where vāda means “argument or theory,” or in this case “view.” It says those two are the two extreme views. [vāda :[m.] theory; saying; creed controversy.]

▪Then it says, “ayaṁ saṁsārapavatti.” That means those two extreme views lead to the continuation of the rebirth process! (saṁsāra pavatti, where “pavatti” means to “continue or sustain”).

▪That makes perfect sense. One removes sakkāya diṭṭhi (and gets to the correct worldview) by getting rid of the two main wrong views about the world of 31 realms, i.e., uccheda diṭṭhi and sassata diṭṭhi, and any combination of them.

11. If a living being does not cease to exist at the death of the physical body (uccheda diṭṭhi does not hold) AND if there is no “permanent essence of a being” like a soul or a ātma (sassata diṭṭhi does not hold), then what is the explanation?

▪Continuation of a lifestream NOT ONLY at the death of the physical body but at ANY MOMENT is explained via the principle of causes and conditions (Paticca Samuppāda).

▪One who gets to be a Sotāpanna comprehends this fact and realizes that there is nothing to be called “mine” because, in reality, there is absolutely nothing that can be under control of “oneself”; see, “Anattā in Anattalakkahana Sutta – No Soul or a Ātma.”

▪If one does not comprehend that, one will become helpless in the future, especially when reborn in an apāya; see, “Anatta – No Refuge in This World.”

▪That is why getting rid of Sakkāya diṭṭhi REQUIRES one to get rid of any trace of uccheda diṭṭhi or sassata diṭṭhi. 

▪That is not possible until one first gets rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi and gets basic understanding of the broader world with 31 realms, laws of kamma, the existence of a paraloka with gandhabba, and the validity of the rebirth process; also see, “Buddhism without Rebirth and Nibbāna?.”

12. However, this is only a change of diṭṭhi vipallāsa (getting rid of muddled or distorted vision). There are two more vipallāsa (saññā vipallāsa and citta vipallāsa or “distorted perceptions and thoughts.”) Their removal happen at higher stages of Nibbāna; see “Discourse 3 – Distorted Perceptions or Saññā Vipallāsa” in “Three Marks of Existence – English Discourses.”

▪Therefore, getting rid of ALL wrong views starts at the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage, and is established at the Sotāpanna stage.

▪However, all types of vipallāsa wear out step-by-step and ultimately go away only at the Arahant stage; see the forum discussion “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa.”
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1. Our worldviews are first formed by our families. Most people maintain those views throughout their lifetimes. A good example is one’s religion.

▪With the advent of the internet, this is changing. Now, people are exposed to many worldviews, can learn about different worldviews, and decide for themselves which one(s) makes more sense.

▪Still, the primary mindset instilled at a young age can have a long-lasting effect. This is why it is important to ensure that our children are not exposed to “bad influences,” especially bad friends.

2. In the terminology of the Buddha, one’s “gati” (habits/character qualities) are determined by one’s worldview and vice versa. Furthermore, whether one acts with avijjā (ignorance) at any given time depends on one’s gati. In simple terms, “good gati” are associated with Sammā Diṭṭhi (correct views,) and “bad gati” are associated with micchā diṭṭhi (wrong views).

▪This is why Sammā Diṭṭhi comes first in the mundane and Noble Eightfold Paths.

▪The basic concepts are discussed in “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi)” and the posts referred to there.

▪This is also true at a deeper level; see #8 of “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa.” One’s gati can lead to specific future births.

3. Gati is carried from life to life. However, a new gati is FORMED mainly during human life.

▪If a human cultivates an “animal gati,” that human will likely be born as that animal in the next life (or a future life). This is explained clearly in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kukkuravatika Sutta (MN 57)” (English translation there: “WebLink: suttacentral: The Dog-Duty Ascetic (MN 57)”). There, the Buddha explains how those “dog gati” that Seniya was cultivating would lead to him being born a dog.

▪Similarly, a human who cultivates “deva gati” by cultivating saṅkhārā that are good and moral (puññābhisaṅkhāra) — and thus engages in such thoughts, speech, and actions — that human is likely to be born a deva.

▪A human is born with a particular set of gati acquired in past lives as a human. But a human CAN change such gati by WILLFULLY cultivating different types of saṅkhāra (and thus one’s actions). In particular, a human can cultivate “Ariya gati” by cultivating the Noble Eightfold Path (which means cultivating puññābhisaṅkhāra AND by comprehending Tilakkhaṇa).

4. A human baby has a similar gati to his/her parents. That is not an accident. Normally, a gandhabba with gati similar to those of the parents can take possession of the zygote in the mother’s womb that was formed by the union of mother and father; see “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.” This is another reason a child would likely maintain the parents’ gati (and thus worldviews, religion, and behavior patterns).

▪However, if the child comes under the strong influence of a bad set of friends, those gati can change for the worse. We discussed an example of a teenager transforming into a drug addict/gang member in our discussion of Paticca Samuppāda; see, “Phassa Paccayā Vedanā….to Tanhā.”

▪In the same way, that teenager could have been pointed in the right direction if, for example, the parents themselves started following the Noble Path and encouraged the teenager to do the same.

▪Therefore, one’s environment (whom one associate with) can significantly impact one’s gati. This is true for adults too, but children can be easily influenced. This is why one MUST associate with people with “good and moral gati.”

5. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mangala Sutta (Snp 2.4),” a deva comes to the Buddha and asks, “What are the highest auspicious deeds to be cultivated (“brūhi maṅgalamuttamaṁ”); here, “maṅgalamuttamaṁ” is “mangalam + uttamam”, where “mangala” means “auspicious” and “uttama” means “highest”).

▪The very first auspicious deed listed by the Buddha is: “Asevanā ca bālānaṁ, paṇḍitānañca sevanā..” OR, “not to associate with ignorant people (bāla) and to associate with the wise (paṇḍita).”

▪In the above I have translated “sevana” as “to associate” and “asevana” as “not to associate.” A better description would be, “to get advice from and to follow” and “not to get advice from or to follow.” Sometimes it is impossible to stop “associating” with a group of people, even if they have bad character qualities. For example, such people may be at one’s workplace, and it is impossible to stop interacting with them. However, one does not have to follow their bad opinions/worldviews.

▪In the same way, just “associating with an Ariya” does not necessarily qualify as “paṇḍitānañca sevanā.” For example, many people who associated closely with the Buddha himself (Devadatta and King of Kosala, for example) did not profit from that association: Devadatta was born in the apāyā, and the King of Kosala failed to become a Sotāpanna.

6. Of course, it is prudent to minimize interactions with those with micchā diṭṭhi. However, this again depends on the context.

▪For example, many prominent scientists have “uccheda diṭṭhi,” which states that the physical body is all one has and that life ends at the death of the physical body. This is one of the two major wrong views associated with sakkāya diṭṭhi (that blocks the Sotāpanna stage); see “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Getting Rid of Deeper Wrong Views.”

▪It is OK to listen to them and even learn from them about MUNDANE things like science. Most of them have never been exposed to true Buddha Dhamma, and all of them are “moral people.” I discussed a good example recently (June 27, 2019 at 9:48 am post) at the discussion forum, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa.” As I explained there, Dr. James Tour is correct when he explains why there is more to life than just the physical body. Furthermore, he explains with clear evidence why life could not have evolved from “inert matter.”

▪However, since he has not been exposed to true Buddha Dhamma, he cannot think of a reasonable explanation other than to say that life must have been created by God, and that there is an everlasting “soul” (i.e., he has sāssata diṭṭhi). I do not blame him; as he firmly believes (and he is right), life is very complex and it is NOT possible to explain the origins of life by the theory of evolution.

▪What he has not been exposed to is Buddha’s explanation that life has ALWAYS existed (there is no traceable beginning to life) and evolves according to causes and conditions (Paticca Samuppāda); see, “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

7. Among the four conditions that must be fulfilled to attain the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna, “Sappurisasaṁsevo” or “Association with “sappurisa (sath + purisa or “Noble friend”, i.e., an Ariya)” is the first condition; see, “Four Conditions for Attaining Sotāpanna Magga/Phala.”

▪Since Buddha’s teachings are unique, the true message has to come from a Buddha or someone “who can be traced back to the Buddha”, as explained in the above post. The teachings can be explained accurately only by an Ariya who has GRASPED those unique teachings that have never been known to the world: “pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu..” (see #8 of “Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta – Introduction”).

▪But it is not necessary to “hang out” or “directly associate” with an Ariya. The key is to “to get advice from and to follow” such Noble Persons, as explained above. That can be done by listening to their desanās (discourses) and/or by reading their writings.

▪One cannot attain the Sotāpanna stage while having sakkāya diṭṭhi (i.e., uccheda diṭṭhi or sāssata diṭṭhi or some combination of the two): see, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Getting Rid of Deeper Wrong Views.”

8. Now, we can look into the term “sappurisa” in more detail to better understand the situation. Many suttā that describe sappurisa/asappurisa in different ways (all related to each other).

▪For our discussion here, the description given in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Aṭṭhaṅgika Sutta (AN 4.205)” is more relevant: “Katamo ca, bhikkhave, asappuriso? Idha, bhikkhave, ekacco micchādiṭṭhiko hoti, micchāsaṅkappo hoti, micchāvāco hoti, micchākammanto hoti, micchāājīvo hoti, micchāvāyāmo hoti, micchāsati hoti, micchāsamādhi hoti. Ayaṁ vuccati, bhikkhave, asappuriso.”

▪Translated: “An asappurisa is one who follows micchā diṭṭhi, micchā saṅkappa, micchā vācā, micchā kammanta, micchā ājīva, micchā vāyāma, micchā sati, and micchā samādhi.

▪In other words, when one has wrong views (micchā diṭṭhi), one thinks in the wrong ways, speaks, acts in the wrong ways, follows a wrong livelihood, makes efforts to accomplish wrong (or useless) goals, gets to the wrong mindset, and thus ends up with a perturbed state (and therefore is prone to act unwisely).

9. Of course, a sappurisa is one who is on the correct pat with sammā diṭṭhi, sammā saṅkappa hoti, sammā vācā, sammāka mmanta, sammā ājīva, sammā vāyāma, sammā sati, and sammā samādhi.

▪Furthermore, the sutta explains that there is a worse asappurisa, who also encourages others to follow the wrong path.

▪Similarly, there is a better sappurisa who encourages others to follow the correct path.

10. Another definition of a asappurisa is given in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭipadā Sutta (SN 22.44),” which is relevant to the present discussion: “Sakkāyasamudayagāminiñca vo, bhikkhave, paṭipadaṁ desessāmi, sakkāyanirodhagāminiñca paṭipadaṁ.

Taṁ suṇātha. Katamā ca, bhikkhave, sakkāyasamudayagāminī paṭipadā? Idha, bhikkhave, assutavā puthujjano ariyānaṁ adassāvī ariyadhammassa akovido ariyadhamme avinīto, sappurisānaṁ adassāvī sappurisadhammassa akovido sappurisadhamme avinīto, rūpaṁ attato samanupassati, rūpavantaṁ vā attānaṁ; attani vā rūpaṁ, rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Vedanaṁ attato … saññaṁ … saṅkhāre … viññāṇaṁ attato samanupassati, viññāṇavantaṁ vā attānaṁ; attani vā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇasmiṁ vā attānaṁ.”

Translated: ““Bhikkhus, I will teach you the way leading to the origination of sakkāya (diṭṭhi) and the way leading to the cessation of sakkāya (diṭṭhi). The description in blue is exactly same as discussed in #2 of the post, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi and Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪The next verse in the sutta states that a sappurisa is one who has removed sakkāya diṭṭhi.

11. Two more relevant terms are “sutavā ariyasāvako” (a Noble person who has comprehended Buddha Dhamma) and “assutavā puthujjano” (who has not heard/comprehended Buddha Dhamma).

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Ānandatthera Sutta (SN 55.13)” describes a “sutavā ariyasāvako” as one who has “buddhe aveccappasādena samannāgato,” “dhamme aveccappasādena samannāgato,” “sanghe aveccappasādena samannāgato,” “ariyakantehi sīlehi samannāgato.” That means one who has “unbreakable faith in the Buddha, Dhamma, Saṅgha, and unbreakable moral mindset that would not do an apāyagāmi deed.” 

▪Those are the four qualities of a Sotāpanna; see, “Sotāpatti Aṅga – The Four Qualities of a Sotāpanna.” The key terms “aveccappasādena” and “ariyakānta sīla” are discussed in that post. 

▪Again, many suttā describe these terms in different (but related) ways. For example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyaariyasāvaka Sutta (SN 12.50)” describes a “sutavā ariyasāvaka” as one who has comprehended Paticca Samuppāda.

▪Therefore, a “sutavā ariyasāvako” is a Noble Person or an Ariya.

▪On the other hand, “assutavā puthujjano” is one who has not heard/grasped those.

12. Therefore, even a person who may be considered highly moral by mundane standards (like famous philanthropists, scientists, etc) is likely to be an “asappurisa” or an “assutavā puthujjano.” That is, IF they have micchā diṭṭhi (10 types of micchā diṭṭhi which include sakkāya diṭṭhi). As we have discussed, sakkāya diṭṭhi is uccheda diṭṭhi or sāssata diṭṭhi or a combination of the two. Such persons would not be able to guide one on the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪Again, that does not mean one cannot learn other useful (mundane) concepts from them.

▪One really needs to avoid those who are engaged in immoral deeds: drug use, excessive alcohol use, sexual misconduct, etc.

▪To make progress on the Noble Path, one should associate (follow and take advice from) a paṇḍita (wise person) in the context of Buddha Dhamma, i.e., a sappurisa/sutavā ariyasāvaka. A paṇḍita is not determined by age, educational degrees, or other metrics, but only based on whether one has removed sakkāya diṭṭhi. 

July 1, 2019: Regarding #5 above, it is important to note that āsevena means something different from asevana.

▪Sevana is association. Āsevana (Ā + sevana) means “came to associate with”; see, “Āsevana and Aññamañña Paccayā.”

▪Asevana (A + sevana) is “not to associate with,” the negation as discussed in #5 above.

It is very important to see the difference, which illustrates how Pāli words combine (sandhi) to produce other words with very different meanings. Thanks to Tobias Große for bringing this distinction to our attention at today’s discussion forum.
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Why are Tilakkhaṇa not Included in 37 Factors of Enlightenment?





April 1, 2016; revised June 30, 2021

1. It is possible that one may ask, “If anicca, dukkha, anatta are so important, why are they not included in the 37 Factors of Enlightenment?.” After all, one attains Nibbāna via cultivating the 37 Factors of Enlightenment (also called 37 Bodhipākkhiya Dhamma, or the Dhamma concepts that takes one to Bodhi or “bhava” + “uddha,” i.e., to Nibbāna; “pākkhiya” means “on the side of”).

▪The key to the answer is that there are two 37 Factors of Enlightenment, one is mundane (lokiya) and one is transcendental (lokuttara). We have previously discussed that there are two eightfold paths as well: one mundane and one transcendental; see, “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).”

▪The mundane versions are followed by those who do not comprehend the Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta). Thus Tilakkhaṇa are preconditions (prerequisites) to be able to follow the Noble Path. 

2. This is related to the fact that the 37 Factors of Enlightenment were there when Prince Siddhartha was born. The existence of the mundane version of the 37 Factors of Enlightenment or eightfold paths is possible only if there has been a previous Buddha in the same mahā kappa, where a mahā kappa is the time span of an “Earth system” or more precisely a solar system with an Earth-like planet supporting human life (an eon).

▪All Buddhas discover the Tilakkhaṇa, the Four Noble Truths, the Noble Eightfold Path, etc by their own efforts. But since these Dhamma concepts encompass Nature’s laws, all Buddhas keep re-discovering the same Dhamma.

▪However, like anything else in this world, a “Buddha Sāsana” or the “original Dhamma preached by a Buddha” lasts only for a certain time. For Buddha Gotama, his Sāsana is supposed to last only 5000 years (when the human lifespan is about 100 years), and we are halfway through.

▪There have been four Buddhas on this Earth (which formed about 4.6 billion years ago), and Buddha Gotama was the fourth. The three Buddhas preceding him were: Kakusandha, Konagama, and Kassapa; one more Buddha, Buddha Maitreya, is supposed to appear long after the Gotama Buddha Sāsana disappears.

3. It is said that a Buddha comes to this world to reveal three words and eight letters (in Pāli): “Attakkarā theenapadā Sambuddhena pakāsithā, na hi sīla vataṁ hotu uppajjanti Tathāgatā,” which means, “a Buddha (Tathāgatā) is born NOT just to show how to live a moral life, but to reveal three words to the world.”

▪These three words are anicca, dukkha, anatta.

4. When a given Buddha Sāsana fades away, it does not disappear abruptly. What happens is that the true meanings gradually get lost, and are replaced by easier to grasp, mundane meanings; the first to lose the true meanings are anicca, dukkha, anatta. Without them, all other concepts remain there with mundane meanings.

▪When the Kassapa Buddha Sāsana faded away, most of the concepts survived only with mundane meanings and that is why most terms like kamma and even Satta Bojjhaṅga survived up to the time of Prince Siddhartha’s birth.

▪In fact, even during a given Buddha Sāsana, the true meanings of Tilakkhaṇa get lost for periods of time but are revived by Jāti Sotāpannas (when one attains the Sotāpanna stage, it is not lost in future lives; so, if one is reborn human, they will be a Jāti Sotāpanna). Thus during a given Buddha Sāsana, such as Jāti Sotāpannas, keep bringing back the true Dhamma until the end of that Buddha Sāsana. 

▪After that, no more Jāti Sotāpannas are born, and true Dhamma disappears from this world (or, more correctly, from this Earth). Again, the mundane versions may survive for a long times.

▪Then the world has to await the appearance of a new Buddha to reveal the true meanings of anicca, dukkha, anatta. But a mahā kappa with five Buddhas (like ours) is a rare event, and it is called Mahā Badda Kappa.

▪More common is to have no Buddhas or just a single Buddha in a given mahā kappa. For example, there were 30 mahā kappā before this mahā kappa where there was not even a single Buddha present.

5. This is why the Buddha emphasized that there is a very brief window of time to attain Nibbāna (at least to attain the Sotāpanna stage).

▪The time span of each Buddha Sāsana is different because the average lifetime of humans keeps changing. Gotama Buddha Sāsana is supposed to be 5000 years long, with the average lifetime of a human being about 100 years. During the Buddha Sāsana of Buddha Kassapa, the human lifespan was about 20, 000 years. Thus, we can guess that Sāsana lasted about 20,000 x 50 = about a million years.

▪Therefore, even though there will be one more Buddha appearing in this mahā kappa, the total time one could be potentially exposed to Buddha Dhamma would be only a few million years.

▪Our Earth (i.e., the Solar system) may last a few more billion years, so we can say that the lifetime of this mahā kappa is roughly 8-10 billion years or 8000 to 10,000 million years. Only a few million years, at most, is the “short window” that is available to work towards Nibbāna.

▪Of course, one needs to be fortunate enough to be born human on this Earth during the Maitreya Buddha Sāsana to get the next opportunity to work towards Nibbāna. This is an improbable event for any given person.

▪Also see, “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.” Even when one is born human, most mahā kappā (eons) will have no Buddhas present to teach the way to Nibbāna.

6. Going back to our main discussion, when Buddha Kakusandha appeared first in this world (i.e., on this Earth), there was no previous Buddha on this Earth. Therefore, concepts like the eightfold path, Satta Bojjhaṅga, 37 Factors of Enlightenment (or terms like kamma and rebirth) were not there even by name.

▪It is clear why those concepts were there before Buddha Gotama (i.e., when Prince Siddhartha was born). After Buddha Kassapa’s Sāsana faded away, mundane interpretations of key concepts were passed down through generations (initially through vedic traditions, which then transitioned to the Hindu religion; of course, most concepts survived only by the name). 

▪Therefore, not only concepts like kamma, rebirth, the five (and eight) precepts were there when Prince Siddhartha was born, but also Satta Bojjhaṅga and ways to attain jhānā. Of course, those meanings were mundane and the jhānā were anariya jhānā. Without Tilakkhaṇa, it is not possible to attain Ariya jhānā.

7. The difference that the Buddha Gotama made was to bring back the true Dhamma based on the true nature of this world, i.e., anicca, dukkha, anatta. But even during a given Buddha Sāsana, the true Dhamma starts to fade away from time to time (people tend to embrace the easy and mundane version) and needs to be revived by a jāti Sotāpanna.

▪And that is what is happening even at present. The true Dhamma of Buddha Gotama had again started to fade away, and a jāti Sotāpanna in Sri Lanka is bringing back the correct or lokuttara version now. Within the past 2500 years, it happened at least once before, and we will discuss that when the time is appropriate.

8. The difference between the two versions of the 37 Factors of Enlightenment or the eightfold paths is that the Noble versions are based on Tilakkhaṇa: anicca, dukkha, anatta. Their true meaning is that it is fruitless, tiring, and often dangerous to keep struggling to attain happiness in this world; that is the real meaning of dukha or suffering. And Dukkha Sacca (First Noble Truth) is that this dukha (suffering) can be overcome; see the second part of the following post: “Anatta and Dukkha – True Meanings.”

▪The mundane versions can be grasped by a normal human who is unaware of the true Tilakkhaṇa or the true nature of this world. The transcendental or lokuttara versions can be comprehended only with an understanding of anicca, dukkha, anatta.

▪Without an understanding of the anicca nature, we perceive that sense pleasures are good, and are worth striving for. But when one starts comprehending the anicca nature, one realizes that suffering is actually rooted in sense pleasures; see, “Assāda, Ādīnava, Nissaraṇa – Introduction.”

9. But the Tilakkhaṇa (starting with anicca nature) are hard to comprehend. It helps to understand and follow the mundane versions of Dhamma concepts first; see “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and the post “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?” referred to in that chart.

▪Not everyone can grasp the deeper meanings of the anicca, dukkha, anatta right way. It takes a significant effort. After all, a Sotāpanna is better off than an Emperor or a King (see, “Why a Sotāpanna is Better off than any King, Emperor, or a Billionaire”). One should not think it can be done easily (even though it may be easier for those who happen to have cultivated the Path in recent previous births).

10. To summarize, the critical difference between the two types of 37 Factors of Enlightenment is the following:

▪The mundane (lokiya) 37 Factors of Enlightenment are cultivated to live a “moral life” and to seek “good rebirths” in future lives.

▪The transcendental (lokuttara) 37 Factors of Enlightenment can be cultivated only after realizing that this world of 31 realms has nothing but suffering to offer in the long run.

▪The 37 factors are the same in both versions, but each term has a deeper meaning in the lokuttara version since it has Nibbāna as the goal.

▪As one starts to grasp the meanings of Tilakkhaṇa, one will automatically transition over to the lokuttara version. There is no need to worry about which version one is cultivating. The difference is not in terms but in grasping the anicca (and thus dukkha and anatta).

▪Furthermore, it is not necessary to cultivate (or even to memorize) all 37 factors. When one cultivates even one factor, all 37 grow together; but it is good to know the factors and how they work together. The 37 factors are listed in “37 Factors of Enlightenment.”

11. There are many things to contemplate in the above material to continue this discussion on the 37 factors in a follow-up post. Some of the ideas discussed above may seem surprising (but also illuminating to those who may have wondered how terms like kamma and Satta Bojjhaṅga were in usage before Buddha Gotama). They will turn out to be supported by future evidence and also by the inter-consistency that I always try to emphasize.

▪Even though we may not have all the evidence of historical facts (they keep emerging slowly), there is no need to wait for fool-proof archaeological evidence.

▪One can analyze and examine the “bigger picture” of the Buddha, the soundness of Abhidhamma, and the solid inter-consistency of Buddha Dhamma to realize that the above explanation must be correct. Of course, we will discuss much more detail in future posts.

▪In many areas, I have published only a small fraction of material due to time limitations. I will not publish anything that I have doubts about. It is immensely satisfying to figure out a “missing piece” and be able to “see the bigger picture” with more clarity. It is also amazing how deep, consistent, and wonderful Buddha Dhamma is.
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1. In the previous post, we discussed two versions of 37 Factors of Enlightenment (Bodhipākkhiya Dhamma) and eightfold paths. See, “Why are Tilakkhaṇa not Included in 37 Factors of Enlightenment?” Here, we continue that discussion.

2. Throughout the website, I have tried to make the case that there are three broad categories that people can be divided into :

▪Some have one or more of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi; see, “Three Kinds of Diṭṭhi, Eightfold Paths, and Samādhi.”

▪Some others who have been exposed to some form of Buddha Dhamma, have removed micchā diṭṭhi and thereby have the mundane (lokiya) version of sammā diṭṭhi.

▪Then some have transcendental (lokuttara) Sammā Diṭṭhi, i.e., they comprehend the true nature of the 31 realms (anicca, dukkha, and anatta), i.e., that there is hidden suffering in what we perceive to be enjoyment.

3. When one is exposed to Buddha Dhamma, one can understand the need for a wider world view with 31 realms and that living beings are born in all those realms due to their actions (kamma). This leads to removing micchā diṭṭhi; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?.”

▪When one gets rid of micchā diṭṭhi, one has the mundane sammā diṭṭhi: One knows that to avoid future births in the apāyā (four lowest realms), one needs to avoid immoral deeds (akusala kamma) and to cultivate moral deeds.

▪With mundane sammā diṭṭhi, one also strives to accumulate kusala by doing puñña kiriya or good deeds; this leads to FOUR benefits of āyu (long life), vaṇṇa (healthiness), sukha (mundane happiness), bala (wealth/strength) in future lives. Note that this “bala” is different from the “Pañca Bala;” see, “Pañca Indriya and Pañca Bala – Five Faculties and Five Powers.”

▪The “mundane bala” appears in the Dhammapada verse 109:

		“Abhivādanasīlissa



		niccaṁ vuḍḍhāpacāyino



		cattāro dhammā vaḍḍhanti



		āyu vaṇṇo sukhaṁ balaṁ.”



▪Translation: “For one who always respects and honors those older and more virtuous, four benefits of longevity, beauty, happiness, and wealth/strength will increase.”

▪That enables one to grasp Tilakkhaṇa in future lives if one fails to do so in this life. Normally, those born with tihetuka paṭisandhi will have those qualities in this life. See “Paṭisandhi Citta – How the Next Life is Determined According to Gati.”

4. Now let us talk specifically about the mundane 37 Factors of Enlightenment, tied to the mundane sammā diṭṭhi. There is no specific order because they are all interrelated. But for convenience, we could use the following guide:

There are four obvious things to do when one knows what is right (moral or kusala) and what is not (immoral or akusala). These are called cattāro sammappadhāna, conventionally translated as Four Supreme Efforts. One exerts to:

▪00 prevent immoral qualities that have not yet arisen from arising 

▪01 abandon immoral qualities that have arisen

▪10 initiate moral qualities that have not yet arisen to arise

▪11 maintain and cultivate moral qualities that have arisen

[compare 37 Factors of Enlightenment item 4]

======================================================

1.Not to let an unwholesome thought arise which has not yet arisen.

2.Not to let an unwholesome thought continue which has already arisen.

3.To make a wholesome thought arise which has not yet arisen.

4.To make a wholesome thought continue which has already arisen.

They can briefly be expressed as "avoiding," "overcoming," "developing," and "maintaining," and are called the four supreme efforts.

======================================================

By the way, these are intimately related to viriya in some other categories in the 37 factors: Cattāro Iddhipada, Pañca Indriya, Pañca Bala, Satta Bojjhaṅga, and the Noble Eightfold Path.

5. One could make much progress (mundane or lokuttara) by focusing on the Cattāro Sammappadhāna. The word sammappadhāna comes from “saŋ” + “ma” + “padhāna.” We have previously discussed “sammā” or “saŋ” + “ma” means getting rid of defilements; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).” In Pāli or Sinhala, “padhāna” or “pradhāna” means dominant or leading. Cattāro is, of course, four.

▪Therefore, Cattāro Sammappadhāna means four key methods for eliminating defilements, i.e., cleansing the mind.

▪If we can get into the habit of following the four guidelines listed in #4, then we will be cleansing our minds with time.

6. Cattāro Satipaṭṭhāna (Four Foundations of Mindfulness) helps one with the four tasks listed in #4 by being vigilant. These are discussed in detail in several posts in the “Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta.”

▪One keeps vigilant about committing immoral deeds with the body (Kāyānupassanā) and becomes good at not reacting automatically to feelings (vedanānupassanā) or thoughts (cittānupassanā), and when in doubt about the suitability of a given action one is about to do, compare with what is in the Dhamma (dhammānupassanā). 

▪We have not discussed dhammānupassanā in the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta yet, and we can go to great depths. But we can get a simple idea from what “dhamma” means: Dhamma is what one bears. Suppose one engages in activities that lead to great suffering to another (say, rape or murder). In that case, one has accumulated a “bad Dhamma” that will yield corresponding results (via Paṭicca Samuppāda) in future lives in the four lowest realms. Similarly, if one acts with kindness, one accumulates “good Dhamma” to be born in human or higher realms.

▪Thus one should think about the consequences of bad actions one is about to do and stop such an action. On the other hand, one can be joyful about a good act that one is about to do or has done, and acquire many merits that will lead to āyu, vaṇṇa , sukha, bala, and paññā as discussed in #3 above.

7. Then there are Cattāro Iddhipāda or the Four Bases of Mental Power; see, “The Four Bases of Mental Power (Cattāro Iddhipāda).” When someone has a firm goal, one develops chanda (liking for it), citta (thinking about it always), viriya (making efforts on it), and vīmaṁsā (finding out all relevant information).

▪That completes the “three sets of fours” in the 37 Factors of Enlightenment. Next there are “two sets of fives.”

8. The Pañca Indriya (Five Mental Faculties) are: saddhā (faith based on knowledge), viriya (effort), sati (mindfulness), samādhi (calming of the mind), and paññā (wisdom).

▪These five factors help one move forward on the Dhamma path. It is like a vehicle with two sets of wheels with a driver: Sati is in front and can be compared to the driver; saddhā and paññā are the two front wheels, and viriya and samādhi are like the back wheels.

▪All five need to be cultivated together; in particular, those sets need to be balanced: one cannot move forward with saddhā without paññā, or just by sheer effort (viriya) without feeling the benefits in samādhi.

9. When the Pañca Indriya is cultivated, they grow and become Pañca Bala or the Five Powers.

▪These “two sets of five” are discussed in detail in “Pañca Indriya and Pañca Bala – Five Faculties and Five Powers.”

10. Next is Satta Bojjhaṅga or the Seven Factors of Enlightenment. 

▪These seven factors are dhammavicaya (which is closely related to vīmaṁsā and paññā), viriya (effort), pīti (joy), passaddhi (tranquility), samādhi (one-pointedness), and upekkhā (equanimity).

▪Here again, sati should be in front, and the other six are better cultivated in two sets; see, “11. Magga Phala and Ariya Jhānā via Cultivation of Satta Bojjhaṅga.” In that post, the Satta Bojjhaṅga are those for the lokuttara Path, but as I mentioned before, the procedures are the same with deeper meanings.

11. Those help complete the Ariya Aṭṭhaṅgika Magga or the Noble Eightfold Path. Thus, there are 37 factors altogether.

▪Of course, it has been discussed in many posts throughout the site. To get a list of relevant posts, enter “Noble Eightfold Path” in the Search box at the top right.

▪A table in the post “37 Factors of Enlightenment” shows how many factors in different categories overlap.

▪Therefore, there is no need to try to cultivate each factor. It is much better to concentrate on one category: Cattāro Sammappadhāna or Cattāro Satipaṭṭhāna are common ones. When further along the Path, one could cultivate Satta Bojjhaṅga. Of course, the Noble Eightfold Path encompasses all.

12. Cultivating the mundane sammā diṭṭhi together with contemplating “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta” gradually moves one to transcendental (lokuttara) sammā diṭṭhi. 

▪Then one will gradually switch over to the lokuttara 37 Factors of Enlightenment. Like a train smoothly switching railway tracks at a railroad switch, one will move over to the lokuttara track at some point; it happens in one citta vīthi, and one may not even realize it for a while. There is no need to worry about which one to be followed. As the meanings of anicca, dukkha, and anatta sink in, one will start seeing the deeper aspects of the 37 Factors of Enlightenment.

13. One will truly comprehend the Four Noble Truths starting from that point. One truly starts grasping the First Noble Truth (Dukkha Sacca), only when comprehending anicca, dukkha, and anatta. 

▪Again, this is why the first three Noble Truths are also not listed under the 37 Factors of Enlightenment. In the previous post we discussed why the Tilakkhaṇa are not included; see, “Why are Tilakkhaṇa not Included in 37 Factors of Enlightenment?.” 

▪Comprehension of anicca, dukkha, and anatta, at least to some extent, at the Sotāpanna stage, helps one grasp the first Noble Truth, i.e., that this world is filled with suffering and that it can be overcome.

▪The lokuttara version of the 37 Factors of Enlightenment — which describes ways to get to Nibbāna or Enlightenment — requires the comprehension of the Tilakkhaṇa and the first three Noble Truths.

▪Even before grasping anicca, dukkha, and anatta, one can see the dangers of a defiled mind and be motivated to follow the mundane Path with mundane sammā diṭṭhi.

14. Therefore, it is better not to think much about which version of the 37 Factors of Enlightenment one follows. 

▪The key is to purify one’s mind gradually: “rāgakkhayo Nibbānan, dosakkhayo Nibbānan, Mohakkhayo Nibbānan,” i.e., Nibbāna or Niveema or “cooling down” is achieved by getting rid of greed, hate, and ignorance in steps. Moral behavior helps with the first two, and reading and listening to Dhamma helps with the third.

▪Knowingly or unknowingly, one will be completing the 37 factors with time. 

▪It starts with the mundane path but accelerates when switching to the lokuttara Path.

▪The “Bhāvanā (Meditation)” section could be useful in following a systematic path. However, reading different posts on varying subjects is essential, starting with the “Moral Living and Fundamentals” section. It could be challenging to grasp advanced topics on “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta,” without grasping the fundamentals.
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1. Even before the Buddha, people had three different basic ideas about “the essence” of a living being and specifically a human.

▪Just like today, many people believed that the current physical body is all that is there. When one dies, that is the end of the story. One’s body would decompose and be absorbed into the Earth. Nothing at all will be leftover, either physical or mental. The physical body is called “karaja kaya” in Buddha Dhamma.

▪However, there was another view that there is something that survives the physical death of the body. This is the same as the concept of a “soul” in major religions today. In Abrahamic religions today, it is believed that upon death, the soul will either go to heaven or hell and will forever remain there.

▪So, those are the two main views about “the essence” of a human being today.

2. However, at the time of the Buddha, those with the second view of a surviving “mental body” were split into two camps. In order to understand that, we need to remember that there were yogis who were able to get into jhānā and also had some supernormal (abhiññā) powers.

▪There are three kinds of “pleasures”, as we discussed in the post, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.” Two of these are “mundane pleasures”, associated with the 31 realms of this world.

▪One is of course the “physical sense pleasures”: those associated with pictures, sounds, food, smells, and touches. That is what most humans experience. In fact, these are the pleasures associated with the 11 realms in the kāma loka (four lowest realms, human realm, and the 6 deva realms).

▪The second are the jhānic pleasures, and those are of two varieties: rūpāvacara jhāna and arūpāvacara jhāna.

3. If one can cultivate jhānā, one can experience “jhānic pleasures.” Unlike the pleasures associated with the physical senses, jhānic pleasures are associated with less and less with the dense physical body as one gets to higher jhāna.

▪Of course, jhānic pleasures have nothing to do with seeing nice objects, hearing nice music, eating tasty foods, smelling nice odors, or physical touching.

▪In the first four jhānā, one just experiences fine bodily feelings (lightness in the body, etc.) as well as mental happiness. By the time one gets to the fourth jhāna, almost all “bodily sensations” fade out and only “rūpa” that is left is a “white soothing light.” So, by the fourth jhāna, one loses any awareness of one’s own physical body, i.e., the only “matter” one experiences is that of light.

▪We must remember that light is a rūpa in Buddha Dhamma, even though it is a “very fine rūpa.” In fact, in quantum mechanics, photons (light) and electrons (matter) are treated on the same footing.

4. The four rūpāvacara jhānā correspond to mental states of the rūpāvacara brahmā, i.e., those brahma in the rūpa loka realms. Now we can see why those rūpāvacara brahmā do not have dense bodies.

▪They do not need dense bodies! Brhamas do not eat, smell nice fragrances, or engage in sex.

▪Those humans who can get to the fourth jhāna can cultivate the ability to separate the “brhama-like mental body” from the solid physical body. That means the “mental body” — called manomaya kāya — can come out of the physical body.

▪This manomaya kāya essentially has the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu) and the five pasāda rūpa for sensing vision, sounds, smells, taste, and touch.

▪As we mentioned above, the physical body is called the karaja kaya.

5. The Buddha gave several analogies to describe this separation of the manomaya kāya from the karaja kaya. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2):

“..Seyyathā vā pana, mahārāja, puriso asiṁ kosiyā pavāheyya. Tassa evamassa: ‘ayaṁ asi, ayaṁ kosi, añño asi, aññā kosi, kosiyā tveva asi pavāḷho’ti. Seyyathā vā pana, mahārāja, puriso ahiṁ karaṇḍā uddhareyya. Tassa evamassa: ‘ayaṁ ahi, ayaṁ karaṇḍo. Añño ahi, añño karaṇḍo, karaṇḍā tveva ahi ubbhato’ti.”

▪Translated: “..suppose a man were to draw a sword out from its scabbard (sheath). He would think: “This is the sword; this is the scabbard. The sword is one thing, the scabbard another, but the sword has been drawn out from the scabbard.” Or suppose a man were to pull a snake out from its old outer skin. He would think: “This is the snake; this is the old skin. The snake is one thing, the old skin another, but the snake has been pulled out from the old skin.”

▪Therefore, separating the manomaya kāya from the karaja kaya is just like pulling out a sword from its sheath: sword is the “active element” and the sheath is like the karaja kaya. In the analogy: “A snake shedding its old skin”, snake is like the manomaya kāya and old skin is like the karaja kaya.”

▪Manomaya kaya is the “active or important element.”

6. The bodies of the rūpāvacara brahmā are very similar to the manomaya kāya of those yogis who can get to those rūpāvacara jhāna.

▪The only difference is that the manomaya kāya of the rūpāvacara brahmā do not have the three pasāda rūpa for smelling, tasting, or touch.

▪Rūpāvacara brahma’s fine bodies have just the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) and two pasāda rūpa for seeing and hearing.

▪Of course, they do not need eyes. They see and hear using a different method. Seeing by those brahmā is similar to how we see dreams with our eyes closed.

7. This manomaya kāya is the same one that enters the womb at conception.

▪We remember that a gandhabba has a manomaya kāya as well as fine, misty-like body due to inhaling aroma. When a gandhabba enters a womb, this “extra bit of matter” is shed and only the manomaya kāya (of the size of a few suddhaṭṭhaka) enters the womb.

▪We also remember that these five pasāda rūpa are the actual sensing elements. When the manomaya kāya is inside a physical body, they get the signals THROUGH the five physical senses: eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and the body. Those signals are analyzed by the brain and transmitted to the manomaya kāya inside the physical body.

▪That can be compared to a human sitting inside a totally enclosed military tank seeing the outside with aid of cameras mounted on the body of the tank. This is discussed in “Our Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

8. When a yogi cultivates the fourth jhāna and perfects it, he/she will be able to come out of the physical body or the karaja kaya at will.

▪Just like a rūpāvacara brahma, these yogis who come out of the physical body with just the manomaya kāya can “see” and “hear” over great distances.

▪Of course, we have a hard time imagining that. But it can be compared to what happens when we see a dream. There is no need for eyes or light to see dreams; we see dreams when it is pitch black at night with our eyes closed; we do not “see” dreams with our eyes.

9. In some stressful situations (like heart operations), the manomaya kāya can separate from the physical body, and that is what is called the “out-of-body experience (OBE).”

▪It also happens to some who had almost died, but “manage to come back to life.” These are also called Near-Death Experiences (NDE).

▪There are many books written on OBE and NDE. “Consciousness Beyond Life”, by Pim van Lommel (2010) gives detailed accounts of case studies of OBE experienced by people undergoing heart operations.

10. This manomaya kāya (with a hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa) that can be separated from the karaja kaya was called “rūpi manomaya kāya” by those yogis at the time of the Buddha.

It is called “rūpi manomaya kāya” because it has all five pasāda rūpa and thus essentially has all five senses. Even though one cannot move solid objects with the fine body, one will be able to “touch.” Just like vision is not with physical eyes, all five “physical senses” are different than with physical body.

▪There is a second type of manomaya kāya discussed by the Buddha in the WebLink: suttacentral: Poṭṭhapāda Sutta (DN 9). This was called “arūpi saññāmaya kaya.” We will discuss that in the next post. These bodies or “kaya” are associated with arūpāvacara brahmā (and thus arūpāvacara jhānā).

▪It could be a good idea to get refresh the memory on what is meant by saññā: “Saññā – What It Really Means.”

▪Basically, when one recognizes an object or understands a concept, then one has “an understanding” of what it is. That is what saññā is. So, an “arūpi saññāmaya kaya” basically means a “body (almost) devoid of matter but has the ability to recognize/understand.”





   Finest Manomaya Kāya of an Arūpāvacara Brahma
   

   




Finest Manomaya Kāya of an Arūpāvacara Brahma





December 19, 2018

1. As we discussed in the previous post, we can get some insights on “what survives the death of a physical body” by analyzing jhānic experiences; see, “Types of Bodies in 31 Realms – Connection to Jhāna.”

▪As discussed there, one can experience for oneself that life is possible without a heavy, solid physical body. This can be experienced for oneself by cultivating jhāna.

▪There are many people even today who can experience jhāna, especially up to the fourth jhāna.

2. When one gets to the first jhāna, one “transcends” (or go beyond) the kāma loka or “sense sphere.” Our human realm is one of 11 realms in the kāma loka as we discussed before.

▪There are 16 realms in “rūpa loka” where rūpāvacara brahmā live and there are 4 realms in “arūpa loka” where arūpāvacara brahmā live. Those are the 31 realms.

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Anupubbanirodha Sutta (AN 9.31): “Paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ samāpannassa kāmasaññā niruddhā hoti” OR ““When one has attained the first jhāna, perceptions of sensuality (kāma saññā) stop from arising.”

▪That means kāma saṅkappa (or sensual thoughts) would not arise in the yogi. However, the yogi still feels his/her physical body. Those “bodily sensations” decrease as the yogi attains from the first to the fourth jhāna.

▪Those jhānic levels one through four correspond to the 16 rūpāvacara brahma realms.

3. If the yogi can advance above the fourth jhāna, he/she next gets into the fifth jhāna which has a different mental experience. Jhānās fifth through eighth are called arūpāvacara jhāna.

▪The fifth jhāna or the first of the arūpāvacara jhāna is called the ākāsānancāyatana.

▪Even though those arūpāvacara jhāna are labelled as fifth through eighth jhāna these days, in suttā they are just called by their names: ākāsānancāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana, ākiñcaññāyatana, nevasaññānāsaññāyatana.

▪The experiences of yogis in arūpāvacara jhāna are similar to those of arūpāvacara brahmā in the highest 4 realms in the 31 realms.

4. Those arūpāvacara brahmā cannot even see or hear, unlike the rūpāvacara brahmā.

▪Those arūpāvacara brahmā have just a trace of matter: a hadaya vatthu, which is the seat of the mind. However, unlike rūpāvacara brahmā, they do not have pasāda rūpa for seeing and hearing.

▪They only have an awareness (saññā) of existence. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Poṭṭhapāda Sutta (DN 9) (and other suttā) this “third type of body” is called an “arupi saññāmaya kaya.”

▪Arupi means “without rūpa” (it actually has a trace of rūpa, just the hadaya vatthu). Saññāmaya means “with saññā”, i.e., one can still experience that one is still alive, one has perception (saññā).

5. It may be a good idea to re-read the following posts in this series just to firmly grasp these key ideas. Then it would be easier to follow the upcoming discussions. The first was, “Anattā (Mundane Interpretation) – No ‘Unchanging Self’.”

▪We discussed in the second post that the manomaya kāya (with a hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa) that can be separated from the karaja kaya was called “rupi manomaya kāya” by those yogis at the time of the Buddha:”Types of Bodies in 31 Realms – Connection to Jhāna.”

▪With that extremely small manomaya kāya, a rūpāvacara brahma or a yogi who can come out of the physical body can hear and see. Since this manomaya kāya is much smaller than an atom, this is something that is hard for us to even imagine.

▪However, those who experience out-of-body experiences, that is exactly what happens. So, this effect has been experienced by many people; see, “Manomaya Kāya and Out-of-Body Experience (OBE).”

6. Now we can summarize what we have figured out so far: Any living being is born with a basic manomaya kāya that comes in three basic varieties:

▪Those in kāma loka have a manomaya kāya with hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa (i.e., all six “sensing elements.” That manomaya kāya is “enclosed in” in a solid physical body (karaja kaya) that allows one to experience “sense pleasures.”

▪In the 16 rūpāvacara brahma realms, the manomaya kāya has two pasāda rūpa (for vision and hearing), in addition to the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu).

▪The finest manomaya kāya is in the arūpa loka (4 arūpāvacara brahma realms), which only has the hadaya vatthu. They can only think.

7. There are 11 realms in kāma loka (four apāyā, human realm, and 6 deva realms).

▪The six deva realms belong to the kāma loka, and all those devas have “physical bodies” (karaja kaya) but they are finer than those of humans.

▪Of course, a solid physical body (karaja kaya) is not there for either a rūpāvacara or an arūpāvacara brahma.

8. By the way, we can now see how suffering decreases as one starts at the lowest realms (apāyā) and move up to human, deva, and brahma realms. Human realm is where both suffering and happiness are present. Sense pleasures are optimum in deva realms.

▪However, sense pleasures are not available in brahma realms. But the jhānic pleasures in those brahma realms are much better than sense pleasures.

▪Thoughts of greed and hate/anger cannot arise in any brahma, including rūpāvacara brahmā. This is why their minds are at peace.

9. That is also true of those who can get into the corresponding jhānā. While in those jhāna, thoughts of greed or hate/anger do no arise.

▪This is as close as one can get to Nibbāna, without even comprehending Buddha Dhamma. As we know, yogis were able to get to those jhānā even before the Buddha by using breath or kasiṇa meditations.

▪If those yogis do not lose the ability to get into jhāna until death, they will be born in the corresponding brahma realms. However, since they have only SUPPRESSED greed and hate, they will come back down to the human realm at the end of “brahma bhava.” Subsequently, they can eventually end up in the lowest four realms (apāyā).

10. So, now we can see that there are two types of jhānic pleasures, and that those two varieties give rise to “two types of mental bodies or manomaya kāya” (in addition to the dense body or the karaja kaya that we are familiar with).

▪However, a human who cultivates jhāna and even get to the highest arūpāvacara jhāna (8th jhāna), will still have the human manomaya kāya that he/she was born with.

▪If a yogi comes out of the physical body with that manomaya kāya, it would have five pasāda rūpa and a hadaya vatthu.

11. Therefore, that manomaya kāya that can be separated from the physical body of a human would have all five pasāda rūpa that are the actual “sensing elements” for seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling, and touching. Of course the “seat of the mind” — or the hadaya vatthu — would also come out with those five pasāda rūpa.

▪This is because it is not possible to separate any pasāda rūpa form the manomaya kāya that is born at the beginning of the human bhava.

▪In fact, it is that manomaya kāya that lives as a gandhabba in between two adjacent human births (jāti) until a suitable womb becomes available for it to enter.

12. In Buddha Dhamma, the closest equivalent of a “soul” is the “manomaya kāya” or the “mental body.” However, it is not the same an unchanging soul.

▪As we saw, manomaya kāya will take fundamentally different forms in the three types of loka that encompasses the 31 realms: kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka.

▪Furthermore, even during the human bhava, the manomaya kāya can undergo drastic changes. When one attain jhāna or magga phala, it will undergo significant changes. In the case of magga phala, those changes are permanent.

13. In the next post, we will summarize the information that we have discussed so far with reference to key sections in the WebLink: suttacentral: Poṭṭhapāda Sutta (DN 9).

▪In that sutta, the Buddha explained those three types of “kaya” to Potthapāda, who was asking whether there exists an “absolute, unchanging, self” or an attā in the deeper sense (just like a “soul” that would have a “permanent existence” in heaven or hell in Abrahamic religions today).

▪It must be kept in mind that the above descriptions provide only the basic framework of the three types of loka (kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka), that encompass the 31 realms.

▪However, that is sufficient to get a good idea about the key differences among the 31 realms.

▪Furthermore, it explains a deeper meaning of “attā.”
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oNamagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane)

oGati and Bhava – Many Varieties

oGati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control

oMemory, Brain, Mind, Nama Loka, Kamma Bhava, Kamma Vipāka

oBhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein

oCuti and Maraṇa – Related to Bhava and Jāti

oAnusaya, Gati, Bhava – Connection to Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba)

oDifference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna

oPāpa Kamma Versus Akusala Kamma
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1. A strong kamma can bring vipāka in the future. The mind releases a bit of energy, which is a kamma bīja (or kamma bhava.) Where are those kamma bīja/bhava “located”? That is difficult to explain because we have no “feel” for mental phenomena. We have difficulty connecting with anything that is not discernible to our five physical senses. We need to see, hear, taste, smell, or touch to feel confident that “something is real.”

▪Yet, if one makes an effort, it is quite possible to get a good idea of what these are. Modern science helps here too.

▪If someone is serious about figuring this out, I would recommend reading the posts, “Difference between a Wish and a Determination (Pāramitā)” and, mainly, “Recent Evidence for Unbroken Memory Records (HSAM)” first.

2. It is impossible to “store” records of ALL our past activities in the brain. Some people can remember EVERYTHING that happened to them over many years in minute detail, as we saw in the second post above. In addition, how can memories of past lives be stored in the brain? It has no connection to past lives!

▪The Buddha said those memories are in mano loka (“nāma thalaya” in Sinhala) which could be called the “mind plane”; those memories in the mano loka come to our mind via mana indriya in the brain: “WebLink: suttacentral: Indriyakathā (Kv 19.8)” (no details given in this link). 

▪The “storage” is not in a physical device like a tape. Mano loka is devoid of material things; it is all “nāma” and no matter.

▪The closest analogy we have to the mental plane is the “dream world.” When we dream, we can “hear”, “see” and “do” things but it is all “nāma.” When we “playback” memories, it is like seeing a dream.

▪We can recall our memories (whatever we can remember) very quickly. If we have a strong memory of some event, even from many years ago, we can instantly recall it. We think about it and can “see” it playback with sounds and the background just like it happened. Our minds can connect to the “mind plane” and recall things without delay; see “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).”

▪In this “recall process,” the brain acts as the intermediary; the brain (actually the mana indriya in the brain) acts like a “transmitter” and a “receiver” in communications with the mental plane. As we age, the brain gets weaker and thus the “recall power” diminishes. Meditation (especially dhamma vicaya or contemplation on dhamma concepts) helps keep the brain healthy.

▪It is just that some (few) people are born with the ability to recall ANYTHING from this life, as that post on memory records (HSAM) described. As I discussed in another post, this ability can also be cultivated by developing abhiññā powers.

3. When we “wish or hope for something” that thought will also have a record of that in the mano loka; later, we can recall that we made such a “wish.”

▪While a “nāmagotta” (I have written this as nāma gotta too) is just a record, a wish has certain energy in it, but if not cultivated by further thinking and doing things relevant to that wish, that energy will soon fade away.

▪When we make a “determination” that has more “javana power” than just a “wish,” such records are stronger, i.e., they do not fade away quickly.

▪Our wishes, determinations, cravings for things, plans, etc., are all saṅkhāra (moral and immoral). Some of them are strong and become abhisaṅkhāra. They all lead to “kamma bīja (seeds)” or varying strengths. Some are strong enough to lead to rebirths; others bring vipāka during a lifetime. They can be good or bad.

▪Thus “Dhammo have rakkhati dhammacāriṁ” or “dhamma will guide those who live according to dhamma” applies to both “good” and “bad” dhamma. Moral people will be guided upward, and immoral people will be guided downward. Mother nature is neutral; each one chooses which way to proceed. However, the results are ALWAYS according to kamma or actions; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha”+“Sama+uppāda”.”

4. Records of both past “nāmagotta” and the mental energies associated with “plans for the future” (“kamma bīja”) are in the mind plane. The difference is that past “nāmagotta” are permanent and have no energy to do anything. On the other hand, the energies for “future plans” (“kamma bīja”) are in flux and can get stronger or fade away.

▪However, even a determination (whether or not fulfilled yet) will be recorded in the mind plane, because just after passing, away, it is in the past, and that thought becomes a record in “nāmagotta.” For example, if one  determines to kill another person, that thought will be recorded in the mental plane as a nāmagotta. In addition, there will be a tentative record of a “kamma bīja” associated with the future. The more he thinks and plans, the stronger the “kamma bīja” gets. Suppose, somehow, he comes to his senses and discards that thought. In that case, the “future” imprint (and associated energy) will fade away, and there will not be a “kamma bīja” associated with it anymore.

▪Note: A record of any sensory event gets added to nāmagotta in viññāṇa dhātu — via the mana indriya in the brain. Thus, our memories are “stored” in viññāṇa dhātu (or nāma loka) and not in the brain. 

▪When thinking about a good or a bad act, it has not acquired the “full kammic potential”, i.e., it is said that the “kamma patha” is not complete. Suppose that person ended up killing the other person. In that case, the “kamma patha” is complete and a “kamma bīja” that can bring vipāka is established.

▪The weaker “kamma bījas” (that brings vipāka during a lifetime) can last up to 91 mahā kappās (a mahā kappa is the lifetime of a universe, roughly 30 billion years). For example, offering food to bhikkhus falls into that category. This reference to 91 mahā kappās is in the following: “WebLink wisdomlib.org: Part 3 – The Buddha’s Delivery of The Tirokuṭṭa Sutta.” That was the background for the Buddha to deliver the “WebLink: wisdomlib.org: Tirokuṭṭa Sutta (kp 7).” Thanks to C. Saket for sharing the link to that background account!

▪However, strong ones will be there until it comes to fruition, especially for rebirth; of course, that holds only for average humans (non-Ariyas.)

5. Depending on the nature of the deed, a “kamma bīja” may be in different types of “bins,” called “kamma bhava.”

▪For example, if someone cultivates rūpa samāpatti, the associated kamma bīja will be in the “rūpa loka bhava” or simply, “rūpa bhava.” Suppose another cultivates arūpa jhānā (one of the highest four jhānā). In that case, the associated kamma bīja will be in “arūpa bhava” and when that kamma bīja releases its energy, he/she will be born in the arūpa loka.

▪All other (abhi)saṅkhāra will bring about vipāka in the kāma loka (deva, human realms, and the four lowest realms). We will discuss this in more detail in the next post.

▪To summarize: When we do a kamma (abhisaṅkhāra), we generate certain energy called a kamma bīja. Those energies will be in the appropriate “bhava” in the mind plane. That energy is spent when the vipāka associated with a kamma bīja is experienced. Only a record of that (nāmagotta) survives in the mind plane.

6. Here is a chart that summarizes the above:
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Click to open and print the above chart: WebLink: Mind Plane Drawing

▪As the chart shows, we make “kamma bīja” of varying strengths in various “bhava” during a lifetime that will lead to more rebirths and uncountable kamma vipāka during those rebirths.

7. Another critical point is that there are two ways to “bypass” a strong “kamma bīja” associated with such a “kamma patha” of, say, the killing of a human.

▪He could realize the enormity of the deed, ask for forgiveness in his mind (genuinely), and start engaging in moral deeds; then he may be able to “wear out” some of the energy of that “kamma bīja.” More importantly, if he can cultivate Ariya Mettā Bhāvanā, he may be able to wear it out completely (unless it is one of the strong janaka kamma); see, “5. Ariya Mettā Bhāvanā.”

▪The other way is of course to attain Arahanthood. Unless that particular “kamma seed” brings about the vipāka before that Arahant passes away, it will become null at the death of the Arahant.

▪Furthermore, if that “kamma seed” is not that strong (i.e., a janaka kamma) and does not bring vipāka within 91 mahā kappā, it will become null and void too. Only the “nāmagotta” are permanent, “kamma bīja” are waiting for appropriate conditions to bring vipāka and are changing with time. However, “nāmagotta” just records, but “kamma bīja” have the energy to bring about results (vipāka).

8. There are special cases where a “kamma bīja” (and associated “kamma bhava”) WILL NOT change. An ānantariya kamma establishes a “kamma bīja” (and “kamma bhava”) that WILL bring about vipāka at the end of the current life without exception.

On the immoral side, five ānantariya kamma will bring rebirth in the apāyā at the end of this life (i.e., when one dies). These are, killing a mother, father, or Arahant, injuring a Buddha, and causing a schism in Saṅgha. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Parikuppa Sutta (AN 5.129).”

▪On the “moral side,” all stages of Nibbāna are “anantariya kamma.” For example, when one attains the Sotāpanna stage, he/she WILL be born only according to that “Ariya bhava” or that special kammic energy; thus, a rebirth in the lowest four realms WILL NOT happen.

▪Another interesting point is that when a Bodhisatta cultivates “pāramitā” to become a Buddha, he establishes a very strong “kamma bīja” over innumerable lives. But at some point, that “kamma bīja” gets fully established. At that point, the Bodhisattva gets “niyata vivaraṇa” (confirmation of attaining the Buddhahood or “Buddha bhava”) from a Buddha at that time.

The above concepts are looked at differently in, “Memory, Brain, Mind, Nāma Loka, Kamma Bhava, Kamma Vipāka.” Of course, they are consistent!

In the next post, we will discuss how different types of “bhava” are fueled by our actions: “Gati and Bhava – Many Varieties”, ………..
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Humans have many gati (gathi) or character qualities. These character qualities lead to one’s future existence (bhava). It is that important.

1. We see that there are three major “bhava” or existence corresponding to the three major levels of existence that the 31 realms can be divided into: kāma bhava, rūpa bhava, and arūpa bhava.

▪Each can now be subdivided into the 31 realms; see “31 Realms of Existence.”

▪These living beings with kāma bhava live in kāma loka: four apāyā, one human, and six deva realms. Those with rūpa bhava live in rūpa loka made of 16 rūpāvacara brahma realms. Those with arūpa bhava live in the four arūpāvacara brahma realms in the arūpa loka.

2. The following chart shows the division of the 11 kāma loka realms into the four apāyā, the human realm, and six deva realms.
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Click to open and print the above chart: “WebLink: PDF Download: Bhava, Gati, Kamma Bīja Chart.”

▪The human realm (or bhava) can now be subdivided into an infinite number of smaller subdivisions, corresponding to the vast number of varieties that “human gati” can give rise to: healthy/unhealthy, rich/poor, happy/angry, etc. as shown in the chart. Now we are getting into personal gati. We inherit most major ones (rich/poor, healthy/unhealthy, etc.) from the kamma bīja responsible for this birth.

3. Most human activities are associated with the enjoyment of sensual pleasures in the kāma loka. Instead of enjoying jhānic pleasures like a few of us (see below), most of us normally enjoy sensual pleasures associated with the five physical senses.

▪We like to see eye-pleasing views, hear ear-pleasing sounds, taste tongue-pleasing flavors, smell nose-pleasing odors, and touch body-pleasing objects.

▪All five sense faculties are there only in the kāma loka.

▪Rūpa loka Brahmā do not have noses or tongues, and in arūpa loka there is only the mind.

4. When we are unable to satisfy some sense desires, we as humans tend to do immoral things to fulfill such sense desires; these are the apuññābhisaṅkhāra associated with strong “kamma patha” that will generate “bad kamma bīja” to bring about bad consequences or vipāka that could lead to rebirth in the lowest four realms of kāma loka; see the previous post, “Namagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane).”

▪For example, a married man, not satisfied with sex with his wife, may have sex with another woman or, even worse, with a child. His tendency to do that may even come from previous lives, or he may have slowly built up that “gati” over time, increasingly engaging in sexual activities outside the marriage. Either way, such acts are done by animals; they engage in sex without discrimination. Thus such activities will generate kamma bīja (or kamma bija) in the animal bhava; see the above chart.

▪Or, one may be engaging in fishing or hunting both for the pleasure of it or even to make a living. Either way, it is an “animal gati”; animals kill for food. Thus one is building up kamma seeds in animal bhava.

5. If one is greedy, one may build up kamma bīja appropriate for “hungry ghosts” in the peta loka. If one is lazy and depends on others for their livelihood, one may build up kamma seeds in the asura bhava; see the chart. We can thus think about how the desire for sense pleasures can lead to the generation of “bad kamma bīja” in three of the four lowest realms.

▪“Bad kamma bīja” in the lowest realm of niraya (hell) are generated by strong hate or vyāpāda. As we have discussed, attachment to sense pleasures (greed) can turn to hate when someone else gets in the way. Most heinous crimes, including killing other humans, are done with a such strong hate.

▪As one follows the Path, one will gradually lose an animal, peta, asura, and niraya gati, and one day will attain the Sotāpanna stage.

▪Thus birth in the lowest realms of the kāma loka is not just due to kāma rāga, but strong versions of greed (lobha) and hate (dosa); see “Sorting out Some Key Pāli Terms (Taṇhā, Lobha, Dosa, Moha, etc.).”

6. If you think about it for a minute, you will realize that most of the abhisaṅkhāra that we do, are done targeting one or more of those sense-pleasing activities (and they are normally not even immoral, i.e., but they are still apuññābhisaṅkhāra, but with less kammic energy). But these do not lead to births in the apāyā.

▪Since we crave those things, we are attached to those things, and according to “pati+ichcha” (or bonding with liking or desire), leading to “sama + uppāda” (births accordingly).

▪Thus the more we engage in these activities with zest (Arahant does some of these too, but without any cravings), we make kamma bīja in the kāma bhava; we keep strengthening “kāma gati.”

7. On the other hand, some people get dissatisfied with the sensory pleasures and cultivate jhānā to enjoy “mind pleasures” either in the rūpa loka or arūpa loka.

▪Thus, those who have kāma rāga will generate kāma bhava;

▪Rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga (in #2 above) lead respectively to rūpa bhava and arūpa bhava.

▪Thus we can see how “bhava” are prepared and strengthened by habitually doing things one likes according to one’s gati.

▪Doing things involve kāya saṅkhāra; speaking and thinking about them involve vacī saṅkhāra. This is why saṅkhāra lead to a “defiled mindset” or viññāṇa, which in turn leads to the corresponding bhava via those steps in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

8. Thus, “bhava” is an energy that we build up ourselves through our actions. Even if someone does not like to be born a dog, if one keeps doing things normally done by dogs, then one is preparing bhava to be born in the “dog bhava.”

▪One time I heard over the radio on the news that a person was arrested for engaging in sex with a female dog. Even though he was still in the human realm, he got “born” in the “dog bhava” for a while. Since he is willingly does that, he will likely be born a dog at death. This is a good example for both “pavutti kamma bhava” and “uppatti kamma bhava.”

▪This is also a good example of how one can become morally blind (kāmacchanda nīvaraṇa) when greed or lust rises to a high level.

9. One thing that should have become clear is that even if we do not do any immoral deeds, we are bound to be reborn in the kāma loka (sense realms of the four apāyā and the human and Deva realms) as long as we crave sense pleasures. But such sensual cravings, by themselves, do not lead to birth in the apāyā; birth in the apāyā is due to apuññābhisaṅkhāra or immoral saṅkhāra (see #5 above).

▪As long as we like sense pleasures (and do not realize the dangers in them), we will have “kāma gati,” and thus we will have “kāma bhava,” i.e., we will keep generating both good and bad kamma bīja that belong to the kāma bhava.

▪So, what are the dangers of remaining in kāma loka? Even though we may not do immoral deeds in this birth (because of our circumstances of being born in a good family, good country, etc.), we are bound to be reborn in a bad environment where we may have to do immoral deeds to survive. Then we will make kamma bīja suitable for rebirth in the apāyā.

▪We all likely already have such bad kamma bīja, because we have no idea what kind of deeds we have done in our past lives.

10. The mundane way to escape from the kāma loka is to cultivate anariya jhānā (either rūpa jhānā or arūpa jhānā), and seek rebirth in rūpa or arūpa loka. But the problem is even then we will not be “really free” from rebirth in the kāma loka in the future. This is because after the kammic energy of that rūpa bhava or arūpa bhava is worn out, that anariya person will be reborn in kāma loka again.

▪This is why the Buddha admonished the bhikkhus to strive hard to attain at least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna. He said if we knew the dangers of rebirth in the kāma loka, we would make haste like a person who will try to find a way to put out a fire that is engulfing oneself.

▪Some people think these are depressing thoughts. But the facts cannot be avoided by not thinking about them. When one realizes the true nature of this world and makes some progress to be free from that predicament, one will start feeling relieved and happy; this is the nirāmisa sukha of Nibbāna.

11. Generally, as we have referred to before, “bhava” means existence somewhere in “this world.” It is even better to say that “bhava” means the “potential for existence” somewhere “in this world of 31 realms.”

▪When someone cultivates “rūpa loka” jhānā, one generates a kammic energy in a kamma bīja that can lead to “existence in the rūpa loka.” That means, even while in the human realm, he/she can get into a jhāna and “effectively live in the rūpa loka,” because that is what a being (a Brahma) in the rūpa loka experiences; this is called “pavutti kamma bhava” (NOT “kāma bhava,” which we will discuss below).

▪Furthermore, the more one practices that jhāna, the one makes that kamma bīja strong, and when one dies, one will be born in that rūpa loka, because that kamma bīja will be the one he/she will “upādāna” or grasp at the moment of death; this is “uppatti kamma bhava.” Note: If one loses the ability to get into (anariya) jhāna before death, they will not be grasping a Brahma birth. That happened to Devadatta.

▪Thus, that kamma bīja is said to be in “rūpa loka bhava.”

12. Similarly, another person practicing arūpa jhānā will be cultivating a kamma bīja in “arūpa loka bhava.” Furthermore, he/she is likely to display qualities or “gati” of an “arūpa Brahma” even while leading a human life.

▪Therefore, when one has a certain bhava, one has the potential to be born in that bhava for a short time during the current life (called pavutti kamma bhava) or to be born in that realm at death (uppatti kamma bhava). 

13. The strength of a kamma bīja comes from the javana of the citta while one is engaging in the activity. The worst consequences and strong kamma bīja are generated by a mind that enjoys the evil act. This is why the “somanassa sahagata diṭṭhi sampayutta citta” or the “thought (act) done with pleasure and with wrong views that arises automatically” is the strongest immoral citta. Such a thought arises automatically when one has “gati” compatible with such acts.

▪For example, when one engages in unlawful and immoral sexual activities, the more one enjoys such acts, and “gets used to such activities” by building up that habit or “gati.” The likelihood of such a thought arising automatically will be higher. Then one will have higher and higher levels of kāmacchanda (one of the five nīvaraṇa that covers the mind); thus, one will not think twice before committing such an act. The only way to break out of that vicious cycle is to contemplate the consequences (possible rebirth in the animal or worse realms) and commit to stopping such activities.

▪The danger in building up bad habits (gati) is that one could progressively get into worse habits. A teenager who starts drinking could start using drugs; that could lead to hanging out with even worse friends and getting into drug dealing or even killings. As we saw in the previous post, “Dhammo ha ve rakkati dhammacāri” or “Dhamma will guide one in the direction of the type of dhamma one associates with” can work both ways, moral or immoral.

14. To break away from bad gati, one needs to decide not only to stop such bad activities but also to build up the opposite good gati, and start heading in the right direction. We must follow the mundane Eightfold Path and Noble Eightfold Path in that sequence; see “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

▪Once firmly on the mundane eightfold path, the next steps are to do the correct Ānāpāna bhāvanā (“6. Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā (Introduction)”) and the Satipaṭṭhāna bhāvanā (“Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta”).

15. Also, it is impossible to grasp all this with a mind that is not purified. As I emphasized many times, what matters in making progress is not the “book knowledge” but cleansing the mind and grasping the key Dhamma concepts.

▪No matter how intelligent or educated, any person cannot grasp the dangers of the rebirth process UNTIL the mind is cleansed of defilements to a certain extent by both staying away from highly immoral acts AND learning Dhamma.

16. Some people worry about whether they can get rid of certain bad habits they have. They just try to suppress them quickly by sheer willpower. That does not work most of the time. One has to be patient and follow the Path while learning and grasping the key Dhamma concepts.

▪The Buddha gave the following example: When a farmer cultivates his plot, he just needs to make sure to provide enough water, get rid of weeds, fertilize, etc. There is no point in worrying about “when am I going to get the harvest?.” The crop will grow in time and bring a good harvest IF the necessary work is done.

▪In the same way, if one follows the Path by leading a moral life and learning Dhamma, one will be guided in the right direction. And just like the farmer could see that the crop is growing well, one will be able to experience the progress, but not the result in a single step.

17. In the previous post, “Namagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane),” we discussed how both nāma gotta, and kamma bīja (and bhava) are “located” in the mind plane. Nāma gotta are just records without any embedded energy; when one thinks, speaks, and bodily acts, a trace of those thoughts, speech, and actions are recorded (like a tape) in the mind plane.

▪On the other hand, the kammic energies associated with those activities are also recorded in the mental plane as kamma bīja, and those have kammic energies associated with them. Those kamma bījā are in different “bins” or “categories” called bhava.
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Introduction

One’s character (gati) determines one’s future births. The ability to figure that out is called the “nāmarūpa paricceda ñāṇa.”  See “Nāmarūpa Formation.”

1. We have discussed the background material in the previous two posts: “Namagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane)” and “Gati and Bhava – Many Varieties.” Now I want to bring it all together and show that “bhava” is actually something that we create AND maintain on our own with the way we think, speak, and act with our ingrained habits (gati).

▪If you have not read the previous two posts, I highly encourage you to do so. It is essential to get the basic concepts right and rehash them in different (yet consistent!) ways so that the ideas sink in.

▪We will use those ideas and the Paṭicca Samuppāda sequence to trace how we make “bhava” OURSELVES, which in turn give rise to jāti (births) not only in future lives but also during this life.

▪No one else, or even a “super being,” can either help or hurt you in the long run. One’s destiny is up to oneself. The Buddha said, “attā hi attano nātho, ko hi nātho parosiyā” or “One is indeed one’s refuge; how can others be a refuge to one?.” Even the Buddha could only teach the way.

What Are Gati?

2. “Gati” is a keyword in Buddha Dhamma. There is no perfect English translation but habits, tendencies, and biases convey similar meanings. Gati has a deeper meaning because sometimes one’s samsāric gati (habits and tendencies from previous lives) may lie dormant.

▪For example, a teenager may not have a “habit” of drinking, but after a few drinks, he may get “hooked” easier than others if he had a corresponding gati from past lives.

▪Also, I get messages from people who never even paid attention to “Buddhism” getting to samādhi (state of calmness) just by reading these posts; that is also a “gati” from past lives. They are likely to have been exposed to Buddha Dhamma in previous lives.

▪We often do inappropriate things (immoral abhisaṅkhāra) because we have a gati or tendency to do so. This is what is embedded in the “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” step most of the time. Our avijjā in such a case is not knowing that we have such gati or knowing about it but does not know why or how to get rid of it.

▪As I pointed out in “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa,” “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” is just a condensed or “uddesa” version. We need to analyze it (“niddesa” and “patiniddesa”) to get the idea, depending on the context.

3. When we (repeatedly) do such abhisaṅkhāra (thoughts, speech, actions), we build-up a viññāṇa for it. For example, if someone likes to watch porn, the more one does it, the more that “viññāṇa for watching porn” will grow. It will be in the subconscious ready to “pop up.” In other words, that “gati” gets more established.

▪Then comes “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa,” i.e., it becomes easier to think about clips from previous views or fantasize about them. Here nāmarūpa are the memories (mental pictures) of past activities or “blueprints” for future projects. It is important to realize that nāmarūpa for paṭisandhi viññāṇa will be somewhat different; see, “Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

4. Now the next step is hard to resist: “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana.” Here, saḷāyatana means not all six senses, but the appropriate one(s) for the activity. They are cakkhāyatana (based on the eye) and manāyatana (mind).

▪It is important to realize that “āyatana” does not mean the sense faculty like the eye; it is instead “using the sense faculty for this purpose”, for doing abhisaṅkhāra (for watching porn and enjoying it, in this particular example). An Arahant has eyes and can see, but will not use them as “āyatana” to “acquire ‘saŋ’.”

▪Then comes, “saḷāyatana paccayā phasso.” Of course, here, it is not just “phassa” but “samphassa,” i.e., generating “saŋ” (according to one’s gati) in the process; see, “Difference between Phassa and Samphassa.”

▪Because it is not just “phassa” but “samphassa,” then one generates feelings: “phassa paccayā vedanā.” For example, an Arahant watching a porn movie will not generate any joyful feelings, because that would only involve “phassa” and NOT “samphassa.”

5. Now comes the last few steps. Because of the sukha vedanā (in this particular example), one will get attached to it: “vedanā paccayā taṇhā”; see, “Taṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.”

▪And then, “taṇhā paccayā upādāna,” i.e., one grasps whole-heartedly because one really enjoys it, and would like to do it again. “Upādāna” means one likes to keep it close.

▪Thus one makes “bhava” for it; one plans to do it again, and it may become a “reality” or future existence at some point: “upādāna paccayā bhava.”

Connection Between Gati, Bhava, and Jāti

6. As we can see, all this is happening in our minds. The bottom line is that we just keep thinking and doing things (also called cultivating saṅkhāra) that we have become “attached to” or we have formed “gati” for. Each time we go through this series of steps we just make that “bhava” grow stronger.

▪Then it becomes easier to be “born in that bhava,” i.e. jāti (pronounced “jāti”). Most people think “jāti” means rebirth; but it is not restricted to rebirth.

▪Just like one can be born in a certain realm (animal, human, etc) at death, one can be born in the “drunken state” when one has “bhava to get drunk.” If one makes a “bhava” to watch porn, then each time one does it, it becomes easier the next time to be “born in that bhava,” i.e., to watch again.

▪And it is easy to extend this to any other misdeed. If one forms a habit of drinking without control (i.e., “get drunk to the point that one cannot think clearly”), then each time one does it one makes that bhava stronger; if not controlled, one day one could be an alcoholic. And it does not stop in this life. If a strong bhava is formed it can affect future births. In a new birth, one is born to a mother (and to a lesser extent father) with similar gati. Thus an alcoholic in this life is LIKELY to be born to an alcoholic mother if the next birth is in the human realm.

▪It must be pointed out that “hateful bhava” for certain things or even for a certain person, also can be carried from life-to-life. There are many mentions in the Tipiṭaka of how Devadatta clashed with the Buddha (or rather the Bodhisattva) in previous lives.

▪One’s physical body will change (most of the time drastically) from life-to-life, but one’s gati, āsava, and bhava are carried from life-to-life; of course those keep changing all the time too, but significant changes happen when one is human with the most ability to change one’s destiny.

7. Thus “bhava paccayā jāti” applies both in this life and also for future rebirths. This is the difference between “Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda” and that for paṭisandhi to a new life: “Akusala-Mula Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪As explained in #6 above, one’s future births are due to one’s gati. The realization that one’s future births are determined by one’s gati determines one’s future births — and the ability to figure out the bhava and jāti (jāthi) according to one’s gati — is called “nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa” or “nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa.” This basically means “rūpa” are according to “nama” (literally, one’s body is according to one’s thinking). 

What Are Āsavās (Cravings)?

8. To make the final connection to Nibbāna, we see that one’s gati are intimately connected to one’s āsavās (cravings). Just like gati, āsavās are deep-seated and ingrained in one’s lifestream and most can be traced back numerous lives in the past; see, “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

▪While there can be an infinite number of gati, there are four basic categories of āsavās: diṭṭhāsava, kāmāsava, bhavāsava, avijjāsava; see below.

▪This logical connection is clearly shown in the Sammā Diṭṭhi sutta. It was Ven. Sāriputta who delivered that sutta after being asked by the Buddha to explain “Sammā Diṭṭhi” to other bhikkhus on one occasion. He went through the steps of the Paṭicca Samuppāda backward, and eventually the bhikkhus asked, “Is there a cause for avijjā?.” He explained that, indeed, āsavās contribute to avijjā, and vice versa.

▪In fact, as we see in the Abhidhamma section, four of the eight “basic units of matter” in a suddhaṭṭhaka arise due to avijjā and the other four due to taṇhā (which arise due to āsava). Avijjā and taṇhā are called “bhava-mūla” for this reason.

9. One way to explain Nibbāna or “complete cooling down” is to say that it is attained by getting rid of all āsavās. When following the Noble Eightfold Path, “āsavakkhaya” is achieved in steps.

▪At the Sotāpanna stage, the first component of āsava or diṭṭhāsava (craving for various diṭṭhis or wrong worldviews) is removed. This all important component of diṭṭhāsava is solely due to not knowing the true nature of this world of 31 realms: anicca, dukkha, and anatta. Most people carry certain diṭṭhis all their lives, most even coming from previous lives. The most prevalent diṭṭhi is the belief that there is no rebirth process.

▪When one truly comprehends that the consequences of immoral acts can be much harsher than we usually believe (birth in the apāyā), that itself removes the causes for rebirth in the apāyā.

Connection to the Four Stages of Nibbāna

10. A Sotāpanna would still have the other three āsavās: kāmāsava (craving for sense pleasures), bhavāsava (craving for living somewhere in the 31 realms), and avijjāsava (cravings due to not knowing anicca, dukkha, and anatta fully).

▪Kāmāsava is reduced at the Sakadāgāmi stage and is removed at the Anāgāmi stage.

▪Bhavāsava and avijjāsava are removed only at the Arahanthood.

▪Of course, all four āsavās keep getting reduced at each stage of Nibbāna. Thus, a Sotāpanna, for example, would have reduced the other three āsavās to some level.

▪It is also clear that comprehension of anicca, dukkha, and anatta gradually increases at each stage and is complete only at the Arahant stage.

11. It is nice to see the self-consistency, and the fact that one can analyze a given situation in different ways.

▪One may have a Ph.D., or one may be able to recite the whole of the Tipiṭaka; yet one would not be even able to get to the Sotāpanna magga without comprehending anicca, dukkha, and anatta to some level.

▪Diṭṭhāsava cannot be removed until one is well on the mundane eightfold path, because one’s mind needs to be cleared of the strongest defilements. As I keep saying, this is not about “book knowledge” but cleansing one’s mind.

▪Of course, diṭṭhāsava gives rise to various gati, and thus, removing such gati is the key to attacking diṭṭhāsava. The foremost is the tendency to “cling to a certain belief” and not even be willing to consider counter arguments.

▪If one has the diṭṭhi that there is no rebirth, one must carefully examine the evidence for and against.

▪Another is the refusal to believe anything “that cannot be proven” by a “scientific method.” Thus, just over 400 years ago, people looked around and asked “Where are those infinite number of universes and infinite number of living beings that the Buddha was talking about?.” Even now, science is only aware of a minute fraction of our physical universe, not to mention pretty much nothing about the mind; see “Dhamma and Science” for details.

12. The bottom line is that whether one will be a human, a deva, or an animal in the next life will depend on what kind of gati we develop, and NOT what we wish/pray for. Furthermore, one can become a Sotāpanna in this very life by cultivating the “gati of a Sotāpanna” or “Ariya gati.” The key is to develop Sammā Diṭṭhi by learning and comprehending Dhamma (the correct worldview).

Next, “Memory, Brain, Mind, Nāma Loka, Kamma Bhava, Kamma Vipāka”, ……..
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There are many confusing terms like citta and mano which have been differently interpreted in different books. In order to clarify these concepts, I am writing a few posts in “Dhamma Concepts” section under “Mind and Consciousness” starting with: “1. Thoughts (Citta), Consciousness (Viññāṇa), and Mind (Hadaya Vatthu) – Introduction.”

1. Think about a past event that is still vividly there in your mind. You can visualize the whole “event” just like watching a movie; you can recall what those people looked like, what they said, etc.

▪Suppose a 40-year old recalls an event where she was a 10-year old playing with her mother. She will recall the event just as it happened 30 years ago: she was young and her mother was 30 years old; it took place in her parents’ house which does not even exist now. But in the “playback” that exact same time sequence is played back with the 10-year old playing with her 30-year old mother in the same house that they lived in. It is not just a “summary” of what happened, rather an exact playback showing her young mother’s features at that time, what she said, etc.

▪Recently, it has been reported that some individuals have an astounding capability to instantly recall past events (during this life) in vivid detail; see, “Recent Evidence for Unbroken Memory Records (HSAM).”

2. Most scientists and philosophers believe that the memories are kept in the brain. Is this a realistic picture? They do not have any evidence to back this claim.

▪How can all those details be “stored” in a biological membrane, ready to be retrieved at a moment’s notice? No one has explained a plausible mechanism yet.

3. Whatever we do with body, speech, and mind, a “record” (nāma gotta) gets established (“bihiwelā pihitanava” in Sinhala) in the kamma bhava: In the word “bhava”, “bha” means “appear and gets established”; thus the act we did, i.e., kamma, gets recorded in the kamma bhava exactly the same way it happened. We cannot “see” bhava but we can see the results of bhava as “jāti.”

▪Not only potent kamma, but ALL memories are stored intact in the nāma loka. Basically, the thought stream is recorded continuously like a movie recording and thus can be “played back”; see, “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪Thus while the “fruits of kamma” are embedded in kamma bīja (seeds) in the nāma loka as kamma bhava, the movie like sequence is recorded in the nāma loka as nāma gotta.

▪Therefore, while kamma seeds in the kamma bhava can bring their results in the future, the nāma gotta are just records without substance: see, “Difference Between Dhamma and Saṅkhāra (Sankhata).” Thus unlike anything else in this world (saṅkhāra or saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala)), nāma gotta are PERMANENT.

▪This is why the Buddha Gotama could recall the exact scene that happened billions of years ago, when he received the first confirmation (“niyata vivarana”) of his future Buddhahood by the Buddha Deepankara. At that time he was an ascetic by the name of Sumedha and the Buddha Gotama described the whole event that took place in detail; see, WebLink: WIKI: Dīpankara Buddha.

▪In the same way, the kamma bīja stored in the nāma loka are instantly activated when proper conditions are realized; see, “Anantara and Samanatara Paccaya.” However, unlike nāma gotta, kamma seeds fade away with time unless brought to bear fruit under right conditions.

4. Thus, memories (whatever the portion that is remembered) are played back in a “movie-like” manner, like in a dream. It is like a segment of a “movie recording.” It is not just a “gist” or a summary; we can recall the whole “sequence of events” like in a movie.

▪This is why when someone describes an event by memory he/she always tends to tell the story sequentially: The person listening may not want to hear the whole story and could become impatient waiting for the narrator to “get to the point”, but for the narrator recalling the event, it is easier to go sequentially as the event is “played back” in his/her mind.

5. We cannot say where that memory is “located”, because they are not stored in the “physical space” or the “material world”; they are in the “nāma loka” or “mental world.” In contrast what we experience through our five senses is the “rūpa loka” or the “material world” that consists of 31 realms.

▪This is also why scientists will not be able to describe the mind in terms of matter; see, “The Double Slit Experiment – Correlation between Mind and Matter?.” Mind and matter belong to two distinct domains. 

▪As I will clarify in detail in the future, this is related to the fact that there are six fundamental entities (six dhātus): pathavi (hardness), āpo (cohesiveness), tejo (vitality), vāyo (motion), ākāsa (space), and viññāṇa (consciousness). The viññāṇa dhātu is associated with the “nāma loka” and the other five dhātus are associated with the “rūpa loka” or the “material world.” But we don’t need to worry about that right now. You will see other pieces falling into place in a “big jigsaw puzzle” as all these seemingly unrelated aspects come together to form a cohesive, complete picture of the “wider world.”

▪This could be related to the possibility of higher “curled up” dimensions that is being discussed in String Theory in physics; see, “What Happens in Other Dimensions?.”

6. We can normally access our own “information” from this life but some people, especially some young children, have the ability to recall nāma gotta from past lives. Those who have abhiññā powers can access such “information” or “nāma gotta” of other people as well; however, even they cannot read another’s “thoughts” or “kamma bīja” or “kamma bhava.”

▪We can retrieve this memory by thinking about it. There is a mechanism for that memory to be retrieved; the mind initiates the process, but the brain acts as the “receiver” for the incoming information.

▪When we think about something that happened in the past, the mind sends mind rays out and they bounce off that specific target in the “nama loka” and the memory is reflected back. That retrieval process does not change the memory record, and the record stays intact. Thus one can go back and recall it again.

▪When the retrieved information comes back, that signal is processed by the brain. Our whole body is prepared by the kamma seed that led to this human existence to limit/facilitate certain capabilities; thus what we can actually remember depends on the status of our brain. Our human bodies are generally setup (by kamma vipāka) to be able to retrieve only the strong memories from the early days of this life and cannot access memories of previous lives. But few people can, and so can some children. Furthermore, if the relevant parts of the brain gets damaged, then the retrieval capability may be lost.

▪Some beings in preta loka can remember past lives to impart more suffering on them. They can remember the bad deeds done by them that led to the birth in the preta world, and how long they will have to suffer to “pay back the debt.”

7. How much of that memory one actually recalls depends on two things: the health of the brain and the purity of the mind.

▪If the brain is not functioning well, only bits and pieces of the memory will be actually experienced. When people get old, the brain’s efficiency goes down and thus memory will not work well. The brain is like a playback device and if it is defective, the display will be blurry or at worst no display will result.

8. Secondly, even a person with a healthy brain, may not be able to recall memories if the mind is “covered” by the five hindrances (panca nivarana); see, “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.”

▪When there is kāmacchanda or vyāpāda, the mind is too much focused on those objects of thought (ārammaṇa). When there is thina middha, the mind is now “stuck” lazily at something (sleepy or just distracted), and will not retrieve the memory. With uddhacca kukkucca, the mind is normally “intoxicated” with power, money, beauty etc is stuck at a “low level.” With vicikicchā (which is due to micchā diṭṭhi or not knowing the true characteristics anicca, dukkha, anatta), one engages in inappropriate acts and thus the mind is not “sharp.”

▪Thus, any, some, or all of these five factors can affect the memory of even a person with a healthy brain. When we purify our minds of the pañca nīvaraṇa, its ability to pinpoint a given “memory location” is improved.

▪Furthermore, when the mind is purified, that can make one’s brain to function better by changing the conditions for better kamma vipāka to come to fruition; see, “Anantara and Samanatara Paccaya.” This “mind effect” on the brain and the body in general is being re-discovered by scientists; see, for example, “The Biology of Belief” by Bruce H. Lipton.

9. Most scientists and philosophers believe that our memories are stored in our brains. There are key problems with that assumption:

▪If that is the case, then the “state of the mind” should not be a factor in recalling a memory, because then it is like retrieving a sound track from a disc; the playback should be good as long as the “playing device” (i.e., the brain) is in good condition.

▪ It is astounding how much one can recall from the memory. And it comes out like a video clip; we can visualize and even recall the conversations that took place a long time ago in case of poignant memories. Can all those details be “stored” in a biological membrane?

▪Even if it is possible to encode all that information (exact features of the 10-year old child and her 30-year old mother, what they spoke at that time in the same tone, etc. in the hypothetical example of #1 above), how can it be recalled instantaneously?

10. Here is an article which discusses these unresolved scientific issues: WebLink: VIEWZONE: Are your memories really in your brain?

▪Here is a good site if you need to dig in deeper: WebLink: HUMAN-MEMORY: MEMORY STORAGE 
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Revised September 7, 2016; Revised May 7, 2017; October 25, 2018; January 18, 2020; May 28, 2022 (added #13); re-written August 12, 2022; revised July 4, 2023

Bhava and jāti are related but are different concepts. Bhava is of two types: kamma bhava and upapatti bhava. There can be many jāti (births) within a upapatti bhava.

Introduction

1. In both Pāli and Sinhala, jāti means birth. Bhava means “තිබෙන බව” (tibena bava) in Sinhala, or “existence.”

▪There are two types of bhava: kamma bhava and upapatti bhava. Kamma bhava is “potential for existence.” Uppatti bhava is one’s current existence. 

▪Various types of kamma bhava are created via Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca samuppāda. At the paṭisandhi moment of grasping a new existence, one of those kamma bhava becomes upapatti bhava.

▪When one gets a “human existence” or a human bhava, that can last thousands of years. Within that upapatti bhava, one can be born (jāti) with a physical human body many times.

▪By the way, jāti is pronounced “jāthi” with “th” sound as in “three.” There is a universally-adopted convention of writing Pāli words with English letters to keep the sentences short. In another example, “upapatti” is pronounced, “upapaththi.”  See Ref. 1 for details.

▪First, let us clarify “bhava.”

What Is Kamma Bhava?

2. Here, “bha” means “establish.” When we act with a defiled mind, we create kammic energies that lead to future existence (bhava.) That simple statement embeds the essence of Buddha Dhamma: “Manopubbangamā Dhammā..”

▪When we have strong feelings about something, we generate deep desires/cravings. Those are potent abhisaṅkhāra; they create kammic energies or kamma bīja (seeds.) Those are different names for “kamma bhava.“

▪For example, craving tasty food may lead to immoral thoughts/actions. If one does not have enough money, one may resort to stealing, possibly leading to violence. Such immoral actions lead to the generation of kamma bīja (or kamma bhava.)

▪Therefore, the generation of kamma bīja (or kamma bhava) happens based on our gati (habits/character). Each person likes certain kinds of experiences/activities.

Kamma Bīja, Kamma Bhava, and Gati

3. When one develops a habit (gati) by repeatedly doing related things, that bhava or the kamma bīja strengthens. It leads to the creation of kamma bhava via “taṇhā paccayā upādāna, upādāna paccayā bhava.”

▪Thus, one who started stealing may cultivate a habit of doing it. Each time they steal, kammic energy is added to that associated kamma bīja or kamma bhava.

▪An innocent child may not have any desire to drink alcohol. But growing into a teenager, he may start drinking under the influence of friends. If he starts liking that experience, he will repeatedly engage in drinking and will start building up a “drunkard bhava.” That is a “kamma bhava” built up with a new habit (gati) of drinking.

Kamma Bhava Becomes Uppatti Bhava

4. All kammic energies accumulate in the kamma bhava. Some kamma bhava can get strong enough to become “upapatti bhava,” leading to rebirth in a “good existence” (Deva, Brahma) or a “bad existence” (animal, peta, etc.).

▪At the cuti-paṭisandhi moment (grasping a new bhava), the strongest kamma bhava available becomes “upapatti bhava,” leading to the new existence.

▪At the cuti moment, one will be presented with an ārammaṇa compatible with that bhava. For example, suppose one had killed an enemy and thus created a kamma bhava suitable to bring a niraya birth. Then at the cuti (dying) moment, one may visualize that same past scenario where the enemy was confronted.

▪If one attaches willingly to that ārammaṇa (i.e., upādāna), corresponding niraya bhava will result: i.e., pati+ichcha leading to sama+uppāda or Paṭicca Samuppāda. That is the “upādāna paccayā bhava” step in grasping new upapatti bhava. However, if that person had attained a magga phala, they would not have upādāna for such an ārammaṇa. That is why anyone above the Sotāpanna Anugāmi will not be reborn in an apāya.

5. Note that the “upādāna paccayā bhava” step comes BOTH in creating a kamma bhava (in #3 above) and grasping one of those as upapatti bhava (in #4 above.) Let us consider a few examples.

▪One who enjoys torturing animals/humans creates a kamma bhava with those actions. They may be born in niraya (hell), where constant torture occurs via grasping that as a upapatti bhava at a paṭisandhi moment. That is an example of kamma bhava contributing to a upapatti bhava. In that case, he may be born in the niraya repeatedly (many jāti) until the kammic energy for that niraya bhava wears out.

▪An alcoholic contributes to the kamma bhava by habitually drinking and acting like an animal. That can lead to creating a kamma bhava compatible with animal existence. Thus, they could grasp that kammic energy as a upapatti bhava in a future paṭisandhi moment and be born an animal. For example, one who behaves like a dog after getting drunk (displaying inappropriate sexual acts, threatening others, etc.) may cultivate the disgraceful qualities of a dog and may acquire a “dog bhava.”

Good Habits Lead to Good Bhava

6. All the above is valid for “good bhava” or “good habits,” too.

▪Thus, one with the compassionate qualities of a Deva (i.e., deva bhava) could acquire “Deva bhava” and be born a deva. One who has cultivated jhāna may acquire “Brahma bhava” and be born a Brahma.

▪(Note that Deva and Brahma bhava each have only one jāti. Once born in the final form with an opapātika birth, they live until the end of bhava. There is no “gandhabba state” as is the case for humans and animals.)

▪It is the universal principle of “pati+ichcha sama+uppāda” working to yield an existence similar to the actions one willingly engages in.  See “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

7. To cultivate good or bad bhava, one must frequently engage in corresponding activities.

▪It is easy to see from the above discussion why it is essential to instill good habits in children and break any bad habits as they grow. It is much easier to stop forming “bad” bhava or habits (gati) in the early stages; once a habit/addiction takes hold, it becomes harder to lose.

▪Also, see “How Character (Gati) Leads to Bhava and Jāti.”

▪Modern science agrees with that too. According to modern science, repeated actions will strengthen the neural connections in the brain for that habit; see, “How Habits are Formed and Broken – A Scientific View”).

Human Bhava Is Rare – But Many Human Jāti (Births) Occur Within a Human Bhava

8. Human bhava is hard to get; see “How the Buddha Described the Chance of Rebirth in the Human Realm.”

▪However, human bhava or a human existence can last thousands of years. A human birth (jāti) with a human body lasts only about 100 years.  Therefore, within a human bhava, there can be MANY births with a human body or jāti.

▪In between births with physical human bodies, a human lives as a gandhabba (with just the mental body) in the nether world or para loka. This para loka co-exists with our human loka, but we cannot see those gandhabbā without physical bodies. For details, see “Gandhabba Sensing the World – With and Without a Physical Body,” “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception,” and “Cloning and Gandhabba.”

▪A good visualization of gandhabba is in “Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept.” It is an “energy field” that we cannot see.

9. There is always a “time gap” between successive human births (jāti) in rebirth stories. They separate by many years or at least a few years. Between those successive lives, that lifestream lives as a gandhabba, without a physical body.

▪In most rebirth stories, the previous human life was terminated unexpectedly, like in an accident or a killing. Therefore, the kammic energy for human bhava may not be exhausted. In that case, the gandhabba just came out of the dead body and waited for another womb to enter.

▪The Buddha has described that it is extremely difficult to get a human existence (bhava); see “How the Buddha Described the Chance of Rebirth in the Human Realm.” If “bhava” means “birth,” then all those rebirth stories cannot be true.

A Sotāpanna May Have Many Jāti, But Only Seven Bhava

10. As a Noble Person moves up in magga phala, fewer kamma bhava (i.e., accumulated kammic energy) will be able to contribute to upapatti bhava. There will be no upapatti bhava at the Arahant stage since an Arahant will not have any more upapatti. Even though the kamma bhava for that Arahant will still be there, it will not become a upapatti bhava.

▪From the WebLink: suttacentral: Ratana Sutta (KN Kp 6); “..Na te bhavaṁ aṭṭhamamādiyanti” means, “(A Sotāpanna) will not be born in an eighth bhava.” But there could be many rebirths within those seven bhava.

▪For example, King Bimbisāra, a Sotāpanna, died and had 14 rebirths; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Janavasabha Sutta (DN 18).”

A Physical Human Body Versus Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba)

11. According to the Tipiṭaka, a full-fledged human appears via a series of steps: “jāti sañjāti okkanti abhinibbatti khandhānaṁ pātubhāvo āyatanānaṁ paṭilābho.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Vibhaṅga Sutta (SN 12.2)” and “Manomaya Kaya (Gandhabba) and the Physical Body.” [sañjāti : [f.] birth; outcome; origin.]

▪Here, jāti is the paṭisandhi moment, when the kammaja kāya (with hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa) for the new bhava appears in a thought-moment. Moments later, that kammaja kāya is augmented by the cittaja kāya, meaning citta will start arising. Then kammaja kāya and cittaja kāya start generating suddhaṭṭhaka-size matter giving rise to the utuja kāya (aura,) and a manomaya kāya (gandhabba) results. That is the sañjāti moment.

▪When that gandhabba enters a suitable womb, that is the okkanti moment. In many suttā, that is described as the “viññāṇa of a boy or a girl descending into a womb.” Note that by the time descending into a womb, the sex is already determined.

▪The following steps describe the evolvement of the human baby inside the womb to end up with the fully-formed six āyatana.

▪No place in the Tipiṭaka says paṭisandhi happens in a womb. Rather it says, “…gandhabba okkanti hoti.” That may happen even after the birth of the gandhabba.

12. All relevant posts at “Gati, Bhava, and Jāti.”

Reference
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Cuti is the end of a uppatti bhava, and maraṇa is the end of a jāti within a uppatti bhava. There can be many jātis (births) within a uppatti bhava for humans and animals.

Introduction

1. There can be many jātis within a uppatti bhava. See “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.” That holds particularly true for the human and animal realms. There usually is one jāti within uppatti bhava in the Deva and Brahma realms.

▪An uppatti bhava starts at a paṭisandhi moment and ends at a cuti moment. For example, if a Deva dies and gets a “human existence (bhava),” the cuti of that Deva bhava is immediately followed by a paṭisandhi to grasp the human bhava.

▪That human uppatti bhava can last many thousands of years. At the moment of paṭisandhi to the human bhava, only a manomaya kāya (human gandhabba) is born. That human gandhabba will get into many wombs during that time and be born with physical human bodies many times. A human baby’s birth (jāti) ends in physical death (maraṇa) within about 100 years.

▪At the end of the human bhava, that human gandhabba’s life will end (cuti), and paṭisandhi to a new existence will occur unless that lifestream has attained the Arahant stage. Maraṇa (death of a physical body) usually does not end the human bhava. See Ref. 1 for details.

▪If the above is not clear, please ask questions at the forum. With that summary, we can now discuss the details.

Bhava and Gati

2. The Buddha divided all existences into five main categories based on predominant gati. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Gati Sutta (AN 9.68)” lists those five main categories: Hell (niraya), the animal realm (tiracchāna,) the hungry ghost realm (peta,) humans (manussa,) and Deva. Many suttas (including Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta) sometimes lump the Devās in the six Deva realms and Brahmās in 20 Brahma realms into one category as Devās.

▪When a lifestream is in a specific existence, it will predominantly have the gati associated with that realm. While in Deva realms, that living being mainly displays “Deva gati.” For example, Devās in the lower six realms still crave sensual pleasures, i.e., kāma rāga. Brahmās in the higher 20 realms don’t have cravings for sensual pleasures. But neither will engage in akusala kamma during their life as Deva/Brahma.

▪A lifestream in a niraya realm will have the gati of a “hell being.” During such an existence, no pleasant thoughts arise, for example, and mostly a painful and angry mindset persists. This bhava has dosa (extreme anger/hate) as the base; of course, moha is there too.

▪In a hungry ghost (peta) realm, the mindset/gati will be that of one constantly in hunger pains. This gati is based on lobha (extreme greed) and moha.

▪The animal realm has “all three defiled gati,” i.e., lobha, dosa, and moha.

3. Human (manussa) existence is unique in many ways.

▪A human can cultivate gati corresponding to any of the 31 realms, not just the primary five categories mentioned in the Gati Sutta.

▪We can see some humans who behave like Devās: Some engage in giving, helping others, etc., and cultivate gati to be born in the six Deva realms. Others develop (anariya/Ariya) jhāna corresponding to various Brahma realms and will be reborn in the corresponding Brahma realms.

▪Some humans cultivate “apāyagāmi gati,” leading to birth in the niraya, peta, asura, and animal realms. Those who develop extreme anger/hate (and thus kill, rape, and abuse others) will be born in the niraya (hell.) Some cultivate extremely greedy gati (and steal, take bribes, etc.) and become destined to the peta realms. An animal bhava has developed with both greed and hate. An animal bhava has a mixture of both. Since ignorance is also there, they will have all three “saŋ” (that is the root of the word “tirisan = three saŋs” for an animal in Sinhala.) See #3 of “Lobha, Dosa, Moha versus Rāga, Paṭigha, Avijjā.”

▪Humans can cultivate “human gati” that will allow another human bhava in the future. “Human gati” is similar to the gati of Devās in the lower six realms but with an enhanced craving for sensory pleasures.

Connection to Aggañña Sutta

4. To make some connections, let us digress to the introductory post “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

Per “WebLink: suttacentral: Aggañña Sutta (DN 27), at the beginning of a “new Earth” (after a “loka vināsaya” or the “destruction of the existing Earth”), only the realms above the Ābhassara Brahma realm are populated. Destruction of Earth (and the Sun) would have led to the destruction of lower realms. As explained in that post, all sentient beings would have moved up to or above the Ābhassara Brahma realm by the time of “loka vināsaya.”

▪When a new Earth forms after billions of years, an uncountable number of Ābhassara Brahmās will be at the end of their lifetimes, and they will first be reborn in the human realm with “Brahma-like” subtle bodies. Then over millions of years, those “Brahma-like” bodies will evolve into the denser physical bodies we have today.

▪After millions of years (especially after evolving into denser bodies,) some will start engaging in akusala kamma when the “old habits (gati)” return. They had been hiding as “anusaya.” First, some will be reborn in the animal realm; then, the other three lower realms will start populating as more humans leave the human bhava and “proceed downward.” Before the arrival of the animals, plant life will gradually come into existence. See Ref. 2 for more details on gati and anusaya.

5. The point is that the human realm is the “base station.” This is where the seeds (kamma bīja/kamma bhava) to be born in all other realms are cultivated.

▪That point can be clearly illustrated with an Abhidhamma analysis, which I hope to do. But the following is a summary.

▪Only a human mind can generate all 89 (121) types of citta. On the other hand, arūpāvacara Brahmās mainly generate only eight types of citta. The human realm is like a training school. Those humans taking a “downward path” by engaging in akusala kamma end up in apāyās; those who cultivate arūpāvacara jhānās are born in an arūpāvacara Brahma realm, etc.

▪Those uncountable number of “Brahma-like” humans at the beginning of a “new Earth” will slowly start populating all other realms, mainly the lower realms. Of course, some will even move up to realms higher than the Ābhassara Brahma realm.

6. Almost all the living beings in the apāyās now had been “Brahma-like” humans at the beginning of the mahā kappa, i.e., at the beginning of this Earth when it was first formed.

▪It is worthwhile to contemplate that. There are less than eight billion people on Earth right now. But in the backyard of a house, there can be more small insects, ants, worms, and other tiny creatures. Scientists estimate one quadrillion (one million billion) ants on earth. There are even more living beings in the oceans than in the land.

▪Therefore, when the Earth formed several billion years ago, there must have been an accountable number of humans with “Brahma-like” subtle bodies. Most of them took “downward paths.” Of course, we can see only the animals, not those born in the other realms in apāya.

▪Thus, Buddha’s explanation is exactly the opposite of Darwin’s theory of evolution. However, the theory of evolution will be proven to be incorrect in the future.

▪Of course, science’s position that the whole universe came to existence in a “Big Bang” is also not consistent with Buddha Dhamma, as I discussed in “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).” So far, several of the Buddha’s original teachings — which were thought to be incorrect by science a few hundred years ago — have now been confirmed by science. See  Ref. 3.

Series of “Cuti Suttā”

7. It is informative to look at a series of suttas on what happens at the end of human bhava, i.e., the “cuti moment” of leaving the human bhava. Remember that (per #1 above) grasping of a new existence happens only at the “cuti moment” at the end of the human bhava, not at  “maraṇa” or the death of a physical human body.

▪There is a sutta that says (upon exiting any existence) that getting a human existence is very rare; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Nakhasikha Sutta (SN 20.2).”

▪Then there are a series of suttas specific to different types of originating and destination bhava.

“Good Rebirths” Are Rare

8. The series of specific suttas start with the “WebLink: suttacentral: Manussacutiniraya Sutta (SN 56. 102)” which says, “.those who die as humans (not the physical death, but cuti) and are reborn as humans are few, while those who die as humans and are reborn in hell are many ….”

▪Then the following suttas say that those who die as humans and are reborn in the animal and hungry ghost realms are many:  “WebLink: suttacentral: Manussacutitiracchāna Sutta (SN 56. 103),” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Manussacutipettivisaya Sutta (SN 56. 104).”

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Manussacutidevanirayādi Sutta (SN 56. 105-107)” says those who die as humans and are reborn in Deva realms are few, but born in niraya are many. Then the “WebLink: suttacentral: Devacutinirayādi Sutta (SN 56. 108-110)” states, “who die as Devās and are reborn as Devās are few, while those who die as Devās and are reborn in hell, animal realm, or the hungry-ghost realm are many.”

▪Note that “Manussacutiniraya Sutta” is “Manussa cuti niraya Sutta” and indicates a human grasping a niraya bhava at the cuti moment. The other suttas have similar names.

▪Many such combinations are shown in the rest of the series. It is a good idea to click through the rest of the suttas.

Summary

9. Cuti is the end of an uppatti bhava, and maraṇa is the end of a jāti within a uppatti bhava. There can be many jātis (births) within an uppatti bhava for humans and animals.

▪Devās and Brahmās have only a single jāti (birth) to that uppatti bhava.

▪An uppatti bhava ends at the cuti moment.

▪It is only for humans (and animals) that “maraṇa” takes place at the death of a physical body; that is not the end of the human (animal) bhava. On the other hand, Devās and Brahmās are born (jāti) at paṭisandhi and reach the end of that existence at the cuti moment.

▪It is extremely difficult to get a uppatti bhava at or above human bhava. Most cuti-paṭisandhi transitions grasp a bhava in the four lowest realms or the apāyās. It is critical to keep that in mind.

References
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3. “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.” Also, see the last two subsections in “Dhamma and Science.”
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August 21, 2022; September 12, 2002 (#6)

The concepts of anusaya, gati, and bhava are associated with a mind, i.e., manomaya kāya/gandhabba of a lifestream.

Kammic Energy Creates Hadaya Vatthu (Seat of Consciousness)

1. Our views and perceptions about this world are highly influenced by modern science, which has made significant progress within the past hundred years. However, that progress is limited to studying the inert (lifeless) matter.

▪Modern science’s materialistic worldview cannot explain the origin of consciousness. Some scientists have proposed that consciousness arises in the brain, but there is no proof for that claim. And there will NEVER be such proof.

▪Consciousness arises in hadaya vatthu created by kammic energy. Kammic energy creates hadaya vatthu, the “seat of consciousness” where consciousness or citta arises.

▪The Buddha declared that the “mind is at the forefront of everything in this world” or “Manopubbangamā Dhammā...”

What Creates Kammic Energy?

2. Conversely, hadaya vatthu creates kammic energy! A specific type of cittā, javana cittā (that arises in hadaya vatthu,) creates kammic energy.

▪It is a cyclical process: Kammic energy creates hadaya vatthu, and hadaya vatthu creates kammic energy! That cycle is broken only at Nibbāna. 

▪That is why there is no beginning to life per the Buddha. Citta creates kammic energy, which, in turn, creates future hadaya vatthu where cittā arise.

▪I have a detailed analysis of it in the “Origin of Life” series.

Cyclical Process of Rebirth – Saṁsāra

3. Let us do a quick summary. A hadaya vatthu created by kammic energy has a finite lifetime, that of a given existence (uppatti bhava.) Before that hadaya vatthu dies, it creates kammic energies (kamma bhava) that can power up more hadaya vatthus, corresponding to different types of bhava in the future.

▪For example, a human has a hadaya vatthu (part of manomaya kāya) that will die after many thousands of years. But within that time, that human will generate kammic energy to “power up” many more hadaya vatthus corresponding to different realms. Unfortunately, most of them correspond to the four lowest realms. That is why only a few humans will get another human or higher bhava.

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda explains the creation of a manomaya kāya/gandhabba (with a hadaya vatthu) via the “bhava paccaya jāti” step in a process that starts with “avijjā paccaya saṅkhāra.”

▪Read the two posts “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein” and “Cuti and Maraṇa – Related to Bhava and Jāti” before reading the rest of this post.

No “Soul” – Concept of a Lifestream

4. The concept of a “lifestream” explains the difference between “a soul/ātman moving from life to life” and the Buddhist explanation of a life arising due to previous causes via Paṭicca Samuppāda. See “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.” Thus, a future life is not a “reincarnation” of an “unchanging essence” (soul/ātman) associated with the current life.

▪Any life among the 31 realms of this world has the following essential elements (Ref. 1): a hadaya vatthu and a set of pasāda rūpa. 

▪Thoughts (citta) arise not in the brain but in the hadaya vatthu in the manomaya kāya (gandhabba.)

▪The hadaya vatthu is essential. There can be no “lifestream” in the rebirth process without it. The hadaya vatthu (and any pasāda rūpa) are created ONLY by kammic energy. It is a natural process.

▪When a manomaya kāya (with a hadaya vatthu and a set of pasāda rūpa) dies, a new one takes over at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment via the “upādāna paccayā bhavo” step in “Akusala-Mūla Upapatti Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Manomaya Kāya Is Primary, Not the Physical Body

5. “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammapada Verses 33-43” in the Citta Vagga provides some critical clues.

▪Verse #37 says, “The mind travels far, wandering alone; incorporeal (not composed of matter) it hides in a cave.” That verse refers to the manomaya kāya, which can travel far at high-speed, as confirmed by many NDE accounts: “Near-Death Experiences (NDE): Brain Is Not the Mind.” The “cave” (where it takes temporary shelter) is the physical body.

▪Verse #41 states: “All too soon this body will die; bereft of consciousness, tossed aside like a useless log.” Here it says that the physical body will be a useless log upon death. The English translation in the link is good, and reading that series of verses is a good idea.

▪But the death of the physical body does not end the human bhava. The manomaya kāya/gandhabba will come out and wait to be pulled into another womb to make another material body.

▪A human or animal bhava is long, even though they are less than Deva or Brahma bhava. A person with a physical body lives only about 100 years, but that human bhava will last many thousands of years. The gandhabba/manomaya kāya will make many physical bodies during that time. Same for an animal. A fly lives only a few weeks, but that “fly bhava” may last millions of years. Note that only the manomaya kāya of a human or an animal is called a gandhabba.

▪In Deva and Brahma realms, the manomaya kāya is the only kāya. A birth from the womb or an egg with a separate (physical) body is not involved. See “Body Types in 31 Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya.”

A Hadaya Vatthu Defines a Bhava in Rebirth Process

6. Therefore, the easiest way to describe the rebirth process is as follows. A lifestream is ALWAYS an associated specific manomaya kāya (with a particular hadaya vatthu) created by kammic energy. In other words, a manomaya kāya results from one particular kamma. For example, a strong puñña kamma can create a human or Deva manomaya kāya. On the other hand, a strong apuñña (pāpa) kamma creates a manomaya kāya of an animal, for example.

▪The essential component of a manomaya kāya is hadaya vatthu, where cittā (thoughts) arise, and both will last through the end of a bhava.

▪When a manomaya kāya (with a hadaya vatthu) dies at the end of a bhava, the lifestream grasps a NEW manomaya kāya/hadaya vatthu compatible with the new bhava at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. The new hadaya vatthu inherits all anusaya (hidden defilements.) However, that happens via viññāṇa dhātu; nothing “moves materially” from one existence to the next.

▪For example, suppose a Deva bhava ends, and a human bhava is grasped. At the end of the Deva bhava, the hadaya vatthu (and a set of pasāda rūpa) associated with that Deva existence will die. A moment later, a human gandhabba will appear in the human realm with a NEW hadaya vatthu (and a set of pasāda rūpa.)

▪It is essential to understand the following. Nothing from the Deva bhava (hadaya vatthu/pasāda rūpa) “travels” to the human realm. Human’s manomaya kāya (hadaya vatthu/pasāda rūpa) is created in the human world by kammic energy.

There Can be Many Births (with Physical Bodies) Within a Human Bhava

7. Suppose the human bhava started (with a human gandhabba) in the year 1900 in the above example. Suppose that gandhabba was born as “John Smith” in 1950, lived for 50 years, and died in 2000. During his life, he would not remember anything about a previous life since it was in a Deva realm. When John Smith dies, the gandhabba comes out and is again pulled into a womb, born in 2005 and given the name “Peter Pan.” When a few years old, Peter Pan may be able to recall his past life where he lived as “John  Smith.”

▪Thus, with the above mechanism, we can explain the phenomenon of accounts of previous lives by many children worldwide.

▪How would they explain rebirth accounts if anyone does not believe in the gandhabba state? I am yet to hear back from those who say the gandhabba concept is not in Buddha Dhamma. They should read the post “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

Two Adjacent Bhava Are Shielded from Each Other

8. Consider a lifestream transitioning from a Deva bhava to a human bhava. Deva bhava ends with the death of its manomaya kāya, and that is the cuti moment for that Deva bhava, and Deva disappears from that Deva realm.

▪At the next moment, kammic energy creates a new manomaya kāya of a human (with a new hadaya vatthu/pasāda rūpa), which appears in the human realm (among humans.) Now, that is a human gandhabba without a physical body. It may be several years before that gandhabba is pulled into a matching womb.

▪That human gandhabba will not have any memory of the previous Deva existence. One bhava is separated from another.  

▪Even though some can remember previous lives within the human bhava, it is improbable that a human could recall life in a different bhava, say an animal or Deva bhava. I know of only one account – discussed at the forum: “WebLink: puredhamma forums: Remembering Past Lives in the Era of Buddha.”

▪However, those with abhiññā powers may recall lives in several bhava. A Buddha can recall as many as he wishes.

Pubbe Nivāsānussati Ñāṇa and Cutūpapāta Ñāṇa

9. Only some people can recall their past lives; typically, it is just the previous life. In rare cases, a person may be able to recall a few past lives (in the same human bhava.)

•However, those who cultivate the (Ariya or anariya) fourth jhāna may be able to recall several past lives. That ability varies from person to person and increases with further cultivation of the jhāna.

During the night of Enlightenment, the Buddha attained three types of higher knowledge:

i.Ability to recall past lives in human births (pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa),

ii.The ability to see any living being’s cuti (end of bhava) and paṭisandhi (grasping of a new bhava). This is the cutūpapāta ñāṇa.

iii.The attainment of the Buddhahood with āsavakkhaya ñāṇa. That involved grasping the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path to Nibbāna.

10. The first one allowed him to recall past lives in the human bhava (of him or anyone else.) Note that “nivāsa” means a “house.” That refers to the fact that a gandhabba needs to “build a house” (i.e., a physical body) by entering a womb; see #5 above. The pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa allows a Buddha to see all previous human lives. 

•The next ñāṇa that he attained was the cutūpapāta ñāṇa. Here, the word cutūpapāta comes from “cuti” (death) and “uppatti” (birth.) That refers to the ending of one bhava and the start of a new bhava. The “cuti-paṭisandhi moment” is when a lifestream ends one bhava and starts a new bhava. This cutūpapāta ñāṇa allows a Buddha to look at how any lifestream evolved from bhava to bhava as far as he likes.

•Those two types of ñāṇa allowed him to figure out Paṭicca Samuppāda, i.e., how a lifestream moves from bhava to bhava based on the kinds of kamma done. That led to the arising of the āsavakkhaya ñāṇa and the Buddhahood.

•The difference between the first two types of ñāṇa is that the first one is ONLY about births with physical human bodies. The second one is an “expanded version” of the first one, showing the complete evolution of a lifestream. There is no need for the first ñāṇa without the gandhabba mechanism.

•Those who don’t believe in the gandhabba concept can not explain the difference between those first two ñāṇa.

Anusaya Gets Transferred from Bhava to Bhava

11. Any anusaya (“ingrained defilements”) associated with the dying manomaya kāya gets “transferred” to the next one. We can say that the anusaya of the dying hadaya vatthu gets transferred to the new one. Hadaya vatthu is THE critical element in a manomaya kāya, the “essence of a lifestream.”

•Hadaya vatthu defines a given existence as a human, Deva, Brahma, or one in an apāya.

•Thus, it is critical to understand that all anusaya associated with a lifestream gets transferred from one hadaya vatthu to the next.

•Of course, anusaya will keep changing over time. It will disappear at the Arahant-phala moment.

Anusaya in Terms of Saṁyojana

11. The strength of anusaya is related to the number of saṁsāric bonds or saṁyojana.

•An average human has all ten saṁyojana.

•The first three saṁyojana of sakkāya diṭṭhi, vicikicchā, and sīlabbata parāmāsa are broken at the Sotāpanna stage.

•Two more saṁyojana (kāma rāga and paṭigha) are reduced in strength in the Sakadāgāmi stage and removed at the Anāgāmi stage.

•The last five are broken at the Arahant stage.

•See “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process” and “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi)” for details.

All related posts at “Gati, Bhava, and Jāti.”
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Pāpa kammā are stronger versions of akusala kammā.

Difference Between Akusala and Pāpa Kamma

1. While akusala kammā are “immoral deeds,”  pāpa kammā are “highly immoral deeds.” That is the main difference.

▪In some English translations, I have seen that both pāpa kamma and akusala kamma are translated as, “bad deeds.” However, there is a vast difference.

▪It is critical to understand that if one has not removed the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi, one would be more likely to commit pāpa kamma.

2. Moha is the stronger version of avijjā. If one has moha, then one also has lobha and dosa, which are stronger versions of rāga (kāma rāga, rūpa rāga, arūpa rāga) and paṭigha; see, “Lobha, Rāga and Kāmacchanda, Kāmarāga” and “Lobha, Dosa, Moha versus Rāga, Patigha, Avijjā.”

▪Thus, one does pāpa kammā with moha and akusala kamma with avijjā.

▪We know that akusal-mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles start with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra,” and NOT “moha paccayā saṅkhāra.”

▪Before one starts focusing on understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles, one must have reduced moha to avijjā level.

3. Paṭicca Samuppāda (starting with avijjā) describes processes that lead to births in the sugati or “good realms” (human realm and above), as well as births in dugati or “bad realms” or apāyā (the four lowest realms).

▪One could apply Paṭicca Samuppāda to determine births done with pāpa kamma, but it is not even necessary: they INVARIABLY lead to births in the apāyā.

▪Put it another way, pāpa kammā done with highly potent apuñña abhisaṅkhāra ALWAYS leads to births in the apāyā.

▪The bottom line is that one is capable of doing pāpa kamma (which does not mean one will always do it) as long as one has one or more of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. When one gets rid of all those micchā diṭṭhi, one does not have moha anymore; it is reduced to avijjā. 

Sutta Descriptions – What Are Pāpa Kamma?

4. Pāpa kammā are described in several suttā, but let us focus on the “WebLink: suttacentral: Pathama Pāpadhamma Sutta (AN 4.207).” I will provide the main idea for saving space.

“Bhikkhus, who is a highly immoral person (pāpo)? One who is engaged in the destruction of life or initiates, encourages, praises, helps destruction of life (in a habitual way) is a highly immoral person destined to be born in the apāyā….”

▪The rest of the sutta lists six MORE deeds in the same way: Taking what is not given, sexual misconduct, immoral speech, Intoxication (drinking, taking drugs, etc), and micchā diṭṭhi. 

▪For example, the full description of the last one is: One who has micchā diṭṭhi or initiates, encourages, praises, and encourages others to have such views (in a habitual way).

▪It is important to note that just one action does not make one a “pāpo” or a “highly immoral person.” There is a second related sutta: “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiya Pāpadhamma Sutta (AN 4.208).”

5. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Duccarita Vipāka Sutta (AN 8.40)” is another sutta that state eight immoral actions that could make one born in the apāyā. “Duccarita” means “highly immoral character” so a “duccarita puggala” means the same as “pāpo” or “a highly immoral person.”

Here is the translation of that sutta.

(i) “Bhikkhus, the destruction of life, repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also have a short life span.

(ii) “Taking what is not given, repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one is likely to face loss of wealth.

(iii) “Sexual misconduct, repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also be exposed to enmity and rivalry.

(iv) “False speech (per Dhamma, not strictly lying), repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also be exposed to false accusations.

(v) “Divisive speech, repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also be exposed to being separated from one’s loved ones.

(vi) “Harsh speech, repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also be exposed to disagreeable sounds.

(vii) “Idle chatter, repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also be exposed to others distrusting one’s words.

(viii) “Intoxication (drinking, taking drugs, etc), repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated, is conducive to rebirths in hell, to the animal realm, and the sphere of hungry ghosts; when one is born as a human after paying off most of the vipāka, one will also be exposed mental problems.”

6. There is also a set of suttā (AN 10.211 through AN 10. 220) that state that dasa akusala (taking a life, stealing, abusing sensory pleasures, speaking untruth, slandering, harsh speech, gossiping, greed, ill-will, wrong views or micchā diṭṭhi) lead to rebirth in the apāyā.

▪Therefore, pāpa kamma are the same as dasa akusala done with micchā diṭṭhi. That means having micchā diṭṭhi makes one’s mind “covered,” i.e., one has moha.

▪It is important to note that some dasa akusala can be done without micchā diṭṭhi, and those are done with just avijjā.

Description of Pāpa Kamma

7. Those immoral actions in #4 through #6 above are all pāpa kamma. Also, those who engage in (i) through (viii) regularly are immoral persons with “bad gati (duccarita puggala).”

▪It is essential to note the emphasis on “repeatedly pursued, developed, and cultivated.” 

▪For example, those who habitually go fishing and hunting would belong to this category. Also see #14 below.

▪Another way to say that is to say “cultivating (abhi)saṅkhāra.” One does such an action because it becomes one’s gati, i.e., a habit that contributes to one’s character. 

▪These are essentially the same as the descriptions in #4 above.

Four Ways of Accumulating Kamma

8. I want to emphasize that all of the following four actions contribute to each of the above listed immoral actions in #4 through #6 above (If done regularly):

▪Doing it.

▪Assisting another person to do it.

▪Ordering (or instructing) another person to do it.

▪Praising someone who is doing it.

9. When one has moha, one can do pāpa kammā without remorse. That means one is not even close to being released from the apāyā.

▪This straightforward fact that can save many people a lot of wasted time. It is absolutely a waste of time even to try to understand Paṭicca Samuppāda if one still has any of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi, some of which are commonly held; see “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪I know I will make many people unhappy by making these statements. But it is better to learn the truth as soon as possible. We all have been trapped in this suffering-filled rebirth process for an unimaginable time, simply because we had not understood this key point.

▪More information in “Kilesa – Relationship to Akusala, Kusala, and Puñña Kamma.”

Nature’s Laws, Not Buddha’s Rules

10. These are not rules made up by the Buddha; he just discovered the laws of nature. Reducing moha to avijjā level means one is not ignorant of the broader world of 31 realms. That REQUIRES an understanding of the laws of kamma, which in turn REQUIRES an understanding of the broader view of the Buddha (existence of 31 realms) AND a belief in the rebirth process.

▪That is because, without that broader “operational range,” the laws of kamma can’t be effective: If there is no rebirth process, many things cannot be explained; see “Complexity of Life and the Way to Seek “Good Rebirths”.”

▪Nothing happens without causes and conditions. Explanation of what happens around us REQUIRES a more comprehensive worldview. Only a Buddha with a perfectly purified mind can discover these hidden laws of Nature.

▪Many people, especially in the Western world, have difficulty believing the above. They think Buddha is just “a better philosopher” who came up with his own “worldview.” However, if one can spend time examining Buddha Dhamma, including Abhidhamma, it will become clear that Buddha is not just another philosopher.

11. Buddha Dhamma is self-consistent. The Buddha did not make up the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. They go against the nature of this world: kamma (actions) have consequences (vipāka); there is a rebirth process; there is a para loka where gandhabbā live; there are instantaneous births in realms that we do not see, etc.

▪Just because those are not amenable to our crude senses does not mean they are not valid. As science progresses, more and more teachings of the Buddha are being confirmed; see, “Buddha Dhamma: Non-Perceivability and Self-Consistency.”

Sorting Out the Priorities

12. As I have discussed, making progress is a step-by-step process. Before starting on the Noble Eightfold Path, one must complete the mundane eightfold path where one gets rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi; see, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?.”

▪A critical aspect of attaining the Sotāpanna stage is the comprehension of Paṭicca Samuppāda, how root causes lead to their effects under suitable conditions (paccayā).

13. These days, many people start by trying to understand deep suttā that REQUIRE an understanding of Paṭicca Samuppāda and Tilakkhaṇa.

▪However, many of them (including many bhikkhus) do not believe in rebirth, or that the concepts of para loka and gandhabba are valid. They erroneously believe that gandhabba is a Mahayāna concept, but neither they nor Mahāyānists understand what is meant by antarabhava; see, “Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

▪Getting to the Sotāpanna stage CAN NOT be done by just reading a few posts. One has to make a real effort to understand the key concepts, and live a moral life.

14. Making progress on the Path requires working on two fronts:

▪One needs to understand the key fundamental concepts in Buddha Dhamma like dasa akusala and micchā diṭṭhi, before tackling Tilakkhaṇa and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪One needs to live a moral life, and “the level of morality” will automatically increase as one’s understanding gets deeper and deeper.

▪Therefore, those two aspects go hand-in-hand. One cannot just focus on one part. Both are necessary.

15. It is also a good idea to understand some key details of how the laws of kamma work.

▪Just because one kills some insects when doing yard work does not contribute significantly. Intention plays a key role as discussed in: “Details of Kamma - Intertion, Who Is Affected, Kamma Patha.” 

▪Furthermore, killing a human is much more significant than killing many, animals. That is because it is not easy to get an unimaginable precious human life; see “How to Evaluate Weights of Different Kamma.”
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oKāma Taṇhā, Bhava Taṇhā, Vibhava Taṇhā

oTaṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance

oLobha, Raga and Kāmacchanda, Kāmarāga

oLobha, Dosa, Moha Versus Raga, Paṭigha, Avijjā

oWhat is Avijjā (Ignorance)?

oVedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways

oIndriya and Āyatana – Big Difference

oHetu-Phala, Paccuppanna, and Paṭicca Samuppāda

oDiṭṭhi (Wrong Views), Sammā Diṭṭhi (Good/Correct Views)

oCorrect Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra

oPañca Indriya and Pañca Bala – Five Faculties and Five Powers

oKāmaccandha and Icca – Being Blinded by Cravings
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Revised November 9, 2019; July 3, 2022

Kāma taṇhā, bhava taṇhā, vibhava taṇhā are three incorrectly translated key Pāli words.

Taṇhā is Not Craving

1. Taṇhā is “getting attached to things in this world” via greed, hate, and ignorance. Most times, it is incorrectly translated as “craving.”

▪The word taṇhā comes from “thān” + “hā,” where “thān” rhymes like in “thatch” and means “a place; “hā” means getting attached or fused; see, “Taṇhā – How we Attach via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.” Note that “tan” in taṇhā pronounced like in “thunder.”

2. We attach to things because of the ignorance that they can provide lasting happiness; this attachment first manifests in greed. But when someone or something gets in the way, we generate hate; then we attach via hatred.

▪For example, a teenager wants a car, and his desire builds up with time. He is firmly attached to the idea of getting a car. If a parent refuses, then he may generate anger and even hate towards the parent. Now he is attached to two places (to the vehicle via desire and to the parent via anger.)

Kāma Taṇhā

3. In kāma loka, all five physical sense faculties are present. Getting attach to anything via the five sense faculties is kāma taṇhā. 

▪Furthermore, attachment arising from the desire to enjoy taste, smell, and body touch is exclusively restricted to the kāma loka. Those three require a “solid body” as we can imagine.

▪In the rūpa lokas, living beings do not have “solid bodies.” Yet, they can see and hear without having physical eyes or ears.

▪Therefore, in rūpa lokas, taṇhā arise only due to sights and sounds. Thus an Anāgāmī, who will be born in a rūpa loka has some rūpa taṇhā and sadda taṇhā because he/she may like to see a Buddha statue or listen to a discourse.

Bhava Taṇhā

4. Bhava taṇhā arises from attachment to “any existence.” Thus bhava taṇhā is present in kāma loka, rūpa loka, and arūpa loka, i.e., all 31 realms.

▪Even in the kāma loka, there may be people who do not enjoy the “kāma” or sense pleasures; but they still want to live a quiet, peaceful life. They mostly have bhava taṇhā. They may like to be in a secluded place, cultivating jhāna; that is their desired “bhava.” If they develop jhānā, they will be born in rūpa loka or arūpa loka due to their new “gati.”

▪There are other subtle forms of “bhava” too. Some like to become famous, earn a title, get a high-profile job or a responsibility, etc. These are not associated with sensual pleasures and are also due to bhava taṇhā.

Vibhava Taṇhā

5. Vibhava taṇhā arises from the wrong view of materialism (uccheda diṭṭhi in the time of the Buddha; uccheda pronounced “uchchêda”). One believes that one ceases to exist at death. One believes that the mind is a byproduct of the body (brain). And thus, when the body dies, that is the end of story.

▪Therefore one believes that one needs to enjoy the pleasures of this life before dying. Such a person would normally have kāma taṇhā as well.

▪It is easy to have vibhava taṇhā in modern society. That is especially true if one has not heard about the Buddha’s message about a more complex world with 31 realms and a rebirth process. Our human sensory faculties cannot access such “hidden” aspects of this world. One believes only what one can see. 

▪It takes an effort to verify that wider worldview, which is needed to EXPLAIN all that we can experience; see, “Complexity of Life and the Way to Seek “Good Rebirths”.”

▪Many immoral acts are done with uccheda diṭṭhi (or materialism or nihilism) because one believes that everything in this world is for one’s enjoyment. 

▪Even though it is evident that animals cry with pain when being killed, that is not of any consequence in their minds. The logic is that If this birth is the one and the last, there is no possibility that one could face the same fate in the future.

6. The connection of uccheda (or ucceda) diṭṭhi to vibhava taṇhā is made in Section 3.2.4 Ucchedavāda in the WebLink: Suttacentral: Brahmajala Sutta (DN 1).

▪It is an excellent idea to contemplate the fact that there is a difference between cutting vegetables and killing animals for food. An animal is a living being and feels pain.

▪Then how is an animal different from us? The difference is only at the intellectual level. We have higher intelligence only because we have been fortunate to get this temporary human life because of a previous good deed.

▪In the next birth, we could be born an animal; it depends on the types of kamma that we have accumulated. It takes time to go through such an analysis, and to convince oneself of the ability of the Buddha Dhamma to provide “good explanations.” Many people do not take the needed time to do such an investigation.

Connection to Magga Phala

7. Let us see how each type of taṇhā decreases as one progresses on the Path.

▪When one starts on the Path and makes an effort to understand the message of the Buddha, one starts losing all three types of taṇhā gradually. With time one can feel that change and the resulting nirāmisa sukha that comes from it. It may take a few days, months, or even a year to see a significant difference depending on the individual.

▪Vibhava taṇhā is removed at the Sotāpanna stage. It is essential to realize that one is bound to have vibhava taṇhā if one does not believe in the rebirth process.

▪Kāma taṇhā leads to various levels of attachment that are removed step-by-step in the four stages of Nibbāna. Kāmacchanda removed at the Sotāpanna stage. Kāma rāga is reduced at the Sakadāgāmī stage and removed at the Anāgāmī stage. See the next post, “Lobha, Rāga and Kāmacchanda, Kāmarāga.”

▪As long as one is reborn anywhere in the 31 realms, one has bhava taṇhā. Thus, bhava taṇhā is eliminated only at the Arahant stage.

Connection to Āsava/Anusaya

8. Finally, two relevant points:

▪It is important to note that these three “tendencies to bind” (kāma taṇhā, bhava taṇhā, vibhava taṇhā) arise due to kāmasava (kāma āsava), bhavāsava (bhava āsava), and vibhavāsava (vibhava āsava). Taṇhā (attachment) arises due to āsava: One gets “attached” because one has deeply- embedded cravings for worldly things.

▪Sometimes vibhavasava is split into two: diṭṭhasava (diṭṭhi āsava) and avijjāsava (avijjā āsava). That is because vibhavāsava arises due to wrong views and ignorance.

▪Āsava/Anusaya is discussed in detail in, “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

Next, “Lobha, Rāga and Kāmacchanda, Kāmarāga”, …….
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Revised October 31, 2015; October 7, 2017; August 24, 2019; May 28, 2023 (#1, #3); last revised March 23, 2025

What is Taṇhā?

1. Taṇhā means “getting attached.” The word taṇhā comes from “thán” meaning “place” + “hā” meaning getting fused/welded or attached (හා වීම in Sinhala). Note that “tan” in taṇhā pronounced like in “thunder.”

▪In the previous post, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways,” we discussed how feelings arise in two ways. The “mind-made” feelings occur due to our tendency to attach (taṇhā) to various sensory inputs.

▪Here we will see how that happens according to the natural process of Paṭicca Samuppāda.

What Is in the World?

2. Cha Chakka Sutta describes how we experience the world. However, in standard translations, the real meaning does not come out; for example: “WebLink: suttacentral: Cha Chakka Sutta (MN 148)”, where one can also find translations in several languages.

We get to know ANYTHING about the external world via ONLY six ways:

▪We see vaṇṇa rūpa (visual things) with our eyes.

▪Sadda rūpa (sounds) are heard with our ears.

▪We smell gandha rūpa (odors) with our noses.

▪Rasa rūpa (food) tasted with our tongue.

▪We touch phoṭṭhabba rūpa (touchable things) with our bodies.

▪Finally, we contemplate or think about dhammā (memories, concepts) with our minds.

That is what the Buddha called “sabba” or ALL. Our whole world is what we experience with our six senses. Take a moment and contemplate this. Is there anything else “in this world” other than those six listed above?

3. We must realize that these INITIAL sense inputs come to us via kamma vipāka. Then based on whether we have āsava/anusaya (or corresponding gati or habits), WE MAY act with avijjā to pursue that sensory input.

▪Our greedy, hateful, or ignorant thoughts arise when we contact the outside world with one or more of the six senses. Kamma vipāka leads to sensory inputs. But not all sense inputs lead to acting with avijjā. (Please take time to think and contemplate these ideas as you go along. It is critical to get these ideas to proceed further).

▪That critical fact becomes apparent when we do not think of an “established self” or “no-self.” There is no “person” who has avijjā all the time. Avijjā arises due to āsava/anusaya depending on the sense input; see, “‘Self’ and ‘no-self’: A Simple Analysis.”

How Do We Get Attached?

4. How do we get “bonded” to something we experience? Let us take, for example, someone listening to a new song. In this case, the sound (sadda) impinging on the ear (sota) leads to sound consciousness. Several things happen in a fraction of a second. This sequence is:

(i). “Sotañca paṭicca sadde ca uppajjati sotaviññāṇaṁ,” where sota is ear; sadde is sound (song), uppajjati means it gives rise to, sota viññāṇa is hearing consciousness, and Paṭicca [“paṭi” + “ca” means “bond and” or contact] here means just the fact that sound makes contact with the ears, and NOT “paṭi + icca” or “willingly getting bonded. Thus,

▪“Due to the sound of the song received by the ear, gives rise to sound consciousness.”

▪The mind does not generate any saṅkhāra in assessing that sound. It just RECEIVES the sound signal.

We need to have a liking for something to be interested in it. Every day, we see a million pictures, sounds, etc., but we remember only a selected number, and these are the ones that lead to taṇhā. The “Getting interested” step is next:

(ii). “Tiṇṇaṁ saŋ gati phasso”;

Here, we need to spend a bit of time explaining the terms: “saŋ” means defilements or fuel for the sansāric journey (see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)”), and “gati” (pronounced “gathi”) are sansāric habits (see, “Sansāric Habits and Āsavas”); thus “saŋ gati” means sansāric habits; “phassa” means contact, and “tiṇṇaṁ” (pronounced “thinnan”) means three. See “Pāli Words – Writing and Pronunciation (with chart C).”

▪In summary: Those three things (sound, ear, and sound consciousness) lead the mind to make contact with one’s sansāric habits. If the sensory input matches his “gati” or “likings,” he will instantly be attached. Within a split second of hearing a few lines of the song, the teenager is “hooked”; his mind becomes absorbed in it.

▪At this step, the teenager becomes interested in the song and becomes attached to it (via “paṭi + icca”) because it matches his gati.

Then comes the next line:

(iii). “Samphassa jā vedanā” (this comes from “saŋ phassa jā vedanā”; it rhymes as “samphassa”) means this “contact with saŋ gati” leads to feelings.

▪If one has the matching “gati,” the corresponding feelings arise automatically. We cannot stop it, at least in the initial cittā or thoughts. But we can certainly stop progressing further and uttering bad speech or doing immoral acts.

▪That is why eliminating bad “gati” is essential. Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta describes how one becomes “sampajanno” by figuring out how to get rid of bad “gati”; see, “Kāyānupassanā – The Section on Habits (Sampajanapabba).”

▪The way to eliminate such “bad gati” is to be fully aware of our speech and actions and stop such unsuitable speech or actions. That is what Kāyānupassanā is.

That is a VERY IMPORTANT step. The resulting feeling depends on whether someone will get attached to the subject matter via greed or hate. If it is greed (or liking) as in the case of the teenager listening to a song he likes, he gets a sukha vedanā (happy feeling). On the other hand, if it was a heavy metal song, and if his grandfather heard it, the grandfather may instantly form a dukha vedanā (unhappy feeling). That is if he dislikes heavy metal songs (different gati than the teenager). That is why people feel differently about the same “event” (a picture, sound, smell, taste, touch, or a thought about something).

Attachment (Taṇhā) Leads to Existences (Bhava) 

Let us further analyze the above example:

The teenager could be walking a noisy street, but if he likes the song, he may not even hear any other sound. He will get “attached” to the song and be absorbed in it. Even after the song, he thinks about it in many ways. He may want to find the singer’s identity, may wish to see whether the singer has more albums, how he will tell his friends about this, etc. That is the “sansāric wheeling” process, see, “Nibbana – Is it Difficult to Understand?,” where we discussed how one becomes an Ariya by taking the wheels off of the sansāric vehicle (riya).

Now the teenager is attached (i.e., forms taṇhā):

(iv). “vedanā paccayā taṇhā, taṇhā paccayā upādāna, upādāna paccayā bhava, …”

The song became his existence or “bhava” (i.e., total awareness, existence) while he was listening. He does not just listen and moves on to something else. Instead, he wants to hear it again and maybe hear more songs like that. That is taṇhā. Because of that, he starts craving it repeatedly and also craves similar songs. Perhaps he would form a liking for anything associated with the song, its composer, or singer and may join the singer’s fan club. His mind spends a lot of time “wheeling around” or “thinking about” things associated with the song; temporarily, his existence or “bhava” becomes that song.

(v). Now let us go back to (i) of the sequence:

“Sotañca paṭicca sadde ca uppajjati sota viññāṇaṁ,” or “Due to the sound of the song received by the ear, gives rise to sound consciousness.”

▪That is just the ear receiving the sound. The teenager may hear many other sounds on the road. The next step is a critical one for him. Would he become interested in that song?

▪“Tiṇṇaṁ saŋ gati phasso.” Out of all the sounds that come in through the ears, he will be attached only to the one that matches his “gati.”

Thus we get attracted to something due to our “old habits” (see, “Habits and Goals”), which are even likely to be habits formed over many lives (see “Sansāric Habits and Āsavas”).

(vi). Now, at step #iv above, the sequence ends with further strengthening “his tendency (gati)” to listen to this type of music; that is taṇhā. That is a crucial point. If we have an ingrained liking for something, we will get attached to it. Furthermore, repeated attachments strengthen such an affection or habit or “gati.” That is the law of attraction (see, “The Law of Attraction, Habits (gati), and Cravings (Āsavas)”). Thus it becomes a vicious circle. That is why it is hard to break habits (good or bad).

Summary

5. Please spend some time contemplating the above material. It is best to analyze your situation and see how taṇhā arises via greed (likes) and hate (dislikes). Details on Paṭicca Samuppāda at “Paṭicca Samuppāda in Plain English.”  It is VERY IMPORTANT to understand these fundamental ideas.

▪In the earlier post, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Overview,” we pointed out that Arahant experiences suffering only due to kamma vipāka. An Arahant does not generate sorrow or happiness via the mechanism discussed in this post; he/she will not have any “immoral or sense craving” gati. In this case, “samphassa jā vedanā” does not lead to sukha or dukha vedanā.

▪On the other hand, we generate “self-induced” suffering and happiness via this mechanism. Any happiness generated will not be long-lasting. This mechanism is, for example, the leading cause of many “sleepless nights” or even depression. Let us discuss this next.

Next, “What is “Kāma”? It is not Just Sex”, ………..
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Revised April 28, 2018; November 9, 2019; February 23, 2021; October 24, 2021; December 4, 2022

There are various names for greed in Pāli. Each has a different meaning, and the differences are significant. First, let us look at the terms “lobha” and “rāga.”

What is Lobha?

1. Lobha is the stronger term of the two. The word lobha comes from “lo” + “bha” where “lo” implies “strong attraction” (like that of an ant to honey,) and “bha” is for “bhava” (existence). Another is “lo” + “abba,” where “lo” is “loka” and “abba” is to “take in.” One is firmly attached to this world with lobha.

▪Lobha is an extreme form of greed. One can do highly-immoral deeds or “pāpa kamma” with lobha. Such pāpa kamma could make one destined to the apāyā. See, “Kilesa – Relationship To Akusala, Kusala, And Puñña Kamma.”

▪When someone has lobha, it is exhibited in two ways:

i.One wishes that all the “riches” should come to oneself and not to others (one may be already “rich” but wants more for oneself).

ii.One is unwilling to donate even a little bit to the needy and does not share with even the family. It is said that no matter how much one has, some people want more. However, even poor people can have lobha, especially for the things others have.

2. It is hard to quantify these, but the idea is that “lobha” manifests an overbearing attachment to worldly things.

▪Lobha is one of 52 cetasika (mental factors).

▪Abhijjhā (extreme greed) is the same as lobha. The word abhijjhā comes from “abhi” + “icchā” or “strong liking/craving.”

Rāga is a Weaker Form of Lobha

3. Rāga also arises because one believes there are pleasures to be had in staying in Saṁsāra (rebirth process). But one would NOT do highly-immoral things with just rāga. Specifically, kāma rāga needs to escalate to lobha for immoral actions.

▪The correct “pada nirutti” (etymology) of “rāga” comes from “rā” + “agga” where “rā” means to “travel (in the saṁsāric journey)” and “agga” is to “give priority.” Thus, “rāga” means to “willingly engage (in the saṁsāric journey.) [agga : [adj.] the highest; the top-most. (m.), the end; the top.]

▪When one is born wealthy (or acquires wealth) and enjoys life with sensory pleasures, that is not lobha; that is just rāga. Such a person is not harming others. However, that rāga COULD lead to lobha too.

▪With lobha, one could do highly immoral deeds (even if one is rich). If one is willing to kill, steal, lie, etc., to gain something one desires, those are “apāyagāmī” kamma. One does not necessarily have to carry out these actions or speech. Just thinking about it and making abhisaṅkhāra (planning or even enjoying such thoughts) is lobha. Thus even the poorest person can have lobha. [apāyagāmī : [adj.] going or conveying to the state of misery.]

What is Kāma and Kāma Rāga?

4. Pleasing things in this world are NOT kāma. Attaching to such things and generating conscious thoughts about them (saṅkappa) is kāma. In other words, kāma means attachment to the sensory pleasures in the kāma loka, i.e., those available to gratify the five senses. The word kāma is closely related to taṇhā and icchā.

▪Then giving priority to kāma is kāma rāga. 

▪When one has kāma rāga, one likes to enjoy sense pleasures, but not at others’ expense. Thus when husband and wife engage in sexual activity, that is due to kāma rāga.

▪Even the devas in deva loka have kāma rāga. They like to enjoy sensory pleasures, but they don’t crave what others have. Thus, they do not have lobha.

▪Also, see “Kāma Rāga Dominates Rūpa Rāga and Arūpa Rāga.”  for more details.

Blinded by Kāma Is Kāmacchanda

5. Then there is kāmacchanda which is more potent than kāma rāga. It is like lobha but focused on kāma.

▪Kāmacchanda is the highest level of that attachment. Here one is willing to do abhorrent acts (killing, raping, etc.) to satisfy one’s desires. 

▪When one has developed kāma to the kāmacchanda level, one becomes unaware of the harmful consequences of one’s actions. Kāmacchanda comes from kāma + iccha + anda, or “being blinded by sense attractions.” Here, “icchā” is liking, and “anda” is blind. [andha :[adj.] 1. blind; 2. foolish.]

▪It is said that “one loses one’s mind” when blinded by attachment to sense pleasures, i.e., one cannot reason when one has kāmacchanda.

▪Thus, one needs to be mindful not to let one’s kāma rāga develop into kāmacchanda, which is one of the five hindrances that “cover the mind.”

▪Inappropriate sexual activity (affairs outside marriage and rape) is done with kāmacchanda, i.e., when one becomes blind with kāma.

▪Kāmacchanda is pronounced “kāmachchanda.”

Connection to Stages of Magga Phala

6. It is also helpful to see how these different levels of greed are removed at various stages of Nibbāna. This will give a better sense of differentiation.

▪A Sotāpanna has permanently removed kāmacchanda and does not have the worst level of lobha. Thus he/she will not engage in “apāyagāmī” acts to gain sensory pleasures. A Sotāpanna has not given up all three types of rāga: kāma rāga, rūpa rāga, and arūpa rāga.

▪A Sakadāgāmī also has kāma rāga to a lesser extent; this is why he could be reborn in the kāma loka for one more time.

▪An Anāgāmī has removed kāma rāga; he will not return to any of the eleven kāma loka realms, including the human and deva realms, and will be reborn in a Suddhāvāsa realm in the rūpa loka, and will attain Nibbāna there.

▪However, an Anāgāmī may still enjoy (but not attach to) sense pleasures, i.e., still has kāma; see #3 of, “Akusala Citta and Akusala Vipāka Citta.” This is a subtle point, but the fact is that an Anāgāmī would still have the “four greed-based citta without wrong views,” and that is kāma. Those four akusala cittā are prevented from arising only for an Arahant.

7. Finally, some have given up the desire to enjoy pleasures in kāma loka but like jhānic pleasures. They are born in rūpa loka and arūpa loka and have rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga.

▪Rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga are removed only at the Arahant stage, as discussed in “Akusala Citta and Akusala Vipāka Citta.”

February 23, 2021: I have revised the following related post as well: “Lobha, Dosa, Moha Versus Rāga, Paṭigha, Avijjā”, ……..
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Lobha, Dosa, and Moha

1. Lobha is extreme greed; see, “Lobha, Rāga, and Kāmacchanda, Kāmarāga.” One is willing to do any immoral act to get what one wants. One can become blind by greed, i.e., kāmacchanda can arise.

▪Dosa (or dvesha in Sanskrit) is the ANGER that arises based on the initial lobha. Here, dvesha comes from “devana” + “vesha” — දෙවන වේශය — or the second manifestation of lobha. We get angry when someone else is in the way of getting what we want.

2. One acts with lobha or dosa because one has moha. Moha comes from “muva” + “hā” symbolizing a vessel with its mouth closed. Thus one cannot see what is inside. Similarly, one acts with moha because one is unaware that such immoral acts will have horrible consequences. One’s mind is blocked and dark (one cannot “see” clearly). [moha : [fr. muh, see muyhati; cp. Sk. moha & Vedic mogha] stupidity, dullness of mind & soul, delusion, bewilderment, infatuation. muyhati : [muh + ya] forgets; becomes dull; infatuates.]

▪When one has not removed the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi, one could act with moha. The ten types of micchā diṭṭhi are discussed in “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).”

▪In the pañca nīvaraṇa (five hindrances,) abhijjhā and vyāpāda represent lobha and dosa. Those are synonymous terms for lobha and dosa; see “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.”

▪The word abhijjhā comes from “abhi” + “icchā” or “strong liking/craving.” The word vyāpāda comes from “vaya” + “pāda” or “on a downward path.”

Pāpa Kamma Done With Lobha, Dosa, and Moha

3. Actions carried out with lobha, dosa, and moha are called pāpa kamma. They are stronger versions of akusala kamma. Such pāpa kamma makes one eligible to be born in the lower four worlds.

▪Actions done with dosa are the worst with niraya (hell) as the possible destination, and lobha is the cause for rebirth in the preta (peta in Pāli) loka of hungry ghosts. Acts done with both lobha and dosa have all three “saŋ” (since moha is always there) and thus lead to rebirth in the animal or “tirisan” (“tiri”+”saŋ” or all three “saŋ”) realm.

▪As one engages in moral actions and gets rid of one’s tendency (“gati”) to do immoral actions, one starts “cooling down,” and one’s likelihood of being born in the lower four realms diminishes.

Rāga, Paṭigha, Avijjā

4. However, Lobha, dosa, moha permanently reduce to rāga, paṭigha, and avijjā levels when one attains the Sotāpanna stage. All pañca nīvaraṇa were permanently removed at the Sotāpanna stage. [Five Hindrances are kāmacchanda, vyāpāda, thīna-middha, uddhacca-kukkucca, vicikicchā]

▪Of course, one is now able to “see” the real nature of the world (anicca, dukkha, anatta) to some extent (one is not blind), and thus moha is reduced to avijjā level.

▪As explained in the previous post, rāga is the craving for sense pleasures. See, “Lobha, Rāga, and Kāmacchanda, Kāmarāga.”

▪Of course, there are different levels here too, but in general, this level of greed makes one eligible only for birth in the human and deva worlds. Paṭigha is a lower level of hate, more like “friction.” One may get annoyed when someone even says something in return but will never do anything “horrible/drastic” that makes one eligible to be born in the lower four realms.

Kāma Rāga is One Type of Rāga

5. At the next level of Nibbāna of the Sakadāgāmī level, kāma rāga, and paṭigha are both reduced to the extent that one will not be reborn in the human level but only deva or higher realms.

▪Kāma rāga is the rāga or craving for sense pleasures in the kāma loka. There are two levels of kāma rāga: vatthu kāma (craving for OWNING objects that provide sense pleasures) and keles or kilesa kāma (craving for sense pleasures is there, but not necessary to “OWN THEM”). A Sakadāgāmī has lost the vatthu kāma, but still has kilesa kāma, i.e., he/she still craves sensory pleasures, but has no desire to “own them.” For example, a Sakadāgāmī may still like to live in a beautiful house with comforts, but the desire to “own the house” is not there.

▪Above the human realm (in Deva and Brahma realms), beings have subtle bodies. They are not “solid” bodies like ours, subjected to decay or diseases. Thus they never get sick or visibly old (but of course, death is inevitable to anyone anywhere in the 31 realms). A Sakadāgāmī is said to be healthy forever (after human life).

Kāma Rāga is Removed at the Anāgāmi Stage

6. When one attains the Anāgāmī stage, both kāma rāga and paṭigha will no longer be present. Thus, one will not even be offended by harsh words/acts and will not retaliate. An Anāgāmī will never be born anywhere in the kāma loka including the deva worlds; they are reborn only in Brahma realms.

▪While a Sotāpanna may still have some tendency to give priority to sense pleasures at certain times, all such habits are reduced at the Sakadāgāmī stage and removed at the Anāgāmī stage.

Rūpa Rāga/Arūpa Rāga Removed at the Arahant Stage

7. For an Anāgāmī, only rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga will be present. That means a desire for jhānic pleasures in the rūpa and arūpa loka (the four rūpa jhānā and four arūpa jhānā). And he/she still has avijjā left to a certain extent, together with māna (some level of pride) and uddhacca (some degree of sense of superiority). 

▪All these disappear at the Arahant stage. An Arahant is free from even a trace of defilements. Therefore, an Arahant will never be reborn in “this world” of kāma loka, rūpa loka, or arūpa loka (anywhere in the 31 realms).

▪Meditating is not very productive before the Sotāpanna stage when one has the wrong view of an unchanging “me.” Many people incorrectly interpret anatta as “no-self.” Even though a Sotāpanna does not have the wrong VIEW about a “me,” they would still have the perception (saññā) of a “me.” The feeling of “me” is removed only at the Arahant stage, after the Anāgāmī stage. As long as māna and uddhacca are there, the sense of “me” is still there. See “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.”

Key to Getting to the Sotāpanna stage

8. To reach the Sotāpanna stage, one must realize the “three characteristics of nature.” One is the true meaning of anicca (that there is no point in hurting others to achieve temporary sensory pleasures.) Second, one will be subjected to much suffering (dukkha) without realizing the anicca nature. The third is that until one has that mindset, one is truly helpless in this round of rebirths (anatta). Until one comprehends them, it is POSSIBLE for any of the following to happen in the rebirth process:

▪One could act with extreme greed (lobha) to the extent of a hungry ghost (peta). Thus, one could get such a birth.

▪Act with extreme hate (dosa) in the heat of the moment, and could even kill a human. That can lead to a rebirth in the niraya (hell).

▪One may not realize the unfruitfulness of depending on others. That includes cheating/stealing (without trying to make an honest living for oneself.) Thus, a birth in the asura realm is possible.

▪It is even possible to cultivate “animal gati.” Those include having sex with young children or being able to kill/hurt others for one’s pleasure, etc. In this case, both lobha and dosa could be present. Thus, one is not released from the animal realm.

▪Those are the four lower realms. Thus one will be truly helpless (anatta) unless one removes such bad habits (“gati”). Until then, dukkha (suffering) will be there in the long-term, if not in this lifetime. Those are the true meanings of anicca, dukkha, and anatta.
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1. People engage in immoral actions because they highly value the sense pleasures, and are unaware of a better type of happiness called nirāmisa sukha; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sikha?.”

Therefore, they are willing to do even immoral things in order to gain sense pleasures. They do not realize two drawbacks associated with such actions:

▪If they hurt others in trying to get what they want, they will have to pay for the consequences with very high interest (law of kamma); these are the immoral acts that could lead to rebirth in the apāyā (lowest four realms)

▪Whatever enjoyment one gets from such sense pleasures are temporary.

These facts come out naturally from the true nature of the world that include the non-stop rebirth process that involves 31 realms and the law of kamma and the causal principle of paṭicca samuppāda. It is not possible for anyone to realize these facts by oneself. One has to learn those from a Buddha or a true disciple of a Buddha.

2. What is avijjā? It is basically the ignorance of those two facts, even though there is a whole framework of a “world view” behind them. The key ingredients of this “wider world view” are:

▪“This world” is much more complex than what is readily observed with our five physical senses, i.e., there are 31 realms instead of the just the two (human realm and the animal realm) that are apparent to us; see, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪That the true nature of existence in any of the 31 realms is anicca, dukkha, anatta; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta - Wrong Interpretations.”

▪That most suffering is encountered in the lowest four realms (apāyā).

▪And this perpetual birth/rebirth process has no beginning (see, “Infinity – How Big Is It?”) and the only way to stop it is to attain the Arahant stage of Nibbāna.

▪But by reaching the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna, one can be assured that rebirth in the apāyā (lowest four realms) is permanently stopped; see, “Why a Sotāpanna is Better off than Any King, Emperor, or Billionaire.”

3. The definition of avijjā is not understanding the Four Noble Truths. But to understand the Four Noble Truths one needs to see the “true nature of the world”, the three characteristics of this world: anicca, dukkha, anatta.

4. In brief, anicca, dukkha, anatta mean:

▪There is NOTHING in this world that can be maintained to our satisfaction in the long run (anicca); thus, after much struggle we only end up with suffering (dukkha); thus, all these struggles are in vain and one is helpless (anatta).

▪The above three characteristics are not just for the human realm: One cannot find any panacea by seeking a better rebirth (even though the realms at and above human realm have less suffering), i.e., none of the 31 realms can provide any lasting happiness, and we are truly helpless (anatta).

▪In particular, if one does IMMORAL things (killing, stealing, etc) in seeking this illusory happiness, the more one gets trapped in lower realms filled with suffering.

▪Unfortunately, the true meanings of anicca and anatta have been wrongly interpreted as “impermanence” and “no-self”; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations,” and the follow up posts on the correct interpretations.

5. For anyone willing to dig deeper: anicca, dikkha, anatta, are manifestations of the impermanence nature “of this world” as described in many ways:

▪In Abhidhamma, it is explained how this world is “mind based”, and how both the mind and the material phenomena CHANGE with incredible speed.

▪This “change” is not random, but is dictated by “cause and effect” or Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪These and others relevant material is discussed at different sections on the site.

▪However, it is NOT necessary to learn all those details to achieve some “cooling down” or “niveema” or even various stages of Nibbāna. One can grasp the concepts of anicca, dukkha, anatta via meditation or contemplation on one’s own life experiences.

6. When one does not comprehend this “big picture”, one makes bad decisions.

▪For example, a fish does not see the string or the hook, only sees the worm, and gets into trouble. If it saw the whole picture, with the string and the hook, it may realize that there is something wrong and would not try to grab the worm.

▪Just like the fish in the above example, we only see the pleasures to be had in this human life, but do not realize that because of this “apparent pleasures” we are grabbing hold of a world that also include unbearable suffering in the lowest four realms, not to mention the hidden suffering in this life.

▪Only a Buddha can see this “bigger picture” and he has shown us not only that bigger picture, but also the reasons why we should believe in that bigger picture. In this website, I hope to provide this evidence in a systematic way.

7. That complex world view (everything changing moment-to-moment everywhere in those 31 realms) can be grasped only by a Buddha with a highly-purified mind.Other than a Buddha, a normal human being (no matter how intelligent) is incapable of seeing that whole world view; see, “Godel’s Incompleteness Theorem.”

▪Thus avijjā cannot be dispelled by “book knowledge.” One needs to comprehend the “true nature of this complex world.”

▪Even when we are told about it, it is not easy to grasp it, because our minds have been covered with defilements that have been accumulating from an untraceable beginning; see, “Key to Calming the Mind.”

8. Another important factor that keeps many people “in the dark” or “in ignorance”is the wrong impression that Buddha Dhamma is a pessimistic world view. With the pure Dhamma hidden for over a thousand years, several important facts about the Four Noble Truths got distorted:

▪When the Buddha said “this world” is filled with suffering he meant the wider world of 31 realms. Also, he did not say, there is suffering ALL THE TIME or in all the realms of existence. In higher realms (realms 6-31), there is actually much more happiness than suffering. Even in the human realm (the 5th realm), there is more happiness than suffering for many people. That is why it is hard for many people to get motivated to examine the message of the Buddha.

▪Yet most beings spend most of the time in the lowest four realms (apāyā). This is why, ON AVERAGE, the suffering in the saṁsāra (cycle of rebirths; see, “Evidence for Rebirth”) is much higher compared to any kind of happiness that can be experienced in any realm.

▪Together with the wider “world view”, the concept of an unimaginably long rebirth process got lost; see, “Sansāric Time Scale.” The fact that it is not possible to trace a beginning to this rebirth process is not widely known. In the scale of the sansāric time scale, this lifetime of a hundred or so years is negligible. Thus whatever “accomplishment” one achieves, it has a very short duration in the sansāric time scale.

▪Also, Buddha was just the messenger who conveyed these dismaying FACTS about nature. He discovered the nature’s laws, which clearly illustrate that it is not possible to find any LONG-LASTING happiness ANYWHERE in these 31 realms. But he also pointed out how to find a better and permanent kind of happiness.

9. The most important fact that has been lost for hundreds of years is that there is a happiness of a better quality that also is PERMANENT. This is the Nibbānic bliss or the nirāmisa sukha; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness,” “How to Taste Nibbāna,” and “Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?.” And one can start experiencing this nirāmisa sukha even before attaining the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna; see, “Key to Calming the Mind.” For more details, see, “Nirāmisa Sukha.”

▪Not knowing any of those (and related facts) is avijjā (ignorance). If one does not know about those facts, then how can one find a solution to the problem of suffering? Also, since only a Buddha can discover these laws, without hearing the message from another person (or a website!), there is no way anyone can learn all this by oneself, no matter how intelligent one is.

10. The Buddha compared avijjā to darkness. One cannot remove darkness forcefully. The ONLY WAY to get rid of darkness is to bring in a light. In the same way, the Buddha explained, ignorance can be removed only via cultivating wisdom.

▪No matter what else one does, one will not get rid of ignorance; one has to cultivate wisdom by learning Dhamma. First, one cultivates wisdom to distinguish moral from immoral, and then comprehend the true nature of the world, i.e., anicca, dukkha, anatta; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart,” and “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma.”

Next, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways”, …………
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Most vedanā are “mind-made” (“samphassa-jā-vedanā”) and have their origin in “distorted saññā.”

Introduction

1. The word vedanā means ” becoming aware” of a sensory input. It comes from (“ve” + “danā”) which means “වීම දැනවීම” in Sinhala. When an ārammaṇa (sensory input) comes to the mind (via any of the six senses), we become aware of it. 

▪Only sensory inputs to the “physical body” can bring sukha or dukkha vedanā directly. The other five types of sensory inputs only generate “neutral vedanā.” However, based on our “distorted saññā” (distorted perceptions) about the world, our minds attach to even those “neutral vedanā” and generate “mind-made vedanā” or “samphassa-jā-vedanā.”

Thus, vedanā can arise in two ways:

i.One type of vedanā is a consequence of a previous kamma (or defiled action), i.e., a kamma vipāka. Our physical bodies feel those sukha and dukkha vipāka vedanā. However, most kamma vipāka arise not due to a specific kamma but because we are born with a “dense physical body” that can be subjected to various external influences. 

ii.The second is a direct consequence of attaching to a sensory input via liking, disliking, or even with a neutral mindset due to ” distorted saññā.” Yes. There is an automatic attachment due to the following: The version of the “external rūpa” coming to the mind is NOT authentic but depends on one’s gati/anusaya/saṁyojana. Such a “distorted saññā” automatically arises with ANY sensory input. The explanation is a bit deep and is at “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).” That “distorted perception” leads to “mind-made vedanā.” They are also called “samphassa-jā-vedanā” (which vary according to one’s current gati).

Vedanā Associated With the Physical Body

2. Vedanā (feelings) felt by the physical body are three kinds: Sukha vedanā (pleasant bodily feeling), dukkha vedanā (unpleasant or painful bodily feeling), and adukkhamasukha (without being painful or pleasant, just neutral.) Here, the combination of adukkha and asukha rhymes as “adukkhamasukha.”

▪Kamma vipāka leading to sukha vedanā and dukkha vedanā happen to everyone, including Arahants. See Ref.1.

▪For example, the Buddha himself had physical ailments later in his life as kamma vipāka. Moggallāna Thero was beaten to death because of a bad kamma that he had done many lives before.

▪The third type of vedanā felt by the physical body is “neutral” or “adukkhamasukha.”

▪The first two types of vedanā are felt only by the physical body (sārīrika vedanā); see #11 of Vipāka Vedanā and “Samphassa jā Vedanā” in a Sensory Event.” 

▪These two are the only types of “real vedanā” felt by all living beings with “dense bodies,” including animals and Arahants; thus, they are “real.”

Vedanā Associated With Other Sensory Inputs Are Neutral

3. All vedanā initially coming through the other five sense faculties are neutral, i.e., adukkhamasukha vedanā.

▪Sensory inputs through the other five senses (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and mind) ALWAYS lead to this type of “neutral” or “adukkhamasukha” vedanā.

▪Then the question arises: “Why do I feel pleasure when tasting sugar or looking at a beautiful model”? Those are “mind-made vedanā” based on “distorted saññā” (our wrong perceptions about the external world.)

▪Let us look at that second type of “mind-made vedanā.”

Mind- Made Vedanā (“Samphassa-jā-Vedanā”)

4. Sensory inputs coming in via the eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and mind are adukkhamasukha (without being painful or joyous, just neutral.) However, based on those sights, sounds, tastes, smells, and thoughts, our minds generate “distorted saññā” which lead to “mind-made” vedanā (samphassa-jā-vedanā), also called somanassa and domanassa vedanā. For details, see “Saññā – All Our Thoughts Arise With “Distorted Saññā”

▪ In #2 above, we saw that sukha and dukkha vipāka vedanā are felt only by the physical body (sārīra.) We may also form somanassa and domanassa vedanā based on sukha and dukkha vipāka vedanā. For example, one may become depressed upon getting injured; Thus, there is now a “mind-made vedanā” in addition to the vedanā felt by the body.

▪These are vedanā that a mind generates due to ignorance about the “real nature of this world,” i.e., not having “yathābhūta ñāṇa.” See “Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean.”

▪They do not arise in an Arahant.

Origin of the “Distorted Saññā”

5. The vedanā coming through the other senses (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and mind) may feel “pleasant” or “unpleasant” NOT because of kamma vipāka, but due to “distorted saññā.”

▪For example, all humans taste sugar to be sweet. That “sweetness” arises due to “distorted saññā.” Then, based on that “distorted saññā,” the mind becomes joyful, and that is samphassa-jā-vedanā or “mind-made vedanā.” See “Contamination of a Human Mind – Detailed Analysis.”

▪The “sweet taste of sugar” or the “beauty of an actress” is a saññā, not a vedanā. However, based on that “distorted saññā” our minds automatically attach to them and generate “mind-made” vedanā called “samphassa-jā-vedanā.”

▪However, average humans believe that “sugar” inherently has sweetness, i.e., that “sweetness” is a “kāma guṇa” associated with sugar. In the same way, they believe that “beauty” is inherent in the physical body of an actress. See “Kāma Guṇa – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).” 

▪If “sweetness” was in sugar, all living beings should taste sugar to be sweet. However, pigs or cows don’t eat sugar; pigs like rotten meat, and cows like grass, but humans don’t like to eat either. Therefore, “sweetness of sugar” (or in rotten meat or grass) is NOT in sugar/rotten meat/grass but arises due to “distorted saññā.” Those “distorted saññā” arose because humans, pigs, and cows have “vastly different gati.”

If “Distorted Saññā” Is Not Real, Can We Eat Rotten Meat or Grass?

6. This “distorted saññā” is not a mere trick. The physical bodies of humans (and animals) are made by nature to be compatible with it. 

▪That is why the human digestive system is different from that of a pig or a cow. Our digestive system is designed to be compatible only with food that gives us those distorted perceptions of “sweetness” or “deliciousness.” If we eat rotten meat or grass, we will get sick.

▪In the same way, pigs have their digestive system designed to digest rotten meat without any problem and ditto for cows to be able to eat grass.

▪This is a more profound point connected to gati cultivated as a human. For example, those born as pigs accumulated the kammic energy to “be born a pig” by engaging in lowly and “morally rotten” deeds when they were human. Thus, they are reborn as pigs “to like rotten things.” (All living beings attached to the Earth were born human when the Earth was formed several billions of years ago: “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”) One’s rebirth is according to one’s gati; see, for example,  “Gati (Habits/Character) Determine Births – Saṁsappanīya Sutta” and “Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control.” This is why I say that Buddha Dhamma is profound and self-consistent.

▪First, it is necessary to have a good understanding of “distorted saññā” to understand the samphassa-jā-vedanā fully. We will discuss that in upcoming posts in “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).” However, we can get an idea by looking at some examples.

Some Examples of Samphassa-jā-Vedanā

7. A samphassa-jā-vedanā arises due to attachment via greed or hate at that moment (i.e., due to one’s gati); see “Taṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.”

▪These are the vedanā (feelings) that Arahants do not feel.  Since they do not have any “bad gati,” they do not commit any (abhi)saṅkhāra. The easiest way to explain this kind of vedanā is to give some examples:

a.Three people are walking down the street. One has an ultra-right political bias (A), the second has an ultra-left preference (B), and the third is an Arahant (C) who does not have special feelings for anyone. They all see a famous politician hated by the political right coming their way. It is a given that the sight of the politician causes A to have displeasure and B to have a pleasurable feeling. On the other hand, sight does not cause the Arahant to generate any pleasure or displeasure.  Even though all three see and identify the person, they produce different feelings. It is essential to realize that the feelings were created in A and B by themselves.

b.Two friends go looking for treasure and find a gem. Both are overjoyed. It seems highly valuable; one kills the other to get all the money. Yet when he tries to sell the “gem,” he discovers it is not valuable. His joy turns to sorrow in an instant. Nothing had changed in the object. It was the same piece of colored rock. What has changed is the perception of it.

Another Example of Samphassa-jā-Vedanā

8. A loving couple had lived for many years without any problems and were happy to be together. However, the husband slaps his wife during an argument. The physical pain from the slap itself did not last more than a few minutes. But for how long would the wife suffer mentally? Even the husband, who did not feel any physical pain, would suffer for days if he loved his wife. In both cases, the actual mental pain was associated with the attachment to each other. The wife could have dropped something on her foot and would have suffered about the same amount of physical pain. But she would not have had any lingering mental pain associated with that.

▪The initial sensory contact, by itself, did not generate any kammic energy.

▪However, based on that sensory contact, we tend to pursue it either somanassa or domanassa vedanā based on “distorted saññā.” That is when we start generating kamma. For example, if we see our “worst enemy,” that is just “seeing.” But if we start thinking about how bad a person he is, we will generate “bad vaci saṅkhāra” and thus “bad kamma.”

Samphassa-jā-Vedanā Arise Due to Taṇhā

9. Thus, it is clear that in all the above examples, the “extra” happiness or suffering (other than due to kamma vipāka) arose from within one’s mind. And taṇhā (attachment via greed, hate, or ignorance) was the cause of it. See “Taṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.”

▪When we generate such “mind-made vedanā,” we also tend to do kamma (via abhisaṅkhāra), bringing more suffering in the future.

10. Therefore, taṇhā arises due to “mind-made vedanā.” They arose INSIDE the mind itself and did not come from outside. If external things can cause suffering, we will have to destroy external things to eliminate suffering. However, the Buddha showed that the root causes of suffering are within one’s mind and can be eliminated.

▪There is no inherent suffering or happiness in anything external; sensory contact with an external thing can cause pain or happiness depending on our gati and āsavās.

▪An Arahant,will still experience “distorted saññā” while living everyday life (i.e., unless they are in a samāpatti.) But since they have removed all āsavās/anusaya/saṁyojana/gati by comprehending the true nature (“yathābhūta ñāṇa”), they are free of attaching to “distorted saññā.” Even though they cannot get rid of any dukkha vedanā (until the death of their physical bodies), they don’t become depressed about them. In the same way, they don’t become joyful about sukha vedanā. They generate true “neutral or upekkhā vedanā” in response to ANY sensory input. Thus, “avijjā paccayā (abhi)saṅkhāra” or “(samphassa-jā-) vedanā paccayā taṇhā” or any other term in Paṭicca Samuppāda does not apply to them.

References

1. Sukha vedanā and dukkha vedanā due to kamma vipāka are not deterministic. We can avoid some by living mindfully; see “What is Kamma? – Is Everything Determined by Kamma?” Many vipāka can be reduced in strength with time if one starts acting with foresight and mindfulness. For example, eating healthy and exercising regularly can avoid many physical ailments.

▪We can avoid some kamma vipāka by preventing conditions for them from arising just by using common sense. For example, going out at night in a dangerous neighborhood provides fertile ground for past bad kamma vipāka to appear. Many kamma vipāka CANNOT take place unless the conditions are right. See, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccayā.”

▪We have done innumerable kamma (good and bad) in our past lives. If we act with common sense, we can suppress bad kamma vipāka and make conditions for good vipāka to arise.

▪Also, see the discussion on kamma bīja in “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka.”

More on vedanā at: “Feelings: Sukha, Dukha, Somanassa, and Domanassa,” “Does Bodily Pain Arise Only Due to Kamma Vipāka?,” “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?,” and “Avyākata Paṭicca Samuppāda for Vipāka Viññāṇa.”
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Āyatana has no corresponding word in English. Indriya, in the context of āyatana, are the physical senses such as the eye and ear. Indriya becomes āyatana when used with a defiled mind.

Indriya – Two Possible Meaning

1. First, it must be noted that another type of indriya comes into play in a different context.

▪“Pañca indriya” indicates five faculties that must be cultivated to attain Nibbāna: sati, samādhi, paññā, viriya, and saddhā; see “Pañca Indriya and Pañca Bala – Five Faculties and Five Powers,” “37 Factors of Enlightenment” and “Two Versions of 37 Factors of Enlightenment.”

▪The six sense faculties are cakkhu indriya, sota indriya, ghāna indriya, jivhā indriya, kāya indriya, and mana indriya; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Arahanta Sutta (SN 48.27).” Only Arahants use them as indriya at all times; an average human (puthujjana) always uses them as āyatana, i.e., with rāga, dosa, or moha.

▪There are five indriya in “pañca indriya,” whereas six indriya are about the six sense faculties of sight, hearing, taste, smell, touch, and mind.

Indriya Are the Sensory Faculties

2. In the Western world, we speak about the five physical senses: eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. The mind is supposed to “reside” in the physical brain, which is supposed to process signals from the five senses and generate “consciousness” or awareness of the external world.

▪For example, cakkhu indriya is the whole system comprising the physical eyes, nerves connecting to the visual cortex in the brain, the visual cortex, and the cakkhu pasāda rūpa. If any of those do not function, no signal will reach the hadaya vatthu, i.e., there will be no vision. Thus, an Arahant or an average human can see unless they are blind.

▪In addition, per Buddha Dhamma, another indriya (mana indriya) processes dhammā (kamma bīja and recalled memories) from the external world. This “mana indriya” or manindriya includes a “receiver/transmitter” located in the brain, (not yet identified by science) and also the hadaya vatthu in the manomaya kāya.

▪This has been discussed in detail in, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.”

3. In Buddha Dhamma, those five senses are “five doors” to the external physical world. The mind is the primary sense faculty, which experiences all sensory inputs.

▪Sensory faculties (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body working with the brain) bring external signals (sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and body touches) to the mind.

▪In Buddha Dhamma, the five physical senses, or the “indriya,” can be thought of as “physical instruments” mounted on our physical bodies to extract information (vision, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches) from the external physical world. The sensory inputs received are processed by the brain and transmitted to the mental boy (manomaya kāya) or gandhabba. The five pasāda rūpa in the mental body transfer those signals to the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind), where citta (roughly translated as “thoughts”) arises in response to that sensory input. See “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪If the mind does not generate rāga, dosa, or moha based on the sensory experience, the sense faculties work as indriya.

▪Buddha Dhamma has two versions of sensory faculties: “indriya” and “āyatana.” There is no corresponding word for āyatana in English; thus, we will use the Pāli word.

Six Indriya Can Become Internal Āyatana

4. If the mind generates rāga, dosa, or moha based on sensory experience, the sense faculties instantly become āyatana.

▪We have lived in this world of 31 realms forever because we enjoy sensory pleasures. Nothing is wrong with enjoying sensory pleasures, but we tend to engage in immoral deeds (akusala kamma), seeking more. That is the problem with sensory pleasures!

▪By understanding the true nature of sense inputs (according to the Buddha), we can see how seeking sensory pleasures leads to future suffering. He showed that “sensory pleasures” are “mind-made.” However, an in-depth examination is required to uncover how this happens.

5. The physical sense faculties bring to the mind a “distorted version” of external rūpa (sights, sounds, tastes, smells, touches); I call it “distorted saññā.” Only an Arahant’s mind will not be “fooled” by that “distorted saññā” and, thus, sense faculties ALWAYS work as indriya.

▪A mind with all ten saṁyojana (saṁsāric bonds) will automatically and instantly attach to that “distorted version” of external rūpa and start generating rāga, dosa, and moha. When that happens, indriya becomes āyatana. One may start accumulating kamma if the mind further attaches to the sense input. We don’t stay focused on all the sensory inputs that we receive.

▪In an Arahant, an indriya never becomes āyatana, whereas indriya ALWAYS becomes āyatana for average humans (puthujjana.)

▪The mechanism by which a mind attaches to a sensory input requires a detailed explanation. Such an explanation is in the section “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).” 

How Do Indriya Become Āyatana?

5. Now we can also look at this from a different angle and see that while indriya can be considered as PHYSICAL devices that help “extract sense signals” from the outside world,  āyatana are MENTAL.

▪Upon receiving ANY sensory input, any indriya of a puthujjana (with all ten saṁyojana intact) WILL automatically become āyatana. This becomes clear when carefully examining many suttās; see “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.”

▪In the “Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda“, salāyatana arise via, “nāmarūpa paccayā salāyatana.” When we trace steps backwards, we see that nāmarūpa arise via “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa.” Going further back, “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa,” “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” Thus salāyatana arise as a series of mental actions starting with avijjā.

▪When one attains the Sotāpanna stage, some sensory inputs will not make the corresponding indriya become āyatana because the three saṁyojana have been removed. As one attains higher magga phala, this effect will continue. Thus, an Arahant (with all ten saṁyojana removed from the mind) will not generate āyatana.

Indriya Becoming Āyatana Happens in a Split Second

6. If the corresponding saṁyojana is not removed, an indriya will become an āyatana in a split second without us being aware. 

▪The contamination of a mind does not happen in one step. It takes a series of steps, with the mind becoming increasingly contaminated at each step. Analyzing these steps requires effort and involves examining several suttās. Those with enough background can explore the steps discussed in “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.” Otherwise, remember that an indriya becoming an āyatana happens in the very early stages of that “mind contamination process” upon receiving sensory input.

▪We start consciously accumulating kamma after the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step in the Idappaccayātā Paṭicca Samuppāda, where this “mind contamination” is analyzed from another point of view. It is also discussed in “Ārammaṇa (Sensory Input) Initiates Critical Processes”; see #7 and chart there. 

Conscious Kamma Accumulation 

7. After an indriya becomes an āyatana, in many cases, we may not pursue that sensory input. Conscious kamma accumulation (with kāya, vacī, and mano kamma) happens only if the mind gets firmly attached to sensory input. This step takes place depending on the gati of the person at that time. 

▪To understand that point, let us consider the following two situations the same person may face within a single day. Suppose person X travels to work on a bus or a train in the morning. If someone accidentally bumps into X or steps on X’s foot, X may brush it off without a second thought, fully aware that it was an accident. Suppose X had a rough day at work and is in an agitated/angry state of mind on his way home. If someone accidentally steps on X’s foot, he may get angry and shout at that person. His state of mind (gati) has changed!

▪If that other person also gets angry, the situation can deteriorate, with both people getting increasingly irate. That also happens via many steps discussed in “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.” Strong kamma generation occurs at the end of that process with kāya, vacī, and mano kamma. For example, angry exchanges of words (vacī kamma) may progress to kāya kamma if one pushes or hits the other person.

Indriya Bhāvanā = Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna

8. As we saw above, it is impossible to stop an indriya from turning to an āyatana if the mind has not removed the corresponding saṁyojana. For example, for anyone below the Anāgāmi state, cakkhu indriya will turn into cakkhu āyatana upon seeing a sensual sight; jivhā indriya will turn into jivhā āyatana upon tasting honey. That happens automatically, without us having any control of it.

▪However, once we become conscious that we are attached to it, we can stop that activity (look away or stop eating in the above examples.) 

▪Of course, we need to focus on the most egregious acts first. For example, when one sees an eye-catching object in a shop, one may automatically stop and take another look because cakkhu indriya has turned into cakkhu āyatana. However, once we become aware that the “mind has attached to that object,” we can decide not to pursue it and walk away. That is what we call “being mindful.”

▪Thus,  “indriya bhāvanā” is nothing but one aspect of the Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā. In fact, “indriya bhāvanā” is to be practiced not in a “sitting down” meditation session but during normal day-to-day activities.

Summary

9. Turning an indriya (sensory faculty) into an āyatana cannot be avoided if the mind has not removed the corresponding saṁyojana.

▪Thus, only Arahants use their sense faculties as indriya ALL THE TIME. They do not form attachments to body touches, tastes, odors, sounds (music), pictures, or any concept (thoughts).

▪Even an average human does not pursue all sensory inputs. We may see numerous things even during a short walk. Most of the things we see we just ignore because they don’t interest us. Once an indriya turns into an āyatana, the mind must attach to it in another step involving the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step for potent kamma accumulation to occur. Whether or not that step happens depends on the state of mind (or gati) at that moment. We discussed examples in #7 and #8 above.
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The existence of anything in this world (i.e., a saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala)) can be explained in a step-wise process with three “steps”: (i) there must be root causes, (ii) there must be suitable conditions, and (iii) whatever that arises due to those two steps will have characteristics (gathi) that can traced back to those causes and conditions.

▪The title is pronounced as :

WebLink: Listen to the Title being pronounced

1. Nothing happens without causes in Buddha Dhamma. This is why there CANNOT be a beginning to the rebirth process. That is a logical impossibility, and is THE main argument against creation by a “Super Being” or a Creator.

▪CAUSE AND EFFECT is the backbone of science. In order for a scientific theory to be accepted, that theory HAS TO have explanatory power to describe HOW a given effect takes place.

2. It may be hard to fathom initially, but there are only 6 primary causes (roots) that causes anything and everything in this world to arise: lobha, dosa, moha (three immoral roots or hetu), and alobha, adosa, amoha (three moral roots).

▪The word “hetu” comes from the Sinhala words, “hayen ethu” which means “wrapped with six.” Thus all causes are ultimately due to one more of the six roots mentioned above.

▪Also, “phala” in Pāli and Sinhala (“pala”) means “harvest” or the “result.”

▪Thus anything and everything in this world arises due to those six root causes.

3. The three immoral roots mainly give rise to the four lowest realms (apāyā) and the three moral roots mainly give rise to the other 27 realms.

▪When one cultivates the three moral roots, one stays away from the apāyā and be able to be born in the higher 24 realms. Furthermore, one also cleanses one’s mind so that one can begin to comprehend anicca, dukkha, anatta (the true nature of the world); see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

▪However, in most cases, we can see only the “immediate causes.” For example, a wet floor is the immediate cause for someone to slip and fall. But if one was mindful (aware) of the wet floor, the fall could have been avoided.

4. Such immediate causes (that derive from those six) are easier to see or to deduce. The causes for a tree to come to life are embedded in a seed. When the seed is planted that causes a tree (or a plant) to grow.

▪What causes an explosion from a bomb is in the explosive material in the bomb. There will not be an explosion unless the bomb has potent explosive material in it.

▪How those are connected to the six root causes is a bit more involved, and needs a good knowledge of Abhidhamma to fully explain.

5. Now, let us analyze how causes lead to corresponding effects. Just because there are causes, corresponding effects do not necessarily appear. There must be appropriate CONDITIONS present to bring out the effects.

▪A seed has embedded in it the causes to bring about a full-grown tree. But if that seed is in a cool, dry place, no tree will come to life because of it.

▪But if the seed is planted in a good soil with exposure to sunlight, it can germinate and grow to be a healthy tree.

▪The bomb will not explode unless it is triggered but a spark. If it is laying somewhere for many, many years, the explosives may degrade and lose their explosive power.

6. This is called “paccuppanna” or “pacca” + “uppanna,” where “pacca” is for “paccaya” or conditions. “Uppanna” means to come to life or birth.

▪Anything in this world (i.e., a saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala)) is a paccuppanna, i.e, is born when suitable conditions become available. But, of course, the root causes MUST also be there.

▪Thus even if there is a field out there with good soil and sunlight, nothing will grow unless some seeds are planted.

▪Thus paccuppanna means “conditional arising.” This term “conditional arising” is used today INCORRECTLY as the translation of Paṭicca Samuppāda. As we will see below, Paṭicca Samuppāda also describe the nature of things that arise due to  paccuppanna.

7. You can put this “theory” to test by considering anything in this world.

▪Any given living being is born due to a kammic energy that was created in the past. And that kammic energy was created by a good act with moral roots or a bad act with immoral roots.

▪Even non-living things (vegetation, mountains, rivers, etc) are also there due to causes and conditions. The analyses are a bit deeper and we will discuss some in the future.

8. The last step (in the three-step process that we started off with) says, whatever that arises due to those two preceding steps will have corresponding characteristics (gathi). This is nothing but Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha”+“Sama+uppāda”.”

▪In the example that we discussed above, a given seed will not give to rise to any tree or a plant. A rice seed will give rise to a rice plant. An apple seed will not give rise to a rice plant but an apple tree, etc.

▪The same is true for living beings. A chicken will be born of a chicken egg, not a turtle. Note that the other two conditions are satisfied here too: there was a being with “chicken saṅkhāra” who came into that egg as a gandhabba, and that egg needs to be incubated correctly to be hatched and for that hatching to come out.

9. Actually, the steps paccuppanna and Paṭicca Samuppāda are not in a time sequence, but related. The necessary conditions (paccaya) in paccuppanna are analyzed in detail in the Paṭicca Samuppāda steps.

▪When an animal (say a dog) is born, the conditions that led to that birth can be traced in the “Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda” cycle.

▪First, “bhava paccayā jāti” step says, that dog was born due to a “dog bhava.” The step, “upādāna paccayā bhava” says that “dog bhava” arose due to a human grasping it at the dying (cuti-paṭisandhi) moment; the step, “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” says that grasping was done due to craving for it, and so on.

▪Note above that the human did not really crave to be a dog. Rather he/she enjoyed acts that are normally done by dog. And that process started off with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra,” where due to ignorance of their consequences, he was cultivating “dog saṅkhāra”: For example, thinking, speaking, and doing things that are done by dogs, for example, having indiscriminate sex (sometimes with even family members).

10. We will discuss this more depth in future posts, but I hope the main ideas can be grasped from the above description.
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Wrong Views About the World

1. Diṭṭhi means dogmatic belief in something(s) in the sense that “this alone is true, and everything else is false regardless of the facts.” Even though micchā diṭṭhi (pronounced michchā diṭṭhi) is the correct term (“diṭṭhi” means “views” and “micchā” is “wrong”), in Pāli literature “diṭṭhi” is used frequently instead of “micchā diṭṭhi”; the immoral cetasika is diṭṭhi.

▪In the Buddha’s time, 62 such dogmatic views were the topics of frequent discussions. They are in the Brahmajala Sutta DN 1.

▪The diṭṭhāsava (āsava for the 62 wrong views) is eliminated by diṭṭhi vissuddhi, i.e., cleansing of the wrong views at the Sotāpanna stage. 

2. Some of these dogmatic views that the Buddha had to deal with frequently were the following. There is a self, there is no-self, reincarnation, no reincarnation, things exist, things do not exist, there are no laws of kamma, there are laws of kamma, AND they are deterministic. 

▪The Buddha refuted those all. Unfortunately, some of those wrong views are back in most versions of “Buddhism” today, most notably the “no-self” (anātma) concept.

▪We have discussed some (the first four items were presented in several posts, for example, “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream,” and “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta”), and we will discuss others in detail in the future.

Having Wrong Views Is an Akusala Kamma

3. Diṭṭhi (or micchā diṭṭhi) is also one of the ten immoral actions or dasa akusala. Micchā diṭṭhi arises in the mind, i.e., it is an akusala done by the mind. It also leads to corrupt speech and deeds. See, “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).”

▪You can see that such thoughts arise due to dogmatic beliefs, i.e., when one is not willing even to consider the possibility that one could be wrong and to examine the evidence critically. For example, some people refuse even to examine the existing evidence for rebirth with an open mind, which is diṭṭhi.

▪And one needs to know the “big picture of the 31 realms”, concepts of kamma, anicca, dukkha, anatta, etc., to make a decision on rebirth; it is not enough to look at the accounts or evidence for rebirth as presented in, “Evidence for Rebirth.”

Three Levels of Micchā Diṭṭhi

4. There are three layers in which micchā diṭṭhi is established and accumulates bad kamma:

▪Suppose one kills one’s parents with the diṭṭhi that a parent is not a unique person, and that such kamma does not have consequences. That is the coarse level. It can be compared to a fire that burns down a house.

▪The second level is when one vehemently defends such a wrong view in a debate and does not even consider the facts presented by the other side. One may genuinely believe in that position, BUT that is because one is not aware of the “bigger picture” on existence. The problem is that “not knowing the facts” is not an excuse. One could jump off of a building, not knowing how gravity operates but will suffer injury/death. This middle level is analogous to a fire that ignites when a match stick strikes a hard surface.

▪The third level is the anusaya level, where these views lay dormant as āsavā (diṭṭhi āsava). This subtler level is analogous to a box of matches that has the potential to start a fire.

Two Levels of Sammā Diṭṭhi

5. Someone is said to have micchā diṭṭhi when one has wrong views at any of the three levels in #4 above. On the other hand, Sammā Diṭṭhi, can be two kinds:

▪One knows that bad kamma (actions) have adverse consequences and can lead to bad rebirths. One wants to live a moral life and strive for a “good rebirth.” That is “mundane or conventional Sammā Diṭṭhi.” Thus these are still defiled views (have “kilesa” in them) since they lead to extending saṁsāra, and one has not yet eliminated the possibility of future rebirth in the apāyā (four lower realms).

▪But when one comprehends to “true nature of this world,” one realizes that there can be no lasting happiness anywhere in the 31 realms of existence. This Sammā Diṭṭhi is realized when one truly comprehends anicca; see, “Why is Correct Interpretation of Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta” is so Important?.” 

▪That is the “transcendental or lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi” that leads to Nibbāna; it is free of defilements or “kilesa” or (“keles” in Sinhala). This view becomes complete at the Arahant stage. Kilesa are discussed in, “What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika.”

Mundane or Conventional Sammā Diṭṭhi

6. Thus conventional Sammā Diṭṭhi means the view to “do good things.” One understands kamma and knows the consequences of evil deeds; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

▪As we discussed in “Foundation of Dhamma,” “doing good things” is better. Still, most of those things are done with the wrong intention of achieving something in return (good rebirth, winning a lottery, passing an examination, etc.). This kind of Sammā Diṭṭhi will perpetuate the saṁsāric journey but is a required first stage to comprehend anicca.

▪The danger in stopping at the conventional sammā diṭṭhi is that we do not know what one will do in a future life (say another human birth.) One could be born under circumstances where one is not exposed to Buddha Dhamma, may associate with wrong people, and may commit kamma that will lead to rebirth in the apāyā (lowest four realms). The other danger is that we do not know what kind of kamma we have done in previous lives, and we may already have some bad kamma seeds that could lead to a birth in the apāyā.

Transcendental or Lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi

7. By lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi is meant the understanding of the true nature of “this world” of 31 realms and the round of rebirths. 

▪For example, “there is a self” and “there is no-self” are both incorrect, and things (both animate and inanimate) exist if the conditions for their existence are present (Paṭicca Samuppāda). 

▪Even though one partially comprehends Sammā Diṭṭhi at the Sotāpanna stage, the understanding becomes complete only at the Arahant stage.

8. If one cultivates the “lokuttara” Sammā Diṭṭhi and becomes a Sotāpanna, then one will be free from rebirths in the apāyā. 

▪The four greed-based immoral thoughts that arise due to wrong views (“diṭṭhi sahagatha lobha citta”) do not arise In a Sotāpanna, do not occur. See, “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apāyagāmī Citta.”

Next, “How do we Decide which View is Diṭṭhi (Wrong View)?”
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Vacī Saṅkhārā are involved in speech and conscious thoughts (talking to oneself), per Tipiṭaka.

July 12, 2021: It is critically important to understand what is meant by “saṅkhāra.” I just started a new “Basic Framework of Buddha Dhamma” section to discuss the relationship among the Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. I include this post in that section.

▪Pronunciation of Pāli words like vacī, vitakka, and vicāra can be found in “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z).”

Conscious Thoughts Are Also Vacī Saṅkhāra

1. Many people believe that only speech involves vacī saṅkhāra. However, in the following, we will see that vacī saṅkhāra are our conscious, deliberate thoughts that can lead to speech.

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44)” vacī saṅkhāra are defined as “vitakka vicārā vacī saṅkhāra,” which means “vacī saṅkhāra are vitakka and vicārā.” 

▪First, thoughts arise, then words may come out if “feelings” get strong; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44)”

▪So, we need to figure out what vitakka and vicāra are. A succinct explanation of vitakka can be found in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vitakka Sutta (SN 56.7).“

Vitakka Closely Resembles Saṅkappa

2. Vitakka and saṅkappa are closely related words. They are thoughts that arise based on a given thought object (ārammaṇa). Once risen, vicāra keeps the mind engaged with that thought object, i.e., generating more thoughts about it. Abhidhamma gives the following analogy. A bee flying to a particular flower is like vitakka (going to a new ārammaṇa) and then buzzing around that flower while drinking nectar is like vicāra (engaging with that ārammaṇa.)

▪For example, if we start thinking about an enemy, akusala vitakka (saṅkappa) arises. Then, we may spend many minutes or even hours thinking evil thoughts, and that is vicāra. 

▪We do most of that in our minds, just talking to ourselves. But we may also get some of those thoughts out as actual words.

Vitakka/Vicāra, Savitakka/Savicāra, and Avitakka/Avicāra

3. Normally, vitakka and vicāra are associated with akusala thoughts. When used with the prefix “sa” (i.e., savitakka and savicāra), good and wholesome thoughts are indicated, the opposites of vitakka and vicāra.

▪Furthermore, the absence of vitakka and vicāra is indicated by the words avitakka and avicāra; however, savitakka and savicāra (“good thoughts) can be present. In fact, when discussing jhānās, avitakka/avicāra refers to a state where only savitakka and savicāra are present.

▪A higher version of savitakka and savicāra is represented by “Sammā Saṅkappa.” While savitakka and savicāra represent “moral thoughts” by any person, “Sammā Saṅkappa” can arise only in a Noble Person. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (MN 117),” sammā saṅkappa is defined as “thinking, re-thinking, Noble thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra) devoid of āsava. See #11 of “Vacī Saṅkhāra – Saṅkappa (Conscious Thoughts) and Vācā (Speech).”

4. Following is the basic idea of the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vitakka Sutta (SN 56.7)”:

▪“Bhikkhus, do not engage in evil unwholesome thoughts, which are sensual thoughts, thoughts of ill will, thoughts of harming others (pāpake akusale vitakke vitakkeyyātha, seyyathidaṁ— kāma vitakkaṁ, byāpāda vitakkaṁ, vihiṁsā vitakkaṁ).

▪For what reason? These thoughts, bhikkhus, are without real substance (Nete, bhikkhave, vitakkā atthasaṁhitā), irrelevant to the fundamentals of the holy life, and do not lead to escape from this world and to Nibbāna. When your mind starts such thoughts, bhikkhus, you should think: ‘This will lead to suffering.’

▪Instead, you should think, ‘These are the causes of suffering’; you should think, ‘The way to the cessation of suffering is by cultivating thoughts of renunciation and compassion.” Such thoughts will lead to escape from this world, to dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct knowledge, to enlightenment, to Nibbāna.”

Savitakka/Savicāra Are Present in “Good Thoughts”

5. When describing jhāna, vitakka and vicāra specifically refer to kāma rāga, vyāpāda or other akusala. There, avitakka and avicāra mean the absence of them.

▪When one generates thoughts that specifically do not involve kāma rāga or other akusala — but the opposites (nekkhamma/kusala) — those are called savitakka and savicāra.

▪That is how one gets into jhāna: Eliminating (or suppressing) vitakka/vicāra and cultivating savitakka/savicāra.

▪This is seen in any sutta that describes jhāna. For example, in “WebLink: suttacentral: Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41),”: “So kho ahaṁ, ānanda, vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharāmi.” When one is a jhāna, vitakka/vicāra with kāma rāga/akusala are absent, and only savitakka/savicāra will be present.

▪In the above verse, “vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi” means kāma rāga/akusala are absent in the mind while in jhāna.

Kammaṭṭhāna (Meditation Recital) Can Be Silent

6. When doing a kammaṭṭhāna (i.e., meditation recital), one could either say the phrase(s) out loud or recite it in one’s head. Both involve vacī saṅkhāra.

▪A kammaṭṭhāna can be done in either of those two ways, and both involve vacī saṅkhāra.

▪Furthermore, the more one understands the meditation phrase’s concepts, the more powerful javana citta will be, and thus, the more effective the meditation session becomes.

▪When starting meditation, it is better to say the phrases out loud because it is easier to keep the mind on that topic. When one gets better at it, one can recite it internally without getting the words out.

▪This is an example of a puññābhi saṅkhāra (meritorious deed) that involves vacī saṅkhāra.

Need to Be Careful With Silent Vacī Saṅkhāra

7. Now, let us consider an apuññābhi saṅkhāra (immoral deed) that involves vacī saṅkhāra, where one starts generating evil thoughts about an enemy or a person that one dislikes. One could generate a lot of such vacī saṅkhāra internally without saying a single word. However, when the feelings get intense, the words may just come out because the javana power of javana citta could become uncontrollable.

▪Even though the javana power involved in “silent vacī saṅkhāra” are less than those involved in speech, one could be generating much more of those  “silent vacī saṅkhāra” and thus could be generating more kamma vipāka.

▪Like in the earlier example, the “power” behind javana citta with vacī saṅkhāra will be higher when the degree of hate associated with that person is higher. That is why it is harder to control oneself when dealing with someone one hates.

Sammā Saṅkappa Involve Vacī Saṅkhāra

8. In the Noble Eightfold Path, Sammā Saṅkappa deals with only one component of vacī saṅkhāra, those conscious thoughts without speech. Getting rid of all vacī saṅkhāra involves both Sammā Saṅkappa and Sammā Vācā.

▪“Saṅkappa” in Pāli or “sankalpanā” in Sinhala means conscious thoughts that involve “saŋ” or things that contribute to the sansāric journey (rebirth process). Here “sankalpanā” (සංකල්පනා) comes from “saŋ” + “kalpanā,” where “kalpanā” means conscious thoughts. When one keeps thinking about something, those thoughts are “sankalpanā.”

▪Of course, “saŋ” is a crucial Pāli term in Buddha Dhamma; see the subsection posts, “Saŋ – A Critical Pāli Root.” Sammā means to get rid of, as discussed in the same section.

▪Therefore, Sammā Saṅkappa means removing bad conscious and deliberate thoughts and cultivating moral thoughts.

▪Sammā Vācā involves stopping immoral speech and generating moral speech.

9. The main point to be extracted from this discussion is that one needs to be very careful about generating hateful (or greedy) conscious thoughts for a long time. When one becomes aware of such thoughts, one CAN stop them. This is the basis of both Ānāpāna and Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā.

▪We always think conscious thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra of the first kind) before acting on them, either via speech (vacī saṅkhāra of the second kind) or via bodily actions (kāya saṅkhāra)! 

▪This is discussed in detail in “How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?,” “Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda,” “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life,” as well as other posts in the “Living Dhamma” section.

▪Experiencing pleasing sense objects (called kāma guṇa) is not kāma. Generating vacī saṅkhāra (or kāma sankappanā) about them is kāma; see, “Kāma Rāga Dominates Rūpa Rāga and Arūpa Rāga.”

▪Further details at “Vitakka, Vicāra, Savitakka, Savicāra, and Avitakka, Avicāra.”

▪For those who understand the Sinhala language, the following discourse is relevant to this post: “WebLink: waharaka.com: කාය සංඛාර, වචී සංඛාර, මනෝ සංඛාර තුළින් කර්ම පථයක් හැදෙන අයුරු” [“කාය සංඛාර, වචී සංඛාර, මනෝ සංඛාර තුළින් කර්ම පථයක් හැදෙන අයුරු” means “kāya saṁkhāra, vacī saṁkhāra, mano saṅkhāra tuḷin kamma pathayak hædena ayuru” in Sinhala or in English “How a kammic path is formed through Kāya Saṅkhāra, Vacī Saṅkhāra, and Mano Saṅkhāra”.] 

Nibbāna Is Not “Stopping Thoughts”

10. I know of several “Buddhist” groups that try to “stop” all thoughts, believing that is what happens at the Arahant stage of Nibbāna. They think the Buddha spent 45 years of his life trying to teach people how to stop thoughts, which is an even worse interpretation of Nibbāna than the Mahāyānists.

▪When we are in deep sleep or unconscious, we do not “think thoughts.” Does that mean we can attain Arahanthood during such times?

▪The Buddha advised us to stop immoral thoughts and cultivate moral thoughts; that is how one purifies the mind. This is what one does in the correct ānāpānasati meditation, too; see “7. What is Ānāpāna?” and “Elephant in the Room 3 – Ānāpānasati.”

▪The reality is that Arahant’s thoughts are crystal clear (and pure) because they are devoid of defilements. Their memory is, in fact, actually enhanced.

▪Stopping ALL thoughts can lead to loss of perception (asañña) and memory; those who cultivate asañña can be reborn in the asañña realm.

Mano Saṅkhāra Arise Automatically Per Our Gati

11. Mano saṅkhāra arises automatically according to our gati. We don’t have any control over mano saṅkhāra other than by changing our gati over time.

▪This is a crucial point to grasp, and is discussed in detail in the posts, “How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?” and “Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda” as well as other posts in the “Living Dhamma” section.

▪The critical difference between mano and vacī saṅkhāra must be understood. Vacī saṅkhāra involves conscious thoughts.

Kāya Saṅkhāra Control Bodily Actions

12. Kāya saṅkhāra involves kamma done with bodily actions. Thus, one can wrongly conclude that speech is also kāya saṅkhāra, since body parts (tongue, lips, and associated facial muscles) are moved during speech.

▪To understand this, one must to know how our body parts move according to our thoughts. If you are unfamiliar with Abhidhamma, you can skip the rest of the post.

13. Our physical body parts are mechanical. They have no “life” unless a gandhabba controls that body. Gandhabba is an essential concept in Buddha Dhamma. It has been neglected simply because it is not discussed in the infamous Visuddhimagga and other literature by Buddhaghosa, who single-handedly distorted it. Buddha Dhamma; see “Incorrect Theravāda Interpretations – Historical Timeline.”

▪The concept of gandhabba is essential in Buddha Dhamma; see, “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka”and “Antarābhava and Gandhabba”

▪Without the concept of gandhabba, it is not possible to explain the difference between bhava and jāti: “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein,”and not believing it a micchā diṭṭhi: “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

Gandhabba (Mental Body) Controls the Physical Body

14. Let us briefly discuss how the mind of the gandhabba controls a physical body. The physical body is made of 32 parts, just like a robot, which is made of various parts. What gives life to this physical body is the gandhabba, a very fine body smaller than an atom in modern science.

▪Even though the gandhabba is negligibly tiny in “weight,” it has a fine body that spreads over the physical body like a fine mesh; it is more like an energy field. The  gandhabba is associated with an invisible nervous system that overlaps the physical nervous system, which consists of billions of nerve cells.

▪Gandhabba also has the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu) and five pasāda rūpa (which receive signals from the five physical senses via the brain) located close to the physical heart; see, “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body” for details.

The Role of the Brain

15. How can such a negligibly small gandhabba move a heavy physical body? Gandhabba is more like a signal source that gives appropriate commands. The brain (a very sophisticated computer) translates those commands into actual signals given to the physical nervous system.

▪The energy to move those body parts comes from the food we eat.

▪The posts “Gandhabba in a Human Body – an Analogy,” “Ghost in the Machine – Synonym for the Manomaya Kāya?” and related posts discuss that in more detail. But let us discuss the concept using an example without getting into those details.

16. When someone decides to move his arm, the mind resides in the gandhabba makes that decision (and generates corresponding kāya saṅkhāra). Then that signal goes to the brain, which converts that “mental signal” into chemical signals. They, in turn, transmit through the nervous system to the muscles in the arm and move it.

▪The energy produced by the digestion of our food goes into energizing the brain and moving body parts.

▪So, the gandhabba uses a negligible fraction of the energy needed to move body parts. That is similar to the tiny amount of energy a computer spends controlling a fighter jet. Jet fuel provides energy to move the heavy jet. In the same way, the food we eat provides the energy to move our physical bodies.

▪We generate that small energy in our thoughts — via javana cittā — as we discuss below.

Kāya and Vacī Viññatti Rūpa

17. The commands from the gandhabba are signals or tiny amounts of energy, and these come in two varieties: kāya viññatti rūpa and vacī viññatti rūpa. These are two of the 28 types of rūpa in Abhidhamma.

▪The kāya viññatti rūpa control bodily movements, and the vacī viññatti rūpa control speech. 

▪Javana cittā generate these “rūpa” or “energy signals.” Again, more information can be found in the Abhidhamma section.

18. Speech — done with vacī viññatti rūpa — is different from moving body parts. Speech involves complex muscle movements not yet understood by science. Moving body parts — done with kāya viññatti rūpa — is simpler.

▪What is behind vacī viññatti rūpa are vitakka and vicāra cetasika that are in javana citta responsible for speech. However, when we “talk to ourselves,” the javana citta responsible are weaker than those responsible for speech. But those two cetasika are in both types of javana citta.

▪Javana cittā that are responsible for physical action (like raising an arm or walking) involve kāya viññatti rūpa, and the javana citta that generate those are even stronger.

▪Therefore, both vacī saṅkhāra (whether talking to oneself or speaking) and kāya saṅkhāra (bodily actions) involve javana citta. All kamma that can be controlled directly by us are done via javana cittā; see “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta)” and “Javana of a Citta – The Root of Mental Power.”

Votthapana Citta – Decision to Take Action

19. The initial decision to generate vacī or kāya saṅkhāra happens at the votthapana citta, which comes just before the seven javana citta in a citta vīthi, which has 17 citta in total; see, “Citta Vīthi – Processing of Sense Inputs,” and other related posts in the Abhidhamma section.

▪That “initial reaction” to a sensory input comes AUTOMATICALLY in the votthapana citta, and the nature of that reaction depends on one’s gati. Thus, the AUTOMATIC mano saṅkhāra are generated in that votthapana citta.
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1. These are included in the 37 Factors of Enlightenment; see, “37 Factors of Enlightenment”.

2. “Indriya” means leader. When cultivated an indriya becomes more powerful or “Bala”. 

▪The five mental faculties (Pañca Indriya) are saddhā (faith), viriya (effort), sati (mindfulness), samādhi (concentration), and paññā (wisdom), and there are five corresponding powers (Pañca Bala).

▪Those two sets of five factors are critical in following the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪The Pañca Indriya are the “mental” leaders helping with comprehending Dhamma.

▪On the other hand, eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind are the six sensory faculties (indriya). They are a different type of “indriya.” They are leaders in providing access to seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching. See “How Do Sense Faculties Become Internal Āyatana?”

3. Let us first discuss the five faculties.

▪Saddhā is foremost; without faith (saddhā), one does not have the conviction to follow the Path. However, faith has to be based on wisdom (paññā), i.e., one’s faith is built upon seeing the truth of Buddha Dhamma, at least partially.

▪Saddhā comes from “sath” or truth and “dhā” meaning “dhāranaya” or “grasp”. Thus one will have saddhā when one grasps the true nature of this world (tilakkhaṇa) at least to some extent.

▪Blind faith hinders progress since one will be following the wrong path. Furthermore, blind faith will not last long, since it is on a shaky foundation. Saddhā of a Sotāpanna is unshakable and will never be lost or even reduced.

Thus we can see the saddhā and paññā need to progress together.

4. When saddhā and paññā are developed to a certain extent (before the Sotāpanna stage), one realizes the fruitlessness and the dangers of the sansāric journey. Thus one is motivated to make an effort (viriya).

Furthermore, one realizes that one needs to be mindful of one’s actions, and thus sati (mindfulness) starts to build. One realizes that one has to act with yoniso manasikāra.

At the same time, one realizes that when the mind is not calm, one can make bad decisions; thus one starts working on calming the mind and to attain a level of concentration (samādhi). Concentration is not really a good translation for samādhi; one does not need to force concentration; rather samādhi comes about when one takes precautions to not to get into “bad situations”; see, “What is Samādhi? – Three Kinds of Mindfulness”.

5. Different people have the five faculties developed to different degrees (developed in this life AND also carried from previous lives), and normally one could stand out. The Buddha has shown the following way to identify the predominance of different faculties in a person.

▪If someone has a relatively more developed saddhā, that person is likely to be peaceful and helpful to others with a kind heart. He/she will have no trouble following the first precept of not harming others.

▪Then, some people can easily bear hardships and be determined; they have a developed viriya (effort) indriya. They can easily keep the second precept (not taking what is not given), and be satisfied with what they earn through hard work.

▪Those who do not aggressively pursue sense fulfillment have less kāmacchanda and are unlikely to have any problems with the third precept. They are likely to have a developed mindfulness (sati) faculty.

▪When the samādhi indriya is strong, that person is likely to be quiet and does not like to engage in idle chatter; thus keeping the fourth precept on the right speech will be easy.

▪Someone with paññā (wisdom) can comprehend anicca, dukkha, and anatta easily and thus realize the fruitlessness and dangers of the sansāric journey. This person can keep the fifth hardest precept in controlling the mind; see “The Five Precepts – What the Buddha Meant by Them”.

6. Once one identifies a strong faculty, one should try to exploit that to move forward; the other faculties always pitch in to help, so they will grow too. It is important to cultivate all five faculties until they become powers (Bala), but one needs to exploit the predominant one.

▪If someone tells a child, “this is not your actual Mom; she is somewhere else,” the child will not only refuse to believe that but will run to the mother and give a hug just to show how confident he is. In the same way, saddhā based on paññā can only strengthen one’s resolve.

▪For example, when one does not have saddhā, an outside influence can influence one to change course. But if saddhā, built on paññā, is strong, no matter how strong the influence, one’s faith will not be shaken.

▪The Buddha gave a simile to understand how indriya can become Bala to overcome difficulties: When a river runs into an obstacle like a large boulder, it splits and goes around it, and merge together after the obstacle. But the indriya needs to be strong enough to do that.

▪When indriya (faculties) are strengthened, they become Bala (powers).

7. When the faculties are being cultivated, it is essential to balance them, while utilizing the predominant faculty’s power.

▪Some people have paññā and may say, “it is useless to take precepts or chant “Tisaraṇa” or chant/listen to suttā; it is better to learn Dhamma.” But those activities do help to open the mind to Dhamma; see, “Buddhist Chanting.”

▪On the other hand, just reciting those verses is not enough. To recite them with understanding, one needs to learn Dhamma and cultivate paññā.

▪Normally, saddhā and paññā go together and need to be balanced. Similarly, viriya (effort) and samādhi (concentration) must be balanced. For example, too much effort can be a drawback for samādhi, when doing formal meditation. As the Buddha told Sona, the musician, the strings on a violin need to be just right—not too tight and not too loose.

▪Sati (mindfulness) must lead and always be there.

▪Sati can be compared to the steering wheel of a car; saddhā and paññā can be compared to one set of wheels, and viriya and samādhi can be compared to the other set of wheels. The wheels must be in balance and the steering wheel must be kept at the correct position all the time for the car to go forward. If the wheels are not balanced, the car will go in circles; if the steering wheel is not managed, the vehicle will go off the road.

8. These five (saddhā, viriya, sati, samādhi, paññā) are cetasika (mental factors). They help define one’s character (gati) for the better, and these five are important ones to “take in” or “āna” in ānāpāna sati.

9. The five faculties exercise control in their respective domains: saddhā in the domain of adhimokkha (decision or resolve), viriya in paggaha (exertion), sati in upaṭṭhāna (awareness), samādhi in avikkhepa (non-distraction), and paññā in dassana (view or vision). When they become Bala (powers) , they become unshakable by their opposites – indecision, laziness, negligence, agitation, and delusion or ignorance. [upaṭṭhāna : [nt.] waiting on; looking after; service; understanding.]

▪It is important to realize the value of citta pasāda (joy) and adhimokkha (resolve) that results from saddhā based on true understanding: adhimokkha is an intermediate step in Kusala-mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda on the way to Nibbāna, see, “Kusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪Also, citta pasāda and adhimokkha that arise in doing meritorious acts with joy in the heart are key to optimizing the merits; see, “A Simple Way to Enhance Merits (Kusala) and Avoid Demerits (Akusala),” and “Javana of a Citta – The Root of Mental Power.”

10. The five indriya become five Bala and are well balanced only for an Arahant. By cultivating them and trying to keep them balanced, we can reap many benefits even before reaching that ultimate goal.

▪Even for an Arahant, there are some leftover “imperfections” even though they are not defilements; these are some “hard-to-get-rid-of” quirks in personal behavior. For example, there is this story about a very young Arahant who had the habit of jumping over puddles instead of going around them; he had been born a monkey for many lives recently and had carried that habit to this life.

▪Only a Sammā Sambuddha (like Buddha Gotama) is perfect in every aspect. This is why he is called “Tathāgata” (“tatha” for “what should be” or the “real nature”; pronounced “thathāgatha”).
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November 29, 2018; revised January 30, 2024

1. Kāmaccandha [Kāmacchanda] is a Pāli word that has roots in the keyword “icca” (pronounced “ichcha”),

▪There is no need to look for Sanskrit roots to find meanings hidden in Pāli words; this is a good example.

▪Kāmaccandha [Kāmacchanda] is one of the five hindrances (pañca nīvaraṇa); see, “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.”

2. Kāmaccandha [Kāmacchanda] (“kāma”+“icca”+ “andha”) means the POSSIBILITY to be blinded by sense desires. We will analyze it below. First let me explain the pronunciation of the key words “icca” and “anicca.”

▪The Pāli word that is spelled in English as “icca” is pronounced as “ichcha,” and means liking/craving.

▪“Na” + “icca” is “anicca,” which basically means “(in the long term) it is not possible to get what one craves, likes, or wants.”

▪“Na” + “icca” is “anicca,” just like “na” + “āgāmī” is “Anāgāmī.” [āgāmī : （adj.）, coming; one who comes.]

Such “combined words” are very common in Pāli. I will just show two examples from the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta:

▪“yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ” is “yam pi iccham na labhati tam pi dukkham.” Here “strong craving” is expressed by adding an extra “h” to go from icca to iccha.

In the present case, “Kāma”+“icca”+ “andha” becomes Kāmaccandha [Kāmacchanda].

▪That is similar to “ayamantimā jāti” in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta coming from “ayam antima jāti.”

Here is an audio recording of how these words are pronounced:

WebLink: audio pronunciation of kāmaccandha [kāmacchanda] Download

3. Now let us look at the meaning of the other components of the word kāmacchanda.

▪Here “kāma” conventionally means indulging in sense pleasures that belong to the kāma loka: eye, ear, nose, tongue, and the body; “andha” means blind.

▪If the attraction for something becomes so strong that one’s mind may become “blind to rational thought.” The mind can lose any control over what is sensible and what is not sensible (or immoral). Kāmaccandha [kāmacchanda] means “blinded by cravings for sensory pleasures.”

▪Anyone who has not started comprehending Tilakkhaṇa (for which removal of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi is a pre-condition), would have kāmaccandha [kāmacchanda].

▪However, one with kāmaccandha [kāmacchanda] MAY not commit any immoral action, unless the temptation becomes “high.”

4. When a strong sensory input (ārammaṇa) comes in, one could be blinded by it and may do something immoral.

▪For example, if one gets an opportunity to rob or even kill someone without getting caught, that could become very tempting.

▪We have heard about situations where well-known people who are considered to be “highly moral” are charged with rape or taking large bribes.

5. This possibility of generating kāmaccandha [kāmacchanda] is removed when one attains the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna. Kāmaccandha  [Kāmacchanda] will be reduced to kāma rāga for a Sotāpanna.

▪Having kāma rāga means one still craves sensory pleasures, but WILL NOT do anything immoral to get such sense pleasures.

▪For example, a Sotāpanna could live a happily married person taking care of a family and engaging in sexual activities with the spouse. He/she may like to enjoy other sense pleasures too.

▪Kāma rāga is removed only at the Anāgāmi stage of Nibbāna.

6. Now, let us analyze the word “kāma” in more detail. The true meaning of “kāma” comes from the WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63):

“Saṅkapparāgo purisassa kāmo,

Netekāmā yāni citrāni loke;

Saṅkapparāgo purisassa kāmo,

Tiṭṭhanti citrāni tatheva loke;

Athettha dhīrā vinayanti chandanti.”

▪Kāma is defined as “saṅkappa rāga about sense pleasing material things (citrāni loke).” And “saṅkappa” means “generating conscious thoughts.”

▪For example, Sammā Saṅkappa in the Noble Eightfold Path is about “contemplating fruitful Dhamma concepts with the Nibbāna as the goal.”

▪Vacī saṅkhāra include BOTH saṅkappa conscious thoughts and vācā (speech); they both depend on the cetasika (mental factors) of vitakka and vicāra that arise in the mind based on one’s mindset, see, “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

7. The above explanation provides us with a way to start reducing kāmacchanda [kāmacchanda] even before one gets rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi.

▪It is important to note that “kāma” is not just engaging in activities to fulfill sense pleasures; “kāma” includes indulging in conscious thoughts about the five sense faculties that belong to the kāma loka: eye, ear, nose, tongue, and the body.

▪Most times, people enjoy just thinking about sense pleasures, for example, sex or food.

▪Every time one generates conscious thoughts about sensory pleasures, one’s kāmacchanda [kāmacchanda] increases. By cutting down on such “daydreaming,” one could reduce one’s kāmacchanda [kāmacchanda].

▪However, it will be permanently reduced to the kāma rāga level only at the Sotāpanna stage.

8. Even when one has kāmacchanda [kāmacchanda], one may be able to SUPPRESS it temporarily by focusing the mind on a neutral object, such as breath or a kasiṇa object.

▪That is how ancient yogis, and even some people today, cultivate jhānās by engaging in breath or kasiṇa meditations.

▪Furthermore, one would need to be abstaining from akusala kamma.

9. This is why any sutta that describes jhāna has the following verse: “..bhikkhu vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati..”

▪That means even to get to the first jhāna, one would need to be abstaining from akusala kamma (vivicca akusalehi dhammehi) and kāma saṅkappa (vivicceva kāmehi).

▪Therefore, it is clear from the above discussion that even a Sotāpanna is not guaranteed to be able to attain jhānā.

▪Jhānā are different from magga phala. We all have cultivated jhānā in our deep past. It is easier to get to jhānā for those who have practiced jhānā in recent lives.

▪However, one needs to attain a magga phala just once.

10. One can understand that because such “sense pleasing things” are not there in Brahma loka.

▪A rūpa loka Brahma (i.e., a rūpāvacara Brahma) has a very fine body and does not have a nose to smell, a tongue to taste, or a solid enough body to feel touch. It can only see and hear.

▪Since a Brahma cannot taste, smell or touch, a Brahma does not engage in those sense pleasures that are available in the kāma loka like tasting food, smelling nice aromas, or engaging in sex. Brahmās are unisex. However, even a human female who cultivated jhānā and is born as a brahma is said to have “purisa gati” as a brahma: WebLink: suttacentral: Bahdhātuka Sutta (MN 115). That term “purisa” is not used in the sense of “male” (Atthapurisa puggalās include women who have comprehended the Four Noble Truths, i.e., belong to the Saṅgha).

▪Kāmacchanda [Kāmacchanda] involves only those sense pleasures that are available only in kāma loka.

11. Jhānic pleasures are cultivated by suppressing kāma rāga; see “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”

▪That involves subsiding the “heating of the mind” due to kāma rāga. 

▪We don’t realize it, but our minds are heated and agitated by the desire for sense pleasures. However, the desire for sense pleasures cannot be removed by sheer willpower, and becomes possible typically after the Sotāpanna stage; see, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?.”

12. “Tāpa” (pronounced “thāpa”) means heat; when we get really stressed, we feel a “fire” in the heart. When it gets worse, people say, “I could feel my heartburn,” when they hear extremely bad news.

▪When getting angry, we can definitely feel this “fire” within; see, “How to Taste Nibbāna.”

▪Even though we do not realize it, even engaging in kāma saṅkappa (“daydreaming about sensory pleasures”) — let alone engaging in them — leads to a “highly perturbed state of mind.”

▪And “ātāpi” is to remove that “fire” from the heart and the stress from the mind, and calm the mind. This is the “cooling down”, “niveema,” “nivana” or early stages of Nibbāna.

13. This is actually what the verse, “ātāpī sampajāno, satimā vineyya loke abhijjhā domanassam” in the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta means.

▪It basically means: “Get rid of the fire or heat in mind by being aware of kilesa or defilements and by removing extreme greed (abhijjhā) that leads to a depressed mind (domanassa) through discipline (vineyya).”

▪We will discuss this later, but here is the summary: When one gets angry, that is domanassa. When one has strong cravings, that is abhijjhā.

▪When one can at least suppress abhijjhā and domanassa, one’s mind automatically gets to samādhi.

14. These are just basic principles. Furthermore, one cannot get rid of abhijjhā domanassa quickly just by sheer willpower.

▪One needs to learn pure Dhamma and understand WHY a mind gets heated and excited and becomes vulnerable to doing more akusala kamma.

▪The first thing to realize is that one’s actions (kamma) will have consequences (vipāka), if not in this life in future lives.

▪And that is not possible without rebirth. This is why rebirth is a built-in foundation of Buddha Dhamma.
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September 7, 2024: Most of the posts in this section need revision and have been removed. I will add them back after they are revised.

Five Aggregates

oRūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood

oSensory Experience, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and Pañcupādānakkhandha

oSaññā – Hidden Aspect of Paṭicca Samuppāda

oOvercoming Attachment to “Distorted/False Saññā” Leads to Nibbāna



oFive Aggregates – Connection to Tilakkhaṇa

▪Five Aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction

▪Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections

▪“Me” and “Mine” – The Root Cause of Suffering

▪Difference Between “Me and Mine” and Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

▪Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – “Me and Mine” View

▪Atta – Two Very Different Meanings

The following provides a sample of posts on rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa:

Rūpa: “What Are Rūpa? (Relation to Nibbāna),” “Rūpa (Material Form )” and “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka”

Vedanā: “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways, “Vedanā and Samphassa-Jā-Vedanā – More Than Just Feelings,” and “Vipāka Vedanā and “Samphassa jā Vedanā” in a Sensory Event.”

Saññā: “Saññā – What It Really Means,” and “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.”

Saṅkhāra: “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means” and “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka.”

Viññāṇa: “Viññāṇa (Defiled Consciousness)” and “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means” “Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter,” “Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

o“Saññā (Perception)”

o“Vedanā (Feelings)”

 

Different Approach:

Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime

Other Analyses:

Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu

Pancakkhandha or Five Aggregates – A Misinterpreted Concept

Pancupādānakkhandha – It is All Mental

Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa
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June 6, 2025

Note: This post replaces an old post, “Difference Between Physical Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha,” in the section, “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

Rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are commonly referred to as the “five aggregates” or pañcakkhandha. However, almost all the suttās discuss them as pañcupādānakkhandha or the “five grasping aggregates.” Furthermore, all five entities in pañcupādānakkhandha arise in the mind in every sensory experience.

Introduction

1. It is easy to assume that rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are the pañcakkhandha or the “five aggregates” and that attachment to those gives rise to pañcupādānakkhandha or the “five grasping aggregates.” 

▪I may have also indicated that in my old posts; I intend to revise them, but it will take some time. As discussed in recent posts (within the past two to three years), I have explained that undefiled pañcakkhandha NEVER arises in anyone below the Arahant stage. 

▪By definition, a mind with pure, undefiled rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa is a pabhassara mind that will not attach to anything in this world; on the other hand, a contaminated mind is a pabhasara mind (with one “s”) that is always prone to attachment. See “Uncovering the Suffering-Free (Pabhassara) Mind.”

Kammic Energy Is Produced by a Defiled Mind

2. A sensory experience is at the heart of Buddha’s teachings. Our future depends on how we respond to sensory experiences.

▪If we attach to a sensory experience and engage in akusala kamma (with rāga, dosa, and/or moha), that “defiled mindset” generates kammic energy. That kammic energy dissipates only over long times, lasting for billions of years. As we accumulate kammic energies, they can bring their results (vipāka) not only during lives but can also give rise to future rebirths. It is essential to understand the above statements, as they form the basic foundation of the Buddha’s teachings. 

▪A sensory process begins when the mind experiences an external stimulus, such as sight, sound, taste, odor, or touch. Additionally, memories of past events may also come to mind. These initiate “rūpa” seen by the mind, and vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are the response to those “rūpa.”

▪All of the five entities (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa) refer to “mental entities.” They all (including rūpa) arise in the mind. Let us discuss that first.

Rūpa – Mind’s Version of the “External Rūpa”

3. The mind automatically prepares its version of the external stimulus. This is the second critical point. This “mental image” of the external stimulus is based on the (distorted) saññā associated with each realm. That saññā arises automatically and at the very beginning of the sensory experience (called the “dhātu” stage) even before the “purāṇa kamma” stage; it is “distorted” automatically (based on the unbroken saṁyojana and the specific realm), and an average human (puthujjana) is not aware of it. One becomes a “sandiṭṭhiko” when one understands that. See “Sandiṭṭhiko – What Does It Mean?”

▪Thus, in the suttās, “rūpa” refers to this “mind-made version” and not the “external rūpa.”

▪As we have discussed, this “rūpa” is actually not a “single image” (as in taking a picture), but is extracted from one’s past experiences and is a part of the “rūpa aggregate” or the “rūpakkhandha.” Since a puthujjana’s mind always attaches to it, it is called “rūpupdānakkhandha.”

▪Therefore, what arises in the mind upon experiencing an “external rūpa” is rūpupdānakkhandha, which incorporates the mind’s previous interactions with similar rūpa.

▪See #2 of ““Attato Samanupassati” and Sotāpanna Stage” and the links referred to in that post for details.

Rūpa Nirodha – What Does It Mean?

4. Thus, it is necessary to understand that the mind does not see an actual representation of the “external rūpa” EVER for a puthujjana or even an Arahant. Even a living Arahant sees only a “distorted version” of the “external rūpa.” That is because the physical body (with which the Arahant was born) has been designed by Paṭicca Samuppāda to generate that “distorted version” of the “external rūpa.” Those who like to investigate that mechanism can read “Buddhist Worldview – Introduction” and  “Mind-Pleasing Things” in the World Arise via Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪The only and critical difference is that the mind of an Arahant WILL NOT attach to that “distorted rūpa” which is a “false representation of the external rūpa.” A goal in the Noble Eightfold Path is “rūpa nirodha,” which is often mistranslated as “cessation of form,” implying that the “external rūpa ceases to exist.” 

▪However, when a person attains Arahanthood, nothing happens to “external rūpa”; i.e., they do not cease to exist. “Rūpa nirodha” happens in the mind!

▪The only thing that happens is that the mind of an Arahant is not to be “fooled by that mind-made rūpa.” See “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).” As far as Arahants are concerned, that “mind-made rūpa” ceases to influence their minds. That is what is meant by “rūpa nirodha.” We will discuss that further below.

“Distorted Rūpa” Is Received for Anyone Born With a Physical Human body

5. The mind of anyone born with a physical human body receives a “distorted rūpa” or a rūpa with an embedded “distorted saññā.” For the same sensory input, that “distorted saññā” will be different, especially among different realms, but minor variations can be seen even within the same realm.

▪Anyone who wants to learn that from the deeper aspects of Buddha’s teachings must read the links in #3 and #4 above.

▪However, we can see the truth of that with some examples. 

▪For example, humans generate very different saññā for the same external objects compared to animals, and even among animals, that saññā can vary. For example, a pig’s mind perceives a pile of poop (feces) as appealing, but we perceive it to be disgusting. Cows perceive grass to be appetizing, and humans don’t. Furthermore, cows can digest grass while humans cannot. Thus, the physical bodies are also compatible with this “grand magic show” because Paṭicca Samuppāda also dictates the generation of physical bodies. 

▪Even though most humans agree that a certain woman can be called “beautiful,” “beauty” is somewhat relative, too. That is why there is no absolute consensus on which woman may win a beauty contest. Such variations can be seen especially for tastes. Some people crave spicy food, while others cannot even think of eating it. 

Arising of Rūpa = Arising of Suffering

6. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Sutta (SN 26.10)” states, “Yo kho, bhikkhave, rūpassa uppādo ṭhiti abhinibbatti pātubhāvo, dukkhasseso uppādo, rogānaṁ ṭhiti, jarāmaraṇassa pātubhāvo” OR “Bhikkhus, the arising, continuation, and growth of rūpa is the arising of suffering and death.” (Note: The English translation in the link (as in most other English translations) is wrong/inappropriate in many ways. In the same way, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are NOT what that translator mechanically translates as feeling, perception, choices, and consciousness.)

▪If the arising of “external material objects” is the cause of suffering, we will never be able to eliminate suffering because we cannot eliminate/destroy external objects.

▪The “rūpa” that the Buddha refers to there (and in almost all suttās) is the “distorted mental impression of an external rūpa” that arises in the mind. 

▪The primary reason for the generation of a “distorted rūpa” is that our physical body and mind generate a “distorted saññā” for external rūpas. That “distorted saññā” depends on the gati associated with the living being. There are five major gati per the “WebLink: suttacentral: Gati Sutta (AN 9.68)”, but many variations exist within each category (as discussed in #5 above).

▪Also note that “growth of rūpa” in the sutta refers to the “growth of the rūpupdānakkhandha” as the mind increasingly attaches via many steps in a short time; see “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.”

Rūpa Nirodha = Stopping of Further Suffering

7. What we discussed above becomes clear with the verse @ marker 1.7: “Yo ca kho, bhikkhave, rūpassa nirodho vūpasamo atthaṅgamo, dukkhasseso nirodho, rogānaṁ vūpasamo, jarāmaraṇassa atthaṅgamo” OR “The non-arising, cessation, and ending of rūpa is the non-arising of suffering and death.”

▪Note that nirodha, vūpasama, and atthaṅgama are closely related words. In most suttās, “nirodha” is commonly used, meaning “stopping of the arising of an entity.” Here, nirodha comes from “nir” + “udā,” where “udā” means “to arise.” Thus, nirodha means to “stop that arising.”

▪When we fully understand how this “distorted saññā” arises via Paṭicca Samuppāda, our minds will stop attaching to such “distorted mental impressions of the external rūpa.” What is stopped is attachment to “distorted mental impressions of the external rūpa” and NOT the destruction of “external rūpa.”

8. Thus, the key to eliminating attachments and cravings is to “see with wisdom (paññā)” how this “greatest magic show” operates.

▪For example, the “tastiness of a meal” or the “beauty of a person” is a “distorted saññā.” 

▪It is necessary to read and understand the following relevant posts on this issue: “Sotāpanna Stage and Distorted/Defiled Saññā,” “Pabhassara Citta and Saññā Vipallāsa,” “Mūlapariyāya Sutta – The Root of All Things” and  “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).”

▪Therefore, it must be understood that whenever “rūpa” is mentioned in a sutta, it refers NOT to an external object but to the “mental impression of that external object” the mind creates.

“Vedanā Nirodha” Refers Only to “Samphassa-jā-Vedanā”

9. The subsequent verses in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Sutta (SN 26.10)” state that vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa all can be stopped from arising. We need to understand a few key points regarding these terms. While “rūpa” ALMOST ALWAYS refers to “mind-made, distorted rūpa,” vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa need to be understood in the same context.

▪“Vedanā nirodha” means stopping only “mind-made vedanā” or “samphassa-jā-vedanā.”  It will NOT stop any dukkha vedanā currently experienced by the physical body; those are results of the previous kamma! As discussed above, “distorted saññā” is also a manifestation of the physical body which arose as a result of the previous kamma! 

▪Of course, all vedanā will stop arising with “full Nibbāna” or “Parinibbāna as an Arahant.”

▪However, all “mental suffering” (“samphassa-jā-vedanā”) will be stopped immediately upon Arahanthood.” Yet physical sufferings associated with the physical body will end only at death. Even the Buddha experienced bodily pain.

10. In #5 above, we discussed why a pig sees a pile of poop (feces) as an “enticing rūpa” while humans see it as a “disgusting rūpa.”

▪That is also why a pig feels a “somanassa vedanā” upon seeing it, whereas a human feels a “domanassa vedanā.” As we have discussed, this vedanā is a “samphassa-jā-vedanā” arising from how the mind evaluates that “mind-made rūpa.” See “Dukkha Samudaya Starts With Samphassa-Jā-Vedanā” and “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways.”

▪Other than the feeling of pain (injuries to the body or physical ailments such as cancer), all other vedanā (associated with sights, sounds, tastes, smells) are associated with “distorted saññā.” This is explained in detail in the Abhidhamma. 

▪The Abhidhamma theory had not been fully developed during the time of the Buddha. See “Abhidhamma – Introduction.” In particular, average people only had access to oral discourses, and it would have been impractical to teach Abhidhamma (which involves learning a whole set of concepts, which may not even be possible without texts).

“Saṅkhāra Nirodha” Refers Only to Abhisaṅkhāra

11. A living Arahant generates “citta saṅkhāra,” defined as “vedanā and saññā.” That vedanā is NOT “samphassa-jā-vedanā,” i.e., no defilements. Even though “distorted saññā” arises in an Arahant, they are not defiled; “distorted” does not mean “defiled.”

▪Again, the situation is much clearer in Abhidhamma. A citta cannot arise without the seven “universal cetasika” (phassa, vedanā, saññā, cetanā, ekaggatā, jīvitindriya, manasikāra). See #2 of “Cetasika (Mental Factors).”

▪These seven entities in their pure form (without defilements or distortions) arise in the mind of an Arahant in Arahant-phala samāpatti. As we know, cittās of an Arahant living an everyday life still have “distorted saññā.” These saṅkhāra are called “suddha saṅkhāra” or “saṅkhāra without defilements.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Adhimuttattheragatha.” Here, “Suddhaṁ saṅkhārasantatiṁ” means “with “suddha saṅkhāra” in mind (“santatiṁ” means “in the mind”); the English translation in the link is way off. Also see #12 and #13 of “‘Attato Samanupassati’ and Sotāpanna Stage” for further details.

▪Abhisaṅkhāra involves defilements (rāga, dosa, moha); they do not arise in a living Arahant. 

▪Therefore, “saṅkhāra nirodha” really means “abhisaṅkhāra nirodha.” For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyabodhi Sutta (KN Ud 1.2),” “avijjā nirodhā saṅkhāra nirodho” means “avijjā nirodhā abhisaṅkhāra nirodho.” Note that the English translation in the link is wrong; it should be “When ignorance ceases, defiled choices cease.”

“Viññāṇa Nirodha” Means Any Viññāṇa Will Not Arise

12. The only clear-cut entity is viññāṇa. Here, “viññāṇa nirodha” means that no category of viññāṇa can arise after attaining Arahanthood.

▪The word “viññāṇa” means “absence of ñāṇa” or “absence of wisdom about the true nature of the world.” Thus, an Arahant would not generate viññāṇa of any form.

▪If an Arahant does not generate viññāṇa, how would they experience the sensory inputs? The seeing (or eye consciousness) by an Arahant is expressed as “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati” or “seeing without the arising of any defilements (even though the sight has embedded distorted saññā).” 

▪See #4 of “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪Also, see “Is Cakkhu Viññāṇa Free of Defilements?” for further details.

“Stopped from Arising” Must be Understood for Each of the Five Entities

13. Let us summarize each of the five terms: rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

i.In the suttās, they almost always refer to the respective upādānakkhandha, i.e., rūpa upādānakkhandha through viññāṇa upādānakkhandha. None of those upādānakkhandha will arise after Arahanthood, i.e., even a living Arahant does not generate them.

ii.Of course, living Arahants experience “external rūpa” (sights, sounds, etc.), but they are not called “rūpa” or “rūpa upādānakkhandha.” Here, “rūpa nirodha” upon Arahanthood refers to the fact that an Arahant’s mind would not attach to those sights, sounds, etc. For example, “seeing” by an Arahant is not stated as “cakkhu viññāṇa” but as “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati” or “do not go beyond seeing (by attaching with rāga, dosa, or moha)”. Also see (vi) below.

iii.An Arahant will still experience “bodily vedanā” due to injuries and sicknesses. But their minds do not generate “samphassa-jā-vedanā” associated with “vedanā upādānakkhandha.” Thus, “vedanā nirodha” only refers to the “stopping of samphassa-jā-vedanā.”

iv.During everyday life, an Arahant would also experience “distorted saññā” associated with those sights, sounds, etc., but their minds will not attach to them. Thus, “saññā nirodha” means they do not generate “saññā upādānakkhandha.” They experience undefiled (but distorted) saññā during everyday life and undefiled, undistorted saññā while in Arahant-phala samāpatti.

v.“Saṅkhāra nirodha” refers only to the cessation of abhisaṅkhāra involving “saŋ” or “rāga, dosa, or moha.” Another way of saying that is to say “sañcetanā” (cetanā with saŋ) do not arise in an Arahant.

vi.Arahants do not experience any viññāṇa. Their sensory experiences are described by “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati, sute sutamattaṁ bhavissati, mute mutamattaṁ bhavissati, viññāte viññātamattaṁ bhavissatī.”

Terms in Pañcupādānakkhandha and Paṭicca Samuppāda – All Mental

14. The easiest way to remember is the following. Almost all explanations by the Buddha involve only mental processes. 

▪Thus, cakkhu does not mean the physical eyes or the cakkhu pasāda rūpa in the gandhabba. Instead, cakkhu refers to cakkhu āyatana (cakkhāyatana), which is a mental entity that can be stopped from arising. Specifically, it means to use the physical eyes AND  cakkhu pasāda rūpa with lobha/rāga, dosa, and moha in mind. Arahants use their eyes and cakkhu pasāda rūpa to see, but they do so without generating lobha/rāga, dosa, or moha.

▪In the same way, all the terms in Paṭicca Samuppāda are also mental entities or kammic energies created by the mind, and NOT physical rūpa. For example, nāmarūpa in Paṭicca Samuppāda is a “mental construct,” and bhava is kammic energy created by the mind.

▪Therefore, every time you think of rūpa, cakkhu, etc., as “material objects,” recall that NONE of the terms in pañcupādānakkhandha or Paṭicca Samuppāda refer to material objects.

15. “WebLink: suttacentral: Avijjā Sutta (SN 22.113)”: “Idha, bhikkhu, assutavā puthujjano rūpaṁ nappajānāti, rūpasamudayaṁ nappajānāti, rūpanirodhaṁ nappajānāti, rūpanirodhagāminiṁ paṭipadaṁ nappajānāti;vedanāṁ nappajānāti …saññaṁ nappajānāti…saṅkhāre nappajānāti…viññāṇaṁ nappajānāti” OR “One’s ignorance is not to understand rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa, their origin, cessation, and the practice that leads to their cessation.”

▪All five entities, rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa, must cease to exist when one attains the Arahant stage. As we know, Ven. Bāhiya attained Arahanthood within a few minutes of meeting the Buddha. Within that short time, all five entities “ceased to exist.” 

▪Think about the implications of the above. Nothing changed within those few minutes in the environment or even in the physical appearance of Ven. Bāhiya! It was a transformation that occurred only in his mind! During that short time, his mind was released from all ten saṁyojana (or equivalently, seven anusaya) with the cessation of viññāṇa (or the arising of paññā).

▪After attaining Arahanthood, Ven. Bāhiya saw everything around him (i.e., “rūpa” does not mean external objects or sights), would have experienced pain when he was killed by a cow (i.e., “vedanā” does not mean physical pain or pleasure), and recognized everything (i.e., “saññā” does not mean mere recognition). Furthermore, viññāṇa would not arise, i.e., perfect wisdom or paññā (which dispelled viññāṇa) was fully established.

▪That would be a good way to remember that the meanings of these Pāli words cannot be memorized, but instead learned. The written form (uddesa) must not be taken literally, and one must be able to make the connection to the actual term (niddesa). To be able to do that, one must know the working of Paṭicca Samuppāda (paṭiniddesa). See “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

16. Another way to understand is to realize that Paṭicca Samuppāda will not operate from the moment of attaining Arahanthood.

▪Thus, avijjā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa, nāmarūpa, salāyatana, phassa, vedanā, taṇhā, upādāna, bhava, jāti, must all cease to exist a moment after attaining Arahanthood!

▪In the niddesa versions, those entities would be: avijjā, abhisaṅkhāra, viññāṇa, nāmarūpa, salāyatana, samphassa, samphassa-jā-vedanā, taṇhā, upādāna, bhava, jāti.

▪While the suttās assume that one is aware of those nuances, Abhidhamma makes those differences crystal clear. In Abhidhamma, “phassa” means “pure sensory contact,” and “samphassa” means “defiled sensory contact.” Problems arise when suttās are translated without understanding the above, as is often the case in most English translations of suttās.

▪Also see “Sensory Experience, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and Pañcupādānakkhandha.”
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Sensory experience and how we respond to those experiences determine our future happiness/suffering.  The Buddha stated that pañcupādānakkhandha, or our attachment to sensory experience (summarized via rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa), is the cause of suffering. Paṭicca Samuppāda describes how it happens.

Understanding Buddha Dhamma Requires a “New Way of Thinking”

1. Using “conventional human logic,” one will NEVER progress toward understanding Buddha’s teachings, i.e., the Tipiṭaka.

▪The reason is simple: Buddha’s teachings cannot be verified within theories or arguments based on mundane human knowledge.

▪Understanding Buddha Dhamma requires a “paradigm change.” In particular, it requires a drastic change in how one looks at sensory experience.

2. Soon after attaining Buddhahood, the Buddha stated the above using the verse, “adhigato kho myāyaṁ dhammo gambhīro duddaso duranubodho santo paṇīto atakkāvacaro nipuṇo paṇḍitavedanīyo.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmāyācana Sutta (SN 6.1).”

▪The translation in that link: “This Dhamma (worldview) I have discovered is deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute.”

▪“Adhigato kho myāyaṁ dhammo” means “This Dhamma I uncovered.” “gambhīro” means “profound.” Thus, the rest of the translation is good, but “atakkāvacaro” does not mean “beyond the scope of logic.”  

▪ “Atakkāvacaro” means “beyond the scope of erroneous logic of humans.”

▪That verse “adhigato kho myāyaṁ dhammo gambhīro duddaso duranubodho santo paṇīto atakkāvacaro nipuṇo paṇḍitavedanīyo” appears in many suttas, including DN 1, DN 14, MN 26, MN 72, MN 95.

3. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmāyācana Sutta (SN 6.1),” the Buddha further explained why it is difficult for average humans (puthujjana) to see the validity of his teachings. 

▪Starting at marker 1.5, he explains why. That verse is better translated as “But people like clinging to sensory pleasures; they love it and enjoy it.”

▪@ marker 1.6: “It’s hard for them to see the truth, i.e., idappaccayatā paṭicca samuppāda.”

▪Idappaccayatā paṭicca samuppāda explains how a mind starts in an undefiled state and is defiled within a split second. It also describes the accumulation of pañcupādānakkhandha.

▪Only the mind of a Buddha can uncover that process. But once explained, we can all understand it.

4. Therefore, the validity of Buddha’s teachings cannot be tested within the theories or logic known to humans. It requires a paradigm change in thinking.

▪All philosophies and religions are based on the assumption that happiness can be achieved somewhere within this world, whether in this life or a “heavenly realm.” 

▪Buddha taught that the above assumption is wrong. One can eliminate sakkāya diṭṭhi only by seeing that it is indeed true.

▪Conventional thinking suggests striving for more sensory experiences that provide joy/happiness. However, the Buddha taught that this often leads to a defiled mindset, which is the cause of future suffering—understanding that “unconventional logic” requires an effort. 

We Need to Focus on Ending Suffering

5. Humans have an innate desire to be inquisitive; we like to look into everything about this world. However, it is impossible to know everything or even a fraction about many subjects. 

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Acinteyya Sutta (AN 4.77),” the Buddha specifically identified four subjects one should avoid.

▪The necessary translation: “There are four unthinkable things. They should not be thought about; anyone who tries to think about them will lose their mind or be frustrated.

▪Those four things are (i) the capabilities of a Buddha, [buddhavisayo acinteyyo] (ii) the subject of jhāna, [jhānavisayo acinteyyo] (iii) the subject of kamma vipāka, [kammavipāko acinteyyo] and (iv) speculation about the wider world, [lokacintā acinteyyā] e.g., other planetary systems, life on other planets, etc. 

▪Think about just the last category. Numerous scientists have studied such subjects for hundreds of years. They are gaining “knowledge,” for sure, but such mundane knowledge does not contribute anything to being free of suffering. We have a limited time left in this life to at least get to the Sotāpanna stage. Even if we are reborn again with a human body, we don’t know whether we will be born into a conducive environment to re-engage with Buddha’s teachings. Over 99% of the world’s population is non-Buddhist!

Sammā Samādhi Is Not Restricted to Fourth Jhāna!

6. While on the subject of jhāna, let me point out a misconception about a verse in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Saccavibhaṅga Sutta (MN 141)” that states Sammā Samādhi is equivalent to the four jhānās. That is true, but Sammā Samādhi can be defined in many ways. 

▪For someone who cultivates Ariya jhāna, Sammā Samādhi is equivalent to the fourth Ariya jhāna.

▪Another way to describe Sammā Samādhi is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sammāsamādhi Sutta (AN 5.113).”

▪But the most general definition of Sammā Samādhi is the following: one who has fulfilled the preceding seven factors of Sammā Diṭṭhi through Sammā Sati would have Sammā Samādhi. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (MN 117).”

Focusing One’s Efforts on the Ultimate Goal

7. Some Buddhists spend a lot of time thinking about the first three categories in #5 above, but trying to analyze them in detail is a waste of time.

▪While having some ideas about them is good and even necessary, studying them in detail is not necessary.

▪The Buddha said, “I will teach you what suffering is, how it arises, why it arises, and how to stop it from arising.”

▪We should follow that advice and entirely focus on the goal of reaching at least the first (Sotāpanna) stage of Nibbāna. That involves learning everything possible about the Four Noble Truths, Eightfold Noble Path, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and pañcupādānakkhandha, which are all interrelated.

▪All those subjects examine how our minds become corrupted by attaching to sensory inputs (nimitta/ārammaṇa). A corrupt/defiled mind is subject to suffering. That is what we will examine in this new series of posts.

Importance of Studying Sensory Experience

8. In the statement in orange colour in #7 above, the Buddha stated that it is important first to understand what suffering is and how it arises. Once that is understood, the other two aspects become clear automatically.

▪In other words, the four aspects in that statement are equivalent to dukkha samudaya (the root causes of suffering) and dukkha nirodha (how suffering can be stopped from arising.)

▪We accumulate kammic energy by attaching to sensory inputs (nimitta), to (some of) which we attach (taṇhā), turning them into ārammaṇa. 

▪Why do we attach to some sensory inputs? We do that because we have diṭṭhi vipallāsa, saññā vipallāsa, and citta vipallāsa. 

▪Vipallāsa means “distortion” or “not the true state affairs.” Those vipallāsa arise as long as we have the corresponding anusaya/saṁyojana; we will discuss that later.

▪Removing the three types of vipallāsa happens in the order above. However, understanding saññā vipallāsa is critical. It will help remove diṭṭhi and citta vipallāsa. Even after understanding saññā vipallāsa (and simultaneously removing diṭṭhi vipallāsa), it takes time to REMOVE saññā vipallāsa and citta vipallāsa. That is where the Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā comes into play. 

▪I will discuss that in detail in the upcoming posts, but let us do an overview.

Misleading/Distorted Views and Saññā Lead to Pañcupādānakkhandha

9. While it is “natural” for humans to perceive that happiness is based on sensory pleasures, the Buddha taught that indulgence in sensory pleasures (same as pañcupādānakkhandha) leads to suffering: “saṅkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā” OR “in brief, the origin of suffering is the craving for the five aggregates of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa (pancupādānakkhandha). See #2 of “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.” [“saṅkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā” means “through over thrown (khittena) by saŋ, the five grasping aggregates are dukkhā”.  khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.]

▪The above aspect of Buddha’s teachings is widely known, even if not widely understood. However, another and even deeper aspect has not been discussed in recent years: The “sense of happiness” associated with certain foods, smells, touches, sights, and sounds (distorted saññā) is “built into our bodies” via Paṭicca Samuppāda. That is why it is extremely hard to lose the craving for sensory pleasures.

▪However, understanding how that “false sense of happiness” (distorted saññā) arises is the same as understanding the “root cause of saŋ, i.e., rāga, dosa, and moha” and becoming “sandiṭṭhiko.” This is pointed out in several suttas (e.g., “WebLink: suttacentral: Upavāṇasandiṭṭhika Sutta (SN 35.70)” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamasandiṭṭhika Sutta (AN 6.47).” Of course, the translations in those links do not explain the critical concepts. 

▪I will analyze the above aspects in this series of posts on pañcupādānakkhandha, commonly translated as “Five Grasping Aggregates.”

Paṭicca Samuppāda Describes the Accumulation of Pañcupādānakkhandha

10. The Paṭicca Samuppāda process describes three critical aspects: (i) the sensory experience (vedanā/saññā), (ii) how one responds to that experience with abhisaṅkhāra, and (iii) how that response (i.e., kamma generation via “kamma viññāṇa”) affects one’s future (during life and also for rebirths).

▪The critical role of saññā has been hidden in recent years. Most of the vedanā we experience are “mind-made” and arise due to saññā vipallāsa or distorted saññā.

▪Of course, any sensory experience is initiated by an external rūpa (sights, sounds, tastes, smells, touches, and memories) coming into contact with an internal rūpa: eyes (cakkhu), ears (sota), nose (ghāna), tongue (jivhā), body (kāya), and mind (mano).

▪Therefore, the “building up” of future suffering (pañcupādānakkhandha) happens via Paṭicca Samuppāda and all that happens in the mind.

Saṅkhāra and Abhisaṅkhāra

11. Let us look briefly at the terms in the Paṭicca Samuppāda. Avijjā is ignorance about the “true nature of the world.” Saṅkhārās are our thoughts. If they arise with rāga, dosa, or moha, they become abhisaṅkhāra and generate a subtle energy called “kammic energy.” Thus, saṅkhāra with rāga, dosa, or moha is assigned the unique prefix “abhi,” i.e., they are abhisaṅkhāra. 

▪The overall sensory experience is viññāṇa. If it is a pure experience (i.e., just seeing), it can be called “vipāka viññāṇa.” However, if rāga, dosa, or moha arise in response to that vipāka viññāṇa, then the mind adds something extra (an expectation), and it becomes a “kamma viññāṇa.” 

▪As you can deduce, a vipāka viññāṇa only has saṅkhāra, and kamma viññāṇa arises due to abhisaṅkhāra. If only “pure saṅkhāra” arise (without rāga, dosa, or moha) then only a vipāka viññāṇa would arise, i.e., one would just experience the event. For example, one may see a tree outside the window or hear rain falling on the roof. Those are vipāka viññāṇa with saṅkhāra. On the other hand, if lust arises in the mind when seeing a person, that involves not only seeing but also a “defiled mind” due to rāga arising.

Distorted Saññā Is Not Defiled, but Can Lead to a Defiled Mind

12. Thoughts with “pure saṅkhāra” have only vedanā and saññā as cetasika (mental factors.) In contrast, thoughts with abhisaṅkhāra have asobhana (meaning defiled) cetasika such as greed (lobha), anger (dosa/paṭigha), jealousy (issa), etc.

▪Vedanā and saññā are two mental factors that arise with all thoughts. They are “universal cetasika.” While saññā helps identify the sensory object, vedanā is the “good, bad, or neutral feeling” arising from that identification.

▪However, due to the ignorance about the “real nature of the sensory inputs/world,” that identification is distorted (“distorted saññā”), and that leads to a “mind-made vedanā.” In the example I often cite, eating honey gives a “distorted saññā” or “wrong identification” of a sweetness, which is effectively a “sukha vedanā” or a “good feeling.” Only physical bodily contact can lead to “real sukha/dukha vedanā.” The “sukha vedanā” due to the “sweetness of honey is a saññā.” That is why a tiger or a cow will not taste honey as sweet; the “sweetness of honey” is not in honey, but is a “made-up saññā” by our bodies. A tiger generates a “sukha saññā” for the flesh of other animals and not for honey; similarly, a cow tastes grass to be desirable, not honey.

▪Even though the saññā of a puthujjana is always “distorted,” there is no rāga, dosa, or moha directly associated with a “distorted saññā.” 

▪However, defiled thoughts automatically arise in a puthujjana due to that “distorted saññā” until they comprehend its origin. We will discuss those ideas further in this series of posts.

A Paṭicca Samuppāda Sequence Starts With a Sensory Input (Ārammaṇa)

13. Now, one could ask: “How do thoughts (with abhisaṅkhāra) arise due to avijjā? Does that happen without a cause?”

▪No. Conscious, defiled thoughts (with abhisaṅkhāra) arise only in response to sensory input (nimitta/ārammaṇa.) 

▪The Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda explains this process in minute detail. 

▪We have discussed it in the “Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime” section, but we will discuss some of its aspects in detail in this series.
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Saññā has two components: one is recognizing “things in the world,” but the other is presenting a “made-up” sense of attractiveness or repulsiveness of things in the world. The second aspect of saññā leads to avijjā, which in turn leads to acting with sakkāya diṭṭhi (the wrong view that worldly things can provide happiness), taṇhā (craving sensory pleasures), and māna (sense of a “me/mine.”) Those are removed in stages, and māna removed at the Arahant stage. 

Three Types of Saññā

1. In the previous post, we discussed three categories of saññā: (i) an “innate sense” of recognition of the sensory input, (ii) an “innate sense” of finding one’s way in the world to optimize survival, and (iii) an “innate sense” of “distorted evaluation/description” of sensory experiences. You may want to review it; see “Saññā – Hidden Aspect of Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪The “innate sense” comes to  mind automatically since it is “built-in” to our bodies via Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪The first two categories discussed there are beneficial and even necessary for survival. The first is to recognize a sensory input, whether a specific type of tree, music, food, or the identity as father/mother or a particular color, etc. The second category is mainly seen in the animal realm; it helps their survival by providing a “built-in” sense of navigation or instructions to construct shelters ranging from simple bird nests to sophisticated “megacities” built by ants.

▪The third category we discussed is even more critical because it leads to suffering. It is a “false/distorted saññā” of the sensory experience.

▪An overview of how the “false/distorted saññā” arises in the three “lokās” can provide helpful insights into Buddha’s teachings.

All Three Categories Are “Built-In”

2. All three types of saññā are “built-in” to each living being. 

▪Humans and animals are first born with a “mental body” created entirely by kammic energy. Since that kammic energy was created by the mind (mano), it is called a manomaya kāya (“mind-made body.”) It is also called “gandhabba” in the Tipiṭaka. See “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” When that manomaya kāya is “pulled into a womb,” it will be born with a dense physical body (“sarīra”; sometimes called “karaja kāya”). Since a human gandhabba can live for thousands of years, it could be born with a physical body (which has a lifetime of around a hundred years) many times. Further details are at “Mental Body – Gandhabba.” [sarīra : [nt.] the body.]

▪As we know, Devās in the six Deva realms and Brahmās in the 20 Brahma realms are born with only one “body” (kāya). They are opapātika (instantaneous) births. They live with that manomaya kāya throughout their lives.

▪All three types of saññā are “built-in” to each “kāya” associated with a living being. All three types of saññā are “built into” the manomaya kāya (gandhabba) and the physical body of a human or an animal.

Reasons for Three Types of Saññā

3. A “lifestream” moves from realm to realm in the world automatically according to Nature’s laws (Paṭicca Samuppāda and laws of kamma). 

▪Even though we live “human lives” now, we had been born in most of the 31 realms (except those reserved for Anāgāmis) in our deep past. 

▪Thus, each of us had lived in most of the Brahma realms and the six Deva realms many times over, in addition to human births. We had many more births in the lowest four realms (apāyās) than in the human and higher realms combined. 

▪When our existence in the human realm ends, our lifestream will latch on to the strongest kamma bīja available.

▪For example, if one had cultivated a jhāna, rebirth in the corresponding Brahma realm would result; now, you are no longer a human but a Brahma. That Brahma would have no idea about his previous life as a human (in the same way we have no idea of our past existences). On the other hand, if one had killed a parent, for example, one would be born in one of the four lowest realms, probably the lowest, called a niraya. In those two examples, the outcomes are guaranteed because they are ānantariya kamma. In the absence of an ānantariya kamma, the strongest kamma bīja available will determine the next existence.

“Distorted/False Saññā” Associated With the Three “Lokās”

4. A specific type of “distorted/false saññā” is “built into” all the existences in this world. Existences in the world can be divided into three “lokās”: Those with all six sensory faculties live in kāma loka (four apāyās, the human realm, and six Deva realms). Rūpāvacara Brahmās (with three sensory faculties and subtle “bodies” at the level of suddhaṭṭhaka) live in 16 realms in the “rūpa loka.” Arūpāvacara Brahmās with only the mind live in four realms in the “arūpa loka.” Also, see “How Character (Gati) Leads to Bhava and Jāti.”

▪Living beings in “kāma loka” receive a false/distorted kāma saññā. Rūpa loka Brahmās receive a false/distorted jhānic saññā and Arūpa loka Brahmās receive a false/distorted arūpa samāpatti saññā. 

▪“Distorted Saññā” is built into humans’ and animals’ physical and mental bodies (and the subtle bodies of the Brahmās), so it arises automatically. Even after attaining magga phala or even the Arahant stage, those built-in saññās remain. Thus, an Arahant would also taste honey as sweet.

▪However, nothing in this world has an intrinsically beautiful/ugly or tasty/distasteful nature. Arahants fully understand that and that is why their minds do not attach to that “distorted/false saññā.”

Features of a Brahma in “Rūpa Loka”

5. Let us consider a human who separates from the human realm and is born a Brahma in one of the 16 realms of the “rūpa loka.”

▪A Brahma has no physical body like ours. A Brahma has only a “mental body” (with only a trace of matter) that cannot be seen with our eyes. Of course, that is hard to imagine for us.

▪The amount of “matter” in a Brahma’s “body” is much smaller than that of a tiny ant or even a virus/bacteria.

▪Even though a “Brahma body” has very little “matter,” its “subtle body” could spread over a sizeable spatial dimension. Therefore, each Brahma would have “identifiable features,” just like we can see the difference between any two people. 

▪For example, when the Buddha visited Baka Brahma, he went there not in his “human body” but only in his “mental body,” which is as subtle/fine as a “Brahma body.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmanimantanika Sutta (MN 49).” Still, the Baka Brahma recognized the Buddha, and vice versa.

6. A rūpa loka Brahma does not need to breathe since he has no physical body. Brahma realms are assumed to be located well above Earth, where an atmosphere is absent. 

▪A Brahma has no sex organs and thus has no concept of sex. He does not need to eat and has no sense of smell. He can only see, hear, and think.

▪Therefore, it would be impossible for “kāma saññā” to arise in a Brahma. Instead, Brahma’s mind is primarily in a jhānic state; instead, he would have “jhāna saññā.”

▪Furthermore, Brahma perceives that “jhāna saññā” as pleasurable. That is the “distorted/false saññā” associated with the rūpa loka Brahmās.

▪Unlike the human realms, there are no worries about earning a living to eat and buy clothes, houses, or cars. There is no need to steal, lie, or hurt anyone. A Brahma is “self-sufficient” for the duration of that existence.

▪Therefore, kāma rāga and paṭigha would not be manifested for the whole duration of Brahma’s existence. However, kāma rāga and paṭigha saṁyojana will still be associated with the Brahma. It is just that they cannot be triggered during that existence, because they don’t have any idea of what taste, smell, or touch (including sex) is. Once reborn in kāma loka, kāma rāga can be triggered again.

Why Do Brahmās Not Have “Kāma Saññā”?

7. To be born a rūpa loka Brahma, humans must cultivate a jhāna. Those with lower jhānās are born in the lower Brahma realms, etc. By the way, those are “anariya jhāna” cultivated using breath or kasiṇa meditations to calm the mind; of course, they must generally stay away from immoral deeds and sexual and other sensual activities. 

▪Cultivation of even an anariya jhāna is not easy (unless one had cultivated jhāna in their recent previous lives). 

▪Anyone who has cultivated a jhāna would prefer “jhānic pleasure” over “sensual (kāma) pleasures.” Thus, even a puthujjana with an anariya jhāna would have subsided kāma rāga. In other words, they have overcome the “kāma saññā” temporarily. That means even though they still feel the deliciousness of an expensive meal, they would not attach to it, seeking more of it. That is because they have experienced something better in a jhāna. 

“Saññā Nirodha” = Nibbāna

8. If that person proceeds to higher jhānās and cultivates an arūpa samāpatti, he will realize the inferiority of “jhānic pleasure” too. Thus, he would be able to overcome the “jhānic pleasure” that comes from “jhāna saññā” and embrace the “arūpa samāpatti saññā.”

▪It is not easy for us to imagine, but overcoming even the “arūpa samāpatti saññā” is the best; that is called “nirodha samāpatti,” where any type of saññā is absent. This is equivalent to the state of any Arahant after the death of the physical body. Only an ubhatobāgha Arahant (who has gone through all the jhānās and arūpa samāpattis) can experience “nirodha samāpatti.”

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63),” the Buddha declares, “The noble eightfold path leads to the cessation of saññā” or Nibbāna. As stated there, that happens with the cessation of “phassa,” which refers to the cessation of “samphassa” or “contact with defilements of rāga, dosa, moha.”

▪Furthermore, the cessation of “saññā” here refers only to overcoming attachment to the “distorted/false saññā” and not losing saññā while living. Thus, a living Buddha or an Arahant would still have all three types of saññā, but their minds will not attach to any of them. 

9. What is the reason for a “distorted/false/misleading saññā” to arise? 

▪The answer is: “Ignorance of the existence” of “distorted/false/misleading saññā.”

▪Until a Buddha is born in the world, no one would have the slightest idea of a “distorted/false/misleading saññā.” They wholeheartedly believe sensual pleasures, jhānic pleasures, and samāpatti pleasures are real!

▪Thus, a living being will automatically attach to the innate or “built-in distorted/false/misleading saññā” associated with its realm. That perpetuates the rebirth process, and one will never be able to stop it until this fact about the nature of the world is understood.

▪It is the ignorance about the existence of “distorted/false/misleading saññā” that leads to wrong views (in particular sakkāya diṭṭhi), craving pleasures in the world (taṇhā), and the sense of “me/mine” (māna.)

Root Cause of Wrong Views Is (Distorted) Saññā

10. One time, the wanderer Vacchagotta asked the Buddha, “What is the cause for various wrong views (diṭṭhi) to arise?”

▪The Buddha replied, “Saññāya kho, vaccha, aññāṇā, saññāsamudaye aññāṇā, saññānirodhe aññāṇā, saññānirodhagāminiyā paṭipadāya aññāṇā.” Here, “aññāṇa” means “ignorance” or “not being aware of.” 

▪Thus, the Buddha explains that one would have various types of wrong views (diṭṭhi) arise because of incomprehension of the true nature of saññā, the origin of saññā, and the way to get rid of that (distorted) saññā.” Therefore, this is one way to attain the Sotāpanna stage.

▪See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Saññāaññāṇa Sutta (SN 33.3).”
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Five Aggregates (pañcakkhandha or pañca khandha) is not one’s own body, as many believe. All five components arise in the mind as pañca upādāna khandha (or pañcupādānakkhandha) in response to a sensory input.

Definition of the Five Aggregates
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1. Five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) are unique to each sentient being. We can see that by carefully analyzing a short sutta about the five aggregates: “WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Sutta (SN 22.48).” (Ref. 1)

“And what are the five aggregates?” 

▪“Any kind of rūpa at all—past, future, or present; internal or external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: this is called the aggregate of rūpa.”

▪“Any kind of vedanā at all—past, future, or present; internal or external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: this is called the aggregate of vedanā.”

▪“Any kind of saññā at all—past, future, or present; internal or external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: this is called the aggregate of saññā.”

▪“Any kind of saṅkhāra at all—past, future, or present; internal or external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: this is called the aggregate of saṅkhāra.”

▪“Any kind of viññāṇa at all—past, future, or present; internal or external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: this is called the aggregate of viññāṇa.”

Therefore, each aggregate comprises 11 types: past, future, or present; internal or external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near.

Brief Description of the 11 Types of Rūpa

2. A set of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa arise whenever the mind makes contact with an external rūpa. Those can be of six types: vaṇṇa rūpa, sadda rūpa, gandha rūpa, rasa rūpa, phoṭṭhabba, and dhamma rūpa (n plain English, sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, and dhammā.) Note that “vaṇṇa rūpa” are also called “rūpa rūpa” or simply “rūpa.” Thus, depending on the context, one must be able to see what “rūpa” means. Six types of internal rūpa: They are cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya, and mana. Note that these six are in the manomaya kaya (gandhabba) first five are pasāda rūpa, and the sixth is hadaya vatthu. They make contact with the six external rūpa. The Buddha called these 12 types of rūpa to be “all” because all experiences in this world arise via them; see “WebLink: suttacentral: Sabba Sutta (SN 35.23).”

▪Rūpa we can see are coarse rūpa. The others (particularly the six internal rūpa and dhammā) belong to the “fine rūpa” category.

▪Any rūpa in the “good realms” are “superior rūpa,” and those in the lower realms are “inferior rūpa.“

▪When one thinks about close-by rūpa, those are “near rūpa.” When one contemplates far away rūpa, they are “far rūpa.”

▪All those eight types of rūpa can belong to past, future, or present categories. “Past rūpa” are those one has experienced in the past; as we can see, this category is infinite since there is no beginning to the rebirth process. The “present rūpa” category is the smallest since it lasts only while a rūpa is experienced. “Future rūpa” is a bit complex category. Our future experiences are automatically “mapped out” according to the present status of the mind. However, it is a dynamic set that keeps changing. Only when a Bodhisatta gets “niyata vivarana” to become a Buddha will his future become fixed. That explanation requires a separate post.

▪The other four aggregates similarly fall into the same 11 categories. For details, see “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

How Do the Five Aggregates Arise?

3. It is a sensory experience that triggers a “new addition” to the set of five aggregates. For example, “seeing an object” means the contact of an external rūpa with an internal rūpa. 

▪That leads to “vedanā” and “saññā” arising in mind automatically (to recognize the object and there is a vedanā associated with it). Then the mind generates “saṅkhāra” according to one’s gati. That sensory experience is a “vipāka viññāṇa”; but if we generate abhisaṅkhāra, it can become a “kamma viññāṇa” too.

▪That is a brief description of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa arising with each sensory event. 

▪Then a record of that sensory event gets recorded in the “viññāṇa dhātu.” That record is a “namagotta.” If abhisaṅkhāra were involved, that record would also be associated with kammic energy, i.e., a “kamma bīja” can bring vipāka in the future.

▪This is a complex but fascinating process.

▪As we can see, the accumulation of the five aggregates will stop only at the death of an Arahant. Since there is no rebirth, no more “internal rūpa” to make sensory experiences! That may sound alarming, but remember that each birth only leads to suffering, and most rebirths have unimaginable suffering.

One Type of Consciousness (Vipāka Viññāṇa) Arises With an Ārammaṇa

4. We think of the mind as our own and are always present. But in reality, our consciousness arises based on two conditions.

▪First, we must be awake. If someone is unconscious, no matter how loud we talk, he will not hear. No matter how hard we shake him, he will not feel. When unconscious (or in a deep sleep), our physical bodies shut down. Even though the “mental body/gandhabba” never sleeps, it is not getting any sensory inputs from the brain. 

▪Second, one of our six senses must be stimulated by an external sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, or memory. The first five come through our five physical senses, and the sixth is the thoughts that come to our mind via the mana indriya in the brain; see “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪An “external trigger” that initiates a new consciousness is called an ārammaṇa. Such an ārammaṇa comes to the mind via one of the “five physical doors” or directly to the mind. Then one of the six consciousness (viññāṇa) arise. These are vipāka viññāṇa. They just come in due to prior kamma, as kamma vipāka.

▪These types of vipāka viññāṇa arise via, for example, “Cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhu viññāṇaṁ.” See, “Contact Between Āyatana Leads to Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

Second Type of Consciousness (Kamma Viññāṇa) May Arise Based on an Ārammaṇa

5. If that external “thought object” or “ārammaṇa” is interesting, we start generating CONSCIOUS THOUGHTS about that ārammaṇa.

▪At this point, our consciousness switches to a new type called a kamma viññāṇa. This new consciousness is more than mere “consciousness” or “awareness.” We are interested in pursuing what we have seen, heard, tasted, etc.. and “getting more of those we liked.” 

▪For example, a friend may offer a piece of cake, and the taste of that cake is a vipāka viññāṇa. But if we liked the taste of that cake, we may want to taste it again in the future. We may start thinking about buying or making it and asking that friend how to pursue those two possibilities. That future expectation is in the new type of kamma viññāṇa generated via “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.”

▪In other words, now we have gone beyond “just experiencing the taste of the cake” or the “vipāka viññāṇa.” Now we have a future expectation to taste it again with a “kamma viññāṇa” generated via our conscious thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra.)

▪Stated in another way, we have initiated a Paṭicca Samuppāda process with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” That viññāṇa is a kamma viññāṇa.

A Living Being – Body With a Mind Interacting With the External World

6. What we discussed above in summary form is what our lives are all about.  We have a physical body and an invisible “mental body/gandhabba” with the “seat of the mind” (hadaya vatthu.) The physical body gets sensory inputs from the external world. Those are processed by the brain and passed to the “mental body/gandhabba.” It is the hadaya vatthu (we casually call the “mind”) that “feels/experiences” such sensory inputs. Then we (our minds) pursue those sensory inputs we like and try to avoid those we do not like.

▪In that process, we create new kamma that leads to the arising of a new body when the current body dies.

▪Of course, the types of bodies that arise in future lives depend on the types of kamma that we do, based on those sensory experiences. If one kills another person to acquire that person’s wealth, one will be reborn in a bad realm (apāyā.) If one generates compassionate thoughts about hungry people and offers them food, one may be reborn in a good realm.

▪That is how the rebirth process continues.

Rūpa Versus Rūpakkhandha

7. The Buddha included all types of matter encountered at any time in one giant “collection” or “aggregate.” That is the “rūpa aggregate” or “rūpa khandha” or “rūpakkhandha.” 

▪That means what is in the rūpakkhandha is not real (physical) rūpa. Whatever is observed becomes a mental imprint or a “memory record” moments after observation. See the next post in the series: “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood.”

▪The Buddha divided the mind or “mental aspects” into four categories: vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. These entities arise and fade, but a record of them exists (going back to an untraceable beginning.) Those “collections” or “aggregates” are vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, and viññāṇakkhandha. 

Rūpakkhandha Is Not Stored Directly

8. It is critical to realize that a “rūpa” cannot be stored in the viññāṇa dhātu. Only a “mental imprint” of a rūpa gets stored. That “mental imprint” is in the four “mental aggregates.” Let us briefly discuss that.

▪When we see an object, its shape, colors, etc, are perceived by the mind with the saññā aggregate. Our feelings about it are in the vedanā aggregate, and any action we took is in the saṅkhāra aggregate. Finally, our expectations for such rūpa are in the viññāṇa aggregate.

▪That process is discussed in detail in “Where Are Memories “Stored”? – Connection to Pañcakkhandha” and “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu” (Ref. 1 in the above chart). However, a good grasp of the concept of the five aggregates is needed as explained in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha)” and “Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime.”

The Five Aggregates Describe any “Living Being”

9. As we will see, a sentient being’s entire existence (through uncountable rebirths) and experiences can be described entirely with those five aggregates. The Buddha showed that those five entities arise and fade away in a manner fully explained in terms of causes and their effect. There is no hidden “soul” or an “ātman.”

▪However, at any given time, there is a “person” with a set of gati (habits/character) responsible for the actions done at that time. It is not an automated process. That is why we cannot say there is no ‘self’ up to the Arahant stage. There is a “self” doing things on his/her own. Of course, only until seeing the futility of such “doings” or “(abhi)saṅkhāra.”

▪That last bullet point is what we need to understand. This time, we will discuss that systematically with a slightly different approach in the new series “Buddhism – In Charts.” However, this series is only a systematic way to arrange previously published posts, while making connections among posts in different sections. It is imperative to read the posts linked above. Buddha Dhamma is deeper than the deepest ocean. One can go into it as deeply as one wants, provided one is willing to spend the time. But what we discuss will be essential parts.

Summary

10. We have laid the framework to examine the conscious life and the rebirth process based on the five aggregates or pañcakkhandha. Please read and understand the whole section on “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).” I will discuss memory formation, storage, and extraction in the next post before we connect it all to Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪In this analysis, the whole world is divided into just five categories. One is the rūpa aggregate, the “collection of MEMORIES of all rūpa” or the rūpakkhandha. That includes memories of all “material objects,” including our physical bodies and all external objects one has seen in all previous lives. We will discuss that in the next post.

▪The other four aggregates or “heaps” or “collections” of four types of mental entities: vedanā (feelings), saññā (perception), saṅkhāra (thoughts of speech and actions), and viññāṇa (vipāka viññāṇa or kamma viññāṇa.)

▪I have discussed this topic in detail in “Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime.”

Reference
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Introduction – What Is Rūpupādānakkhandha?

1. In the previous post, “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood,” we discussed the rūpa and rūpakkhandha mostly misunderstood. 

▪In simple terms, rūpa are the “visuals, sounds, odors, tastes, and touches due to solid bodies.” Note that rūpa is a generic term. It indicates any such rūpa exists anywhere and does not pertain to any given person.

▪On the other hand, rūpakkhandha has one’s “mental impressions” of ALL such rūpa that we have experienced (including in previous lives), experiencing now, and hope to experience in the future. Thus, rūpakkhandha is specific to a given person. Each person has his/her rūpakkhandha.

▪The word rūpa upādānakkhandha or rūpupādānakkhandha comes from a combination of three words: rūpa, upādāna, and khandha. Therefore, rūpa upādānakkhandha is part of rūpakkhandha that we crave (i.e., would like to experience again.)

▪By the way, rūpakkhandha and rūpupādānakkhandha are conventionally translated as, “form aggregate” and “clinging form aggregate.”

Meanings of Upādāna and Taṇhā

2. Taṇhā means “attaching to things in this world” with greed, hate, and ignorance. Most times, taṇhā is incorrectly translated as “craving.”

▪ The word taṇhā comes from “thán” + “hā,” where “thán” rhymes like in “thatch” and means “a place and “hā” means getting attached or fused. That can happen not only with greed but also with anger and ignorance. See “Taṇhā – How we Attach via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.” Note that “taŋ” in taṇhā pronounced like in “thunder.” There are three types of taṇhā. Vibhava taṇhā is removed at the Sotāpanna stage and kāma taṇhā removed at the Anāgāmi stage. Bhava taṇhā is eliminated only at the Arahant stage. See, “Kāma Taṇhā, Bhava Taṇhā, Vibhava Taṇhā.”

▪Upādāna (“upa” + “ādāna” where “upa” means “close” and “ādāna” means “pull”) means “pull and keep close.” One tries to pull and keep close to only things that one desires. See, “Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna.” This post will take some time to digest. But it will help one clearly understand both those terms and the difference between them.

▪There are four types of upādāna. Those are diṭṭhupādāna (wrong views,) sīlabbatupādāna (rituals,) kāmupādāna (for sensual pleasures,) and attavādupādāna (sense of “me” or “mine.”) The first is removed at the Sotāpanna stage, second at the Anāgāmi, and third and fourth at the Arahant stage of Nibbāna. Note the combination of words. For example, diṭṭhupādāna is a combination of diṭṭhi and upādāna.

▪Note that sīlabbatupādāna (tendency to follow rituals) is NOT the same as sīlabbata parāmāsa (believing that rituals by themselves can be used to attain Nibbāna.) On the other hand, sīlabbatupādāna is the tendency to use various techniques to attain higher births, sometimes called bhava upādāna. See #16 of “Upādāna Paccayā Bhava – Two Types of Bhava.”

Upādāna – To “Keep Close”

3. Therefore, upādāna means things or memories that we tend to “keep close” (in mind.) Our way of thinking, speaking, and doing things is dictated by different types of upādāna.

▪Therefore, rūpupādānakkhandha means those mental impressions of “visuals, sounds, odors, tastes, and touches due to solid bodies” that we like and would like to experience again. In other words, those are the experiences we desire or crave for. That is a small fraction of one’s rūpakkhandha. A given person has no interest in most of the rūpakkhandha.

▪The Pāli word that describes “desire” is icca. Sometimes the word “iccha” with the emphasis on the last “ca” sound is used to mean a “strong desire.” As we will see in a few posts, this connection will help us clarify the First Noble Truth on suffering in another way.

▪As an aside, you may want to refresh your memory on the fact that Pāli words are written/pronounced differently compared to “standard English.” See, ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.”

Upādāna Is Different from Taṇhā

4. When an ārammaṇa (thought object) comes to our mind, we may FIRST instinctively “attach” to it. Then it is at the upādāna stage that we keep on thinking, speaking, and doing things with the expectations. Those future expectations are either to enjoy something or to avoid things that one does not like. It is at that second stage that we accumulate new kamma, as explained in “Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna.” That leads to “bhava” formation, which in turn, will lead to future rebirth (jāti.)

▪What I mentioned above are four steps in Paṭicca Samuppāda: “vedanā paccayā taṇhā,” “taṇhā paccayā upādāna,” “upādāna paccayā bhava,” and “bhava paccayā jāti.” See details at “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪It is critical to realize that those things that we do to acquire new kamma are done with saṅkhāra. Furthermore, we do saṅkhāra both at “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” AND “taṇhā paccayā upādāna.” That is discussed in detail with the help of a graphic in the post, “Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna.”

▪Most Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles start NOT with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra,” but with “taṇhā paccayā upādāna,” as explained in that post.

What We Normally Call “Form” Is Also in Rūpakkhandha

5. We normally assign the word “form” or “rūpa” to things we see, including our bodies as well as all external objects and living beings. As I explained above, sounds, odors, tastes, and body touches also arise from “rūpa.” As we discussed in #7 of the previous post, “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood,” the 11 types of rūpa included in the rūpakkhandha include paccuppanna rūpa or any rūpa that is being experienced at any given moment.

▪One important rūpa that one experiences most of the day is one’s own body (ajjhatta rūpa.)

▪Therefore, one’s physical body (more correctly mental impression of it) is part of rūpakkhandha. 

▪Even though we perceive that these are existing “things,” they have momentary existence in a deeper sense. I will give a quick example. A fly lives only a few days (let us say six days.) That fly would age and die in six days. If we see that fly in three days, it would have aged, and its body would be different from that we saw six days ago. When we keep reducing the “time interval,” we realize that even a moment later, it is not the same fly.

▪The same argument holds for our bodies too. It changes over our lifetime, and that is the cumulative effect of momentary changes. That is why the Buddha said that you could not touch the same person twice! (If anyone remembers the sutta, please let me know: lal@puredhamma.net.)

▪As we will see in future posts, “dhammā” experienced by the mind is also a form of rūpa in Buddha Dhamma. That last category is “anidassanaṁ, appaṭighaṁ” or “cannot be seen or touched.”

We Do Not Attach to “Physical Objects” but to Our “Mental Impressions” or “Rūpakkhandha”

6. A given object, whether it is inert or living, is NOT the CAUSE for attachment (taṇhā and upādāna.) Rather, it is the “way that we perceive that object” based on our gati, that we attach.

▪Think about a person that you don’t like. As you know, there are many other people, including his/her spouse, children, friends, etc. who may like that person. The reason that you don’t like that person is based on your gati. By the way, both you and that person may be considered “good citizens” by most other neutral observers.

▪Suppose a guest coming to dinner brings a bottle of alcohol (say, whiskey.) The husband may be happy to see it, but the wife (who may be trying to discourage the husband from having too many drinks) could be irritated. Now, if the guest brought a video game for their child, the child would be delighted. But both parents may become somewhat unhappy thinking that the child may spend too much time playing video games.

▪These are the things that we need to contemplate while doing insight meditation (Vipassanā.) That is the best way to understand key concepts in Buddha Dhamma, like Paṭicca Samuppāda. We need to apply what we learn in practical situations.

▪Therefore, it is not an external rūpa that makes us attach (taṇhā.) It is our gati (which are related to our anusaya) that make us attach to CERTAIN TYPES of rūpa. The following example illustrates how the same rūpa may or may not lead to taṇhā even in a given person.

Rūpakkhandha to Rūpa Upādānakkhandha – Instant Change

7. The following is said to have happened many years ago in Sri Lanka. A mother had to go overseas when her son was less than a year old. She had been overseas for many years and came back. She had not even seen any pictures of the boy, who was now a teenager.

▪When she came home, she learned that the boy was visiting a neighbor, and she started walking there. On the way, a teenager playing with some friends on the road bumped into her. She became irritated and admonished the boy.

▪But then another person on the street said, “Don’t you recognize your son? Well. How can you? You have been away all this time.” Hearing that, she asked, “Oh, is that my son?” and immediately ran back to hug him.

▪He was “just another teenager” until she came to know that he was her son. But the moment she realized that it was her son, the whole situation changed. His figure was not another “rūpa” in her “rūpakkhandha.” Now, he became a part of her rūpa upādānakkhandha or rūpupādānakkhandha.

Summary

8. I hope you can get further clarification on the difference between “rūpa,” “rūpakkhandha,” and “rūpupādānakkhandha” from the above discussion. You may want to review the previous two posts as well: “Five Aggregates – Introduction” and “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood,”

▪Just like the concept of anicca, this again is a fundamental concept to understand, so please try to read through slowly at a quiet time and grasp the concepts. As the Buddha said, “At the end, what matters is understanding a concept, not memorizing words.”

▪When I first grasped this concept, it was like turning the lights on in a previously dark area that I did not even know existed! That is a good example of what the Buddha meant by “aloko udapādi.”

▪We need to realize that rūpakkhandha does not arise by itself. All five khandha or aggregates rise together.

▪Each person has his/her rūpakkhandha or how he/she perceives the material rūpa in the world. That rūpakkhandha has associated with it the other four khandhā (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa) and thus comprise the pañcakkhandha. And pañca upādānakkhandha, or what one has cravings for, is a small part of that.

▪We will discuss that in the next post.
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Introduction

1. Five aggregates (pañcakkhandha) is a critical concept to understand. In the previous three posts, we discussed how the mind makes a “mental imprint” of a rūpa, whether it is due to sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, or a dhammā. See, “Five Aggregates – Introduction,” “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood,” and “Rūpakkhandha and Rūpa Upādānakkhandha.”

▪Therefore, it is critical to understand that what is registered in the mind is not a rūpa but the “mental imprint” of it. That single imprint is part of rūpakkhandha. However, the mind sees not just a single “snapshot,” but the whole rūpakkhandha. We will clarify that point in #9 below.

▪Furthermore, based on that rūpakkhandha, the mind generates vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. Those also involve “aggregates” or “collections,” as we will discuss below. 

▪We NEVER experience a single imprint of a rūpa or a single citta with vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. The mind ALWAYS deals with all five AGGREGATES. That is a critical issue to understand. Please ask questions if not clear.

The Role of an Ārammaṇa

2. The mind becomes active only after getting an ārammaṇa. An ārammaṇa is an external rūpa (sight, sound, taste, smell, touch, dhammā) that comes to one of the six senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind.)

▪A signal representing that external rūpa is “captured” by the sense door (say the eyes) and sent to the brain. The brain processes it and passes it to the mind. That is discussed a bit more in #5 below. The critical point is that the mind receives a “mental imprint” of that external rūpa. That “mental imprint” or the “signal” or the “image” registers in the MIND.

▪The four mental parameters arise with the “image” or the “imprint” of the external rūpa. Therefore, the “mental imprint” is also in the “vipāka viññāṇa.” That is what we “see,” “hear,” etc. (cakkhu viññāṇa, sota viññāṇa, etc.) We will discuss a second type of “kamma viññāṇa” below.

▪From the above discussion, it is clear that it is not possible to separate such “mental parameters.” It is not possible to separate awareness (vedanā) from recognition (saññā,) or both those from the overall cognition (viññāṇa) and many kinds of “plans” or “possible actions” (saṅkhāra) that arise in mind.

▪The word ārammaṇa is explained in detail in “Chachakka Sutta – Six Types of Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

Mental Components of Pañcakkhandha (Five Aggregates)

3. Before we start discussing the four mental “aggregates,” it is a good idea to review the core entities: vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. They arise in a MIND when an external “thought-object” or an ārammaṇa comes to one of the six senses.

▪When an external rūpa (sight, sound, etc.) comes to a “sense door” (eyes, ears, etc.), we become aware of it. That is vedanā. A pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral feeling accompanies vedanā.

▪At the same time, we recognize what it is. Whether it is one’s mother or a tree, a dog bark or voice of the mother, etc., that recognition of the “thought-object” is saññā.

▪Based on the recognition of the “thought-object” to the ārammaṇa, we generate our response or reaction to that ārammaṇa. Those responses/reactions are saṅkhāra. The initial “reaction’ is automatic and generates vedanā and saññā (citta/mano saṅkhāra.) That means we immediately feel and recognize that rūpa. But if we start consciously creating more thoughts, those arise with two more cetasika called vitakka and vicāra. Such thoughts involve vacī saṅkhāra. If we then take bodily actions, those require kāya saṅkhāra. Therefore, we think, speak, and act with the three types of saṅkhāra.

▪The overall “state-of-the-mind’ is viññāṇa. It is much more than just “consciousness.” Viññāṇa is complicated but falls into two broad categories. Vipāka viññāṇa is the overall sensory experience due to an ārammaṇa (that viññāṇa may be called consciousness.) If we start generating plans on what we saw, heard, etc., then that becomes a kamma viññāṇa with future expectations. That kamma viññāṇa is much more than “consciousness.”

What We Experience Is the Cumulative Effect of Many Citta

4. Therefore, those four entities arise together within a split-second, in the first citta.

▪But the contents of citta keep changing as they arise in rapidly. Cittā (plural) always occur in packets (citta vīthi,) and many of those arise in rapid succession.

▪By the time we become aware of the ārammaṇa, the initial citta has evolved, and millions of citta may have run through the mind. That is how those parameters get “bundled up” and experienced as “aggregates” or “khandha.”

▪Let us briefly go through that process step-by-step.

Creation of a “Mental Imprint” in the Mind

5. The mind must first re-create an image or an imprint of the rūpa that triggers the whole process. Let us first clarify how the mind first re-creates an image or an imprint of the rūpa that triggers the entire process of generating vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪When an ārammaṇa comes to one of the five physical sense faculties, the brain prepares an imprint of the corresponding rūpa. For example, when looking at a tree, the eyes capture an image of that tree. That image then goes to the brain, where it is processed. At that point, there is not even an “image” like a photograph. It is just a “signal” created by the brain. Even scientists do not know what kind of “signal” or “information” the brain generates or exactly how we “see” a tree.

▪Similar processes happen with the other sensory inputs. A sound comes to the ear as a “pressure wave” in air. The eardrum vibrates accordingly, and that vibration is somehow “converted” to a sound. That “sound” is heard only by the mind!

▪Yes. Eyes cannot see, and ears cannot hear, etc. The brain cannot see, hear either. It is the MIND that experiences all six sensory inputs. Sense faculties and the brain work together to convert those external signals to a form that can be “felt” by the mind. Kammic energy controls all that.

The Critical Role of the Hadaya Vatthu

6. If you start thinking about it, you will realize how complicated that process is where an external rūpa can lead to “thoughts” with “feelings.” That is the “hard problem of consciousness” that scientists and philosophers are trying to solve. See, “WebLink: wiki: Hard Problem of Consciousness.”

▪The bottom line is that it happens only in a hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind.) Only kammic energy can create a hadaya vatthu and the associated pasāda rūpa. Details at “Body Types in 31 Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya.”

▪When those signals generated by the brain are transmitted to the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind,), it can interpret those signals as visuals, sounds, etc. 

▪That is the solution to the “hard problem of consciousness.” Abhidhamma describes the solution in great detail.

▪Think about that for a while. When we see a tree, there is no trace of a “picture of a tree” inside the brain! The mind creates that picture, and it goes into rūpakkhandha. That is another way to see the difference between rūpa (a tree in the front yard) and rūpakkhandha (the mental imprint of that tree in mind.)

All Five “Mental Impressions” Arise Together!

7. The registration of that “mental imprint of a rūpa” in mind automatically leads to the arising of four mental parameters (nāma dhamma) in mind. Those are vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪Therefore all five parameters (“mental imprint of a rūpa” and vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa) arise together! 

▪Now let us discuss how the evolution of these into “collections” or “aggregates” or “khandha” within a split-second.

Those Five “Mental Impressions” Quickly Evolve into Five Aggregates

8. The citta arises and evolves in nine stages during its lifetime of less than a billionth of a second. See, “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).” It is not necessary to know the details. I am trying to provide the “baseline picture.” Those who are interested can look into the details in that post.

▪First, only mano saṅkhāra arises. The Buddha defined mano saṅkhāra as “vedanā and saññā,” so saṅkhāra in this first citta has only vedanā and saññā and no other cetasika (mental factors.)

▪However, if the ārammaṇa is of interest (depending on one’s gati,), the mind starts adding more “cetasika.” Among the first are vitakka and vicāra. That starts the “deliberation process” in mind about various aspects of that ārammaṇa. Now, we are at the vacī saṅkhāra stage, and based on one’s gati (and the specific ārammaṇa) more cetasika (good or bad) may be added in.

▪Therefore, by the time we become aware of the ārammaṇa, the mind is at the initial stages of vacī saṅkhāra. We may speak out at this stage if we become interested in the ārammaṇa. By the way, by this time, viññāṇa has changed to a kamma viññāṇa, because, now one is doing “vacī kamma.”

▪If we become even more interested in the ārammaṇa, we may start doing things physically with kāya saṅkhāra.

▪As an example, think about what happens when someone is mugged while walking on the street. In an instant, he would recognize what is happening, who is attacking and may try to fight back. It is always a good idea to analyze a real-life situation to clarify.

All Five Entities Instantly Become Five Aggregates

9. We started this post to consider what happens when a “mental imprint” registers in the mind due to an ārammaṇa (i.e., external rūpa,) However, not only that “snapshot” but the whole rūpakkhandha contributed to the arising of a citta with vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. Let us clarify that now.

▪Let us consider the first citta that arises due to the sight of a tree. As we discussed above, the brain generates a “mental imprint” of that tree and sends it to the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind.) As we discussed in #2 above, the mind recognized what kind of a tree it is (to generate saññā) in the very first citta that received that “mental imprint” of the tree. For that recognition to happen, it must have compared that image with old “memories” of various types of trees and recognized it as an apple tree, for example.

▪That means mind was not only dealing with that single “picture” sent by the brain but all of the rūpakkhandha! We remember that rūpakkhandha includes all past rūpa that one has experienced. For an average human, the mind will be able to recollect only those rūpa that one has experienced in this life.

▪Thus, if one has not seen an apple tree (at least a picture of beforehand,), then one would NOT be able to recognize it as an apple tree. That is just a simple example.

▪While this much detail is not necessary, it is good to realize how complicated this process of generating a citta is. And that happens in a billionth of a second! That is why the Buddha said that the mind is the fastest entity in the world. See, “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).”

Let us briefly review the four mental entities that arise in mind together with the “mental impression” of an external rūpa. That means the arising of the five aggregates or pañcakkhandha!

Vedanā – Registration of the Experience as “Good,” “Bad,” or “Neutral”

10. Vedanā comes from (“vé” + “danā”) which means “වීම දැනවීම” in Sinhala. That means to “become aware of something” when an ārammaṇa (thought object) comes to one of the six sense doors.

▪When we sense something, first, we become aware of it. That is vedanā.

▪If the ārammaṇa comes through the physical body, that could be a sukha vedanā, dukkha vedanā, or adukkhamasukha vedanā (meaning pleasant feeling, painful feeling, and neither-painful-nor-pleasant feeling.) These are the vipāka vedanā.

▪An ārammaṇa coming through any of the other five senses is initially felt as “neutral.” However, the mind MAY generate “samphassa-jā-vedanā” (incorporating “saŋ”) following that. See #11 below.

▪We also need to be aware of “kāma guṇa.” For example, humans like certain types of food. Each animal species has its own “favorite foods.” Lions and tigers like to eat meat. Cows don’t eat meat, and they eat grass. They are a type of vipāka vedanā (plural) that come through all six senses and “feel like” sukha vedanā. In fact, most “samphassa-jā-vedanā” have their origins in that type of vipāka vedanā. That is discussed in, “Kāma Guṇa – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).”

Two Types of Vedanā

11. Based on vipāka vedanā, we MAY generate “mind-made vedanā” or “samphassa-jā-vedanā.” This is where DEFILEMENTS (or “saŋ) are incorporated.

▪For example, a sukha vedanā COULD awaken our kāma anusaya. Then we may generate kāma saṅkappa (or sensual thoughts.) These are somanassa vedanā (pleasant feelings) created by the mind.

▪On the other hand, a dukkha vedanā COULD trigger paṭigha anusaya, leading to domanassa vedanā (angry thoughts) generated by the mind. That could happen, for example, if one accidentally cuts his finger while chopping an onion.

▪Based on an adukkhamasukha vedanā (coming through any of the six senses,) one MAY generate either somanassa or domanassa vedanā out of ignorance (triggered by avijjā anusaya.) For example, one sees his enemy trip and fall, and a somanassa vedanā may arise. In the above two cases also avijjā anusaya is there.

▪Such a “samphassa-jā-vedanā” arises due to saṅkhāra generated via avijjā, i.e., “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.” They do not occur in an Arahant. In all others, they may arise depending on one’s gati (or types of anusaya left.)

▪For details, see, “Vipāka Vedanā and “Samphassa-jā-Vedanā” in a Sensory Event.”

Saññā -Perception/Recognition

12. Saññā is, at the very fundamental level, the recognition of an external stimulus. But it is more than that. We not only recognize that a given object is, say, a dog. But some people may be able to categorize it to be a bulldog. Thus saññā about a particular object depends on the person and his/her prior experiences.

▪The same is true for the other four senses. When we hear a sound, we recognize what it is, say a bird singing. Some may be able to say what type of bird it is; some may not be. Any smell, taste, or touch works the same way. Without saññā, we cannot identify things around us, and also cannot communicate with each other meaningfully.

▪One of the 31 realms of existence is the “Asañña realm.” There, beings have no saññā or perception. Thus in principle, those beings are without any awareness. Nothing registers in mind. If anyone has attained the 7th jhāna, the “Neva saññā Na’saññā, “then that person knows what it is like to born in the Asañña realm.

▪Saññā is described in more detail in, “Saññā – What It Really Means” and “How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā.”

Saṅkhāra – Our Response/Reaction to the External Stimulus

13. Saṅkhāra are our reaction to a given ārammaṇa. Three types of saṅkhāra are defined and discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44).” Let us summarize them now.

▪Citta/mano saṅkhāra are saññā and vedanā. Therefore, citta/mano saṅkhāra arise with ALL citta.

▪Vitakka and vicāra are vacī saṅkhāra because vitakka and vicāra arise before speaking can occur.

▪Breathing is kāya saṅkhāra since ALL bodily activities (whether they have kammic consequences or not) depend on breathing (assāsa passāsā kāyikā ete dhammā kāyappaṭibaddhā).

▪However, in both vacī and kāya saṅkhāra what counts for kamma generation is what kind of cetasika (good or bad) arise during those activities. For example, the act of stealing involves “bad” kāya saṅkhāra. Here, the greed cetasika is in kāya saṅkhāra.

Further details at, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means” “Vacī Saṅkhāra – Saṅkappa (Conscious Thoughts) and Vācā (Speech),” and “Kamma, Saṅkhāra, and Abhisaṅkhāra – What Is “Intention”?“

Viññāṇa – Vipāka Viññāṇa and Kamma Viññāṇa

14. At the beginning of experiencing an ārammaṇa (external rūpa,) there is the only vipāka viññāṇa. Since the ārammaṇa may come through any of the six sensory inputs, they can be of six types: cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, and kāya viññāṇa. They arise via, for example, “Cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññāṇaṁ” for “eye-consciousness” when seeing a rūpa rūpa. See, “Contact Between Āyatana Leads to Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

▪But if we then start generating vacī or kāya saṅkhāra, that means we have become interested in that ārammaṇa. Then we will be making NEW kamma with kamma viññāṇa. That takes place in the Paṭicca Samuppāda steps, “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra; saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” See, “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪Therefore, both those type are in the viññāṇakkhandha.

Importance of Comprehending Key Pāli Words

15. Even though this post is a bit long, I hope it includes a lot of critical information that will help clarify the concept of the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha.)

▪The above descriptions on vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are just summaries.

▪But I hope one can see that it is idiotic/dangerous to use English translations for saṅkhāra and viññāṇa as “mental formations” and “consciousness.” One will never be able to understand Buddha Dhamma with such interpretations.

▪If one does not understand saṅkhāra (especially vacī and kāya saṅkhāra,), one would NOT be sandiṭṭhika. (or be able to “see” how one accumulates defilements or “saŋ.”) See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamasandiṭṭhika Sutta (AN 6.47)” The English translations are not too bad, and one can get a good idea. However, the meaning of “sandiṭṭhika”is in the words itself: “saŋ” + “diṭṭhi” or the “ability to see “saŋ.”

▪There is a subsection on “Saŋ” which I highly recommend.

▪Furthermore, the terms “form aggregate” and “five aggregates” should be used with an understanding of what is meant by them.
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The Critical Role of Memories

1. Memory records (nāmagotta) are a critical component of the Five Aggregates (pañcakkhandhā.) Most people would not think of memories as a part of pañcakkhandhā. But as we will see below, we cannot live without our memories!

▪As we discussed in the previous posts on “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha),” each of the past rūpā that we have ever experienced is in the Five Aggregates. Vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa — that arose with EACH of those rūpā in the past — are also in the Five Aggregates. All of them cumulatively play a critical role in the present moment.

▪Let us take some simple examples to illustrate this. Suppose someone gives you a plate with a couple of pieces of pizza. How do you know that it is food and you can eat it? That it is “pizza”?

▪You may think that this is a silly question. It is not. Unless you had prior experience eating pizza, you would NOT know what it is.

2. Think about leaving for work in the morning. Unless you REMEMBER where you work and how to get there, you will not be able to “go to work.”

▪You wake up in the morning and need to go to the bathroom. But if you don’t remember where the bathroom is, or even what a “bathroom” is, what would you do?

▪By the way, this is why babies need diapers. They have no perception (saññā) of “going to the bathroom” until their brains develop. They cannot recall their memory records.

▪Our lives will be IMPOSSIBLE to live without our memories!

▪You see someone coming toward you. How do you recognize that figure as a “man” or a “woman,” let alone that it is your mother?

▪More examples are in “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).”

How Our Memory Works Is a “Miracle”

3. We discussed this process to some extent in the previous post, “Arising of Five Aggregates Based on an Ārammaṇa,” You may want to read that post as needed, especially #2 through #9. I am not going to discuss some of that here. It is critical to understand those initial posts to get a good idea before we get to the next post. It is a good idea to print all four posts in this series and have them ready to review.

▪Now we will look at exactly where these memories reside and how a mind recalls them so quickly. Any situation we considered in #1 and #2 above “is not a big deal.”

▪When we see a pizza, we know exactly what it is, without thinking. We do not stop and plan the trip when we leave for work. We just get in the car and drive or walk to the right bus stop/subway, etc. We “know” what a bathroom is and where it is in the house.

Difference Between a Human and a Robot

4. However, a robot CAN NOT do any of the above, UNLESS it is pre-programmed in detail. For any robot to do any specific task, a HUMAN must think about all possible scenarios and write a “computer code.” That is why “artificial intelligence” WILL NEVER materialize. Scientists will be able to make fancy robots to do REPETITIVE and COMPLEX tasks. But robots will NEVER be able to THINK. They will not be able to recognize anything that has not been pre-programmed into their computer memory.

▪A human can recognize an object INSTANTLY. For example, it can “scan” memories of eating pizza and identify what type of pizza it is, and how it would typically taste. And it does that within a split second!

▪I highly recommend re-reading the post, “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).”

Mind – Hadaya Vatthu and a Set of Pasāda Rūpa 

5. That fantastic accomplishment of “instant recognition of things” happens in our minds. The mind is NOT in the brain, even though the brain plays a crucial role in mental phenomena. The mind is associated with the mental body, referred to as manomaya kāya or gandhabba in the Tipiṭaka. Essentially, that mental body consists of a hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) and a set of pasāda rūpa.

▪That mental body cannot be seen even with the most sophisticated microscope scientists have today. As we know, they can “see” individual atoms. But a gandhabba is a million times smaller (in weight) than an atom. 

▪Yet, that mental body is the essence of a human (or any living-being.) The physical body is a shell that allows us to taste, smell, and touch.

▪In some situations, that mental body (gandhabba) can come out of the physical body. See “Out-of-Body Experience (OBE) and Manomaya Kāya.” It can see and hear better outside the physical body but cannot taste, smell, or touch.

▪Furthermore, those who cultivate jhāna to the fourth jhānic state can develop iddhi powers and bring their gandhabba out of their physical body. Then they can travel anywhere (including far away Deva/Brahma realms) or go through walls and mountains as described in some suttā. See “Mystical Phenomena in Buddhism?”

▪That mental body or the gandhabba has the truly ESSENTIAL parts of a human: hadaya vatthu and a set of pasāda rūpa.

Only Kammic Energy Can Create a Gandhabba

6. Kammic energy controls the creation and function of a hadaya vatthu and a set of pasāda rūpa. We create them in our javana cittā! Each new bhava is associated with a hadaya vatthu and a set of pasāda rūpa. The number of pasāda rūpa vary from five for kāma loka, two in rūpa loka, to none in arūpa loka.

▪That is why scientists will NEVER be able to CREATE life. It can only manipulate the conditions for an existing gandhabba to build a physical body. See, “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception” and “Cloning and Gandhabba.”

▪More precisely, when we do strong kamma, we create energies that will reside in the kamma bhava. Good strong kamma create energies that can lead to the creation of “mental bodies” for “good realms.” Similarly, strong bad kamma makes conditions for rebirths in “bad realms.”

▪Our memories are also in the kamma bhava. All energies decay with time. When “kammic energies” in the kamma bhava decay, they become just “memory records.” The Pāli word for such memory records is “nāmagotta.”

Rūpa Loka and “Nāma Loka”

7. There are six “dhātu” that make up our world of 31 realms: pathavī dhātu, āpo dhātu, tejo dhātu, vāyo dhātu, ākāsa dhātu, viññāṇa dhātu. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhātuvibhaṅga Sutta (MN 140).”

▪All internal (in one’s body) and external rūpa (not rūpakkhandha) are made of pathavī dhātu, āpo dhātu, tejo dhātu, vāyo dhātu and they exist in ākāsa dhātu (space). Therefore, the physical world (rūpa loka) is associated with the first five types of dhātu.

▪We experience all rūpa with the help of our five physical sense faculties (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body) and the five pasāda rūpa. Experience (arising of thoughts) happens in the hadaya vatthu (seat of mind), as mentioned in #6. Of course, the hadaya vatthu, and the five pasāda rūpa are the essence of the gandhabba, our “mental body.”

8. Nāma dhammā (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) arise in cittā (loosely called “thoughts”) at the hadaya vatthu. See #6 and #7 of “Arising of Five Aggregates Based on an Ārammaṇa.“

▪An imprint of a rūpa (in the physical world) arises with viññāṇa as we discussed in the previous four posts in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha),” Furthermore, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa are experienced as “aggregates” or “collections” or “khandha” and NOT as individual entities.

▪As soon as that thought passes through a mind, a RECORD of it gets added to nāmagotta in the viññāṇa dhātu (via the mana indriya in the brain.) That viññāṇa dhātu is also called the “nāma loka.” Let us discuss that now.

▪It is essential to note that both the rūpa loka and the nāma loka exist in “our world of 31 realms.”

Rūpa and “Nāma”

9. The mental attributes (nāma) and physical attributes (rūpa) are DEFINED, for example, in WebLink: suttacentral: 2.3.3. Suttantikadukanikkhepa of Dhammasaṅgaṇī of the Tipiṭaka:

Tattha katamaṁ nāmaṁ? Vedanākkhandho, saññākkhandho, saṅkhārakkhandho, viññāṇakkhandho, asaṅkhatā ca dhātu—idaṁ vuccati nāmaṁ.

Tattha katamaṁ rūpaṁ? Cattāro ca mahābhūtā, catunnañca mahābhūtānaṁ upādāya rūpaṁ—idaṁ vuccati rūpaṁ.

▪That means, “Vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha are “nāma dhamma.”

▪“The four great elements (pathavī, āpo, tejo, vāyo) together with upādāya rūpa (those that arise due to upādāna for worldly things made of the great elements) belong to rūpa.

▪Such upādāya rūpa arise in our javana citta (or in kamma viññāṇa.) Those are the “subtle rūpa,” seeds for future existences (bhava.) They make up the “kamma bhava.” They have energies BELOW the suddhaṭṭhaka level. See, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

▪As we have discussed, hadaya vatthu and each pasāda rūpa is ” an energized suddhaṭṭhaka. Therefore, kammic energies are unbelievably small, yet they have amazing power.

Kamma Bhava in Nāma Loka

10. A record of ANY experience is captured in the four aggregates of vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa. Those are Vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha. That memory record in the “nāma loka” is “nāmagotta.” However, if that experience involved kamma generation, then a kammic energy (kamma bhava) would be associated with it.

▪Section 1 of the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga 6 (1. Suttantabhājanīya)” defines kamma bhava: “Tattha katamo kamma bhavo? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro—ayaṁ vuccati “kamma bhavo.” Sabbampi bhavagāmi kammaṁ kamma bhavo.

•That says all kamma done with abhisaṅkhāra will be in the kamma bhava. They can bring kamma vipāka until that energy decays naturally, which could take billions of years.

•Those “bhavagāmi kammaṁ” (strong kamma that can sustain the rebirth process) will be there in the kamma bhava.

While Rūpā Will Decay Over Time, Nāma Record (Nāmagotta) Does Not Decay

11. While rūpā in the rūpa loka last only finite times, a record of one’s experiences permanently remains in the nāma loka. That PERMANENT memory record is “nāmagotta.”

▪That is stated clearly in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Najīrati Sutta (SN 1.76)” as, “Rūpaṁ jīrati maccānaṁ, nāmagottaṁ na jīrati” or “Physical form (bodies of living beings and inert matter) decay and die, memory records (nāmagotta) do not decay.”

▪Of course, we cannot RECALL all memories, especially memories from past lives. However, some children can recall their previous life. Those who have cultivated abhiññā powers can recall many past lives.

12. Don’t be discouraged if you cannot grasp everything in this post. I will expand on some of them in upcoming posts. But it is necessary to read the recommended posts.

▪I have spent the past ten years studying Buddha Dhamma. Even these days, I learn new things that make the “big picture” clearer. Once getting some traction, the process will become easier and more enjoyable.

▪It has been an amazing experience and I hope to share it with as many people as possible.
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Pañca Upādānakkhandhā – Key Role of Upādāna

Pañca Upādānakkhandhā is normally translated as “five grasping aggregates.” That does not explain much.

1. The concept of Pañca Upādānakkhandhā plays a critical role in Buddha’s teachings. In his first sermon, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11),” the Buddha summarized dukkha (or suffering) in a single verse. That is, “Saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” The translation appears in most English texts as, “in brief, the five grasping aggregates are suffering.” [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

▪That translation does not convey the meaning of the verse until we understand what is meant by “pañcupādānakkhandhā.”

▪It is easy to see that the word “pañcupādānakkhandhā” comes from the combination of the three words: pañca, upādāna, and khandhā. Here, “pañca khandhā” means “five aggregates” and “upādāna” means “the tendency to keep close.” As you will see, “keeping close” is a better translation than “grasping” used in most translations.

▪Therefore, that verse indicates that suffering in this world arises due to our tendency to “keep close” certain parts of those five “aggregates.”

▪We have already discussed some features of those “five aggregates.” See, “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

Upādāna – Keeping Close “in the Mind”

2. Upādāna means “pulling something closer” (“upa” + “ādāna,” where “upa” means “close” and “ādāna” means “pull”).

▪It is critical to realize that upādāna happens ONLY in the mind.

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda describes phenomena that take place in the MIND. We can summarize Paṭicca Samuppāda simply as follows. Attaching to an ārammaṇa is taṇhā (gets “bonded” to it.) That leads to upādāna (keep it close in one’s mind.) That is the step, “taṇhā paccayā upādāna.” Also, see, “Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna.”

▪Furthermore, we saw that even the rūpakkhandha is in the mind. Many people have the perception that rūpakkhandha is “collection of rūpa.” But we clarified rūpakkhandha in the post “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood.”

3. In that post, we also discussed how some parts of rūpakkhandha become parts of rūpa upādānakkhandha or rūpupādānakkhandha.

▪Therefore, “pañcupādānakkhandhā” means “keeping those five aggregates (rūpakkhandha, vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha) “close to one’s mind.” Then, one will be thinking, speaking, and taking actions based on particularly appealing parts of the five aggregates.

▪Again, all of rūpakkhandha, as well as other four khandhā in pañca khandhā, are associated with the mind.

▪Thus, ALL of pañcupādānakkhandhā is associated with the mind. Those are what one thinks about and plan accordingly. A good example is to re-create a past sexual experience and to enjoy that. Another is to create a future expected experience in mind and to enjoy that. Both those activities involve pañcupādānakkhandhā.

▪As we can see, pañcakkhandhā is enormous, infinite. It has all our experiences from a beginning that cannot be discerned. But pañca upādānakkhandhā is a very small part of that.

Diṭṭhi and Taṇhā – Root Causes of Upādāna

4. We tend to keep something close to us if we believe it will be beneficial for us to do so. On the other hand, if we think something will be bad for us and can bring suffering, we would try to avoid it and try to keep it far away.

▪For example, if we know there is a bomb inside a beautiful object, we would try to get far away from it, even though it looks appealing.

▪Sometimes, we do not see dangers hidden in “things that appear to be appealing.”

▪An example that I often give is a fish biting a worm on a hook. The fish cannot see the hidden hook or the fisherman holding the pole that is attached to the hook with a string. But we can see all that and we know what will happen to the fish if it bites that tasty bait.

▪However, we are unable to see the hidden dangers in sensual pleasures. Only a Buddha can figure out WHY attaching to sensual pleasures is dangerous, even if no immoral actions are involved. The question is, why sense pleasures are bad even if immoral actions (dasa akusala) are NOT involved. There are “hidden dangers” in sense pleasures. See, “Kāma Assāda – A Root Cause of Suffering.”

▪Have you seen ants getting stuck in spilled honey? They start drinking it and get stuck. They don’t see the “hidden danger” in a pool of tasty honey either.

Monkey Not Letting Go Even When the Life is in Danger

5. In the above example of the fish biting a “tasty bait” or the ants attracted to honey at least cannot see the “hidden danger.” However, look at what happens to the monkey in the following video:

WebLink: youtube: How to Catch a monkey
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In this section, we will look at the relationship between the five aggregates and suffering. Within this discussion, we will be able to clarify the three key Pāli words anicca, dukkha, anatta. Those terms describe the Three Characteristics of Nature or Tilakkhaṇa.

Five Aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction

Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections

“Me” and “Mine” – The Root Cause of Suffering

Difference Between “Me and Mine” and Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – “Me and Mine” View

Atta – Two Very Different Meanings
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We start a series of posts on the five aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, and anatta.)

The Five Aggregates describe any Living Being’s “World”

1. The five aggregates or pañcakkhandhā (more accurately pañcupādānakkhandhā)  represent any living being together with its “external world.” It is incorrect to say that the five aggregates are in one’s own “physical body.” Everything about a living being, including ALL past experiences and future expectations, is embedded in pañcupādānakkhandhā. Furthermore, one’s gati, anusaya, etc., are all in pañcupādānakkhandhā. Please read the previous posts in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

▪What I summarized in those few posts is the material in many suttā in the WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Saṁyutta (SN 22.1 ~ 22.159) in the Saṁyutta Nikāya. There are also suttā in other parts of the Tipiṭaka.

▪In those suttā, the Buddha describes any given living being in terms of pañcupādānakkhandhā: rūpupādānakkhandha, vedanupādānakkhandha, saññupādānakkhandha, saṅkhārupādānakkhandha, viññāṇupādānakkhandha.

▪Those are the five “grasping” aggregates loosely translated as form, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. As we have discussed, such translations are misleading. It is better to use the Pāli terms and to learn their true BROADER meanings. For example, viññāṇa can be of two different types of kamma viññāṇa and vipāka viññāṇa. See, “Moha/Avijjā and Vipāka Viññāṇa/Kamma Viññāṇa.”

Pañca Upādāna Khandhā (Five Clinging Aggregates) Is There Until Becoming an Arahant

2. We also discussed what is meant by pañca upādāna khandhā (loosely translated as “five clinging-aggregates”) in the section “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

▪Until attaining the Arahant stage, all living beings have pañca upādāna khandhā. A living Arahant has pañca khandhā but not pañca upādāna khandhā. 

▪An Arahant’s pañca khandhā will also cease to exist at the death of the physical body. That means an Arahant will not be reborn anywhere in the 31 realms.

The Definition of an “Ignorant Living Being” or “Satta”

3. The Buddha explained what is meant by a “satta” or a “living being” to Rādha in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Satta Sutta (SN 23.2).” “Rūpe kho, Rādha, yo chando yo rāgo yā nandī yā taṇhā, tatra satto, tatra visatto, tasmā sattoti vuccati. Vedanāya … saññāya … saṅkhāresu … viññāṇe yo chando yo rāgo yā nandī yā taṇhā, tatra satto, tatra visatto, tasmā sattoti vuccati”

Translated (just the meaning): “Rādha, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of material form (rūpa), there is clinging (satto), strong clinging (visatto) for form, and then an ignorant living-being (satto) is spoken of. Similarly, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of vedanā … saññā … saṅkhāra … viññāṇa, then a living-being is spoken of.”

▪Other translations at “WebLink: suttacentral: Sentient Beings (SN 23.2).”

▪Note that the Pāli word “satta” means “clinging” or “attachment.” A strong version of clinging is “visatta.”

▪In other words, as long as there is upādāna for pañcakkhandhā (i.e., as long as there is pañcupādānakkhandhā) there is an “ignorant living being” or a “satta.” That living being has not comprehended the “real nature of this world” or “yathābhūta ñāṇa.”

Difference Between a “Satta” and “Puthujjano”

4. We must also see the difference between “satta” and “puthujjano.” The name “puthujjano” applies to a human being who has not heard and comprehended yathābhūta ñāṇa. The term “satta” applies to any living being (includes Devā and Brahmā who have not attained any magga phala.)

▪I use the term “ignorant person” to differentiate an Ariya puggala (Noble Person) who is also a “person,” but has started cultivating yathābhūta ñāṇa.

▪WebLink: suttacentral: Assāda Sutta (SN 22.129) defines the word “puthujjano” as, “an ignorant person (“puthujjano”) does not truly understand the pleasures, the drawbacks/dangers, and the liberation when it comes to the five aggregates.”

▪An Ariya puggala overcomes the “satta” status at eight levels (Sotāpanna Anugāmi, Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmi Anugāmi, Sakadāgāmi, etc.)

▪Also, a Bodhisatta is still a “satta,” but proceeding towards “Bodhi” or the “Buddhahood.” We remember that a Bodhisatta can be born even in some higher animal species, but not in the other three apāyā.

▪Note that “satta” is pronounced “saththa.”) See, ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1”and the second part referred to in there.

Overcoming the “Satta” Status With the Comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa

5. Using the analyses of the “five clinging-aggregates,” we can gain some insights into Buddha’s explanation of “suffering inherent in this world of 31 realms.” That explanation comes from understanding Tilakkhaṇa or anicca, dukkha, and anatta. We now look at the connection between the five aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa.

▪The fourth characteristic of asubha appears in some suttā.

▪However, in most suttā, only the three characteristics of anicca, dukkha, and anatta are discussed.

▪The essence of those characteristics is that craving for worldly things (rūpa) with the perception of a “me” will only perpetuate the rebirth process leading to more suffering. We will discuss that in detail in upcoming posts.

▪However, we can get an idea by looking at the key concepts we have learned. Let us briefly discuss anatta and anicca.

Does “Anatta” Mean “No-Self”?

6. The representation of any living being with the five aggregates makes it clear that a permanent “soul” or a “ātma” cannot exist.

▪As we have discussed, none of those five aggregates has any “essence.” They all keep changing, even momentarily. In particular, they all undergo drastic changes when a living being moves from one realm to another. Such transitions have taken place an innumerable times in our deep past. We all have been born in the 26 realms (out of 31 realms, only Anāgāmī can be born in the five realms reserved for them.)

▪All of us have been born in the highest nevasaññānāsaññāyatana Brahma realm as well as in the lowest niraya realm.

▪If there were an unchanging “core” or “essence” as a soul was there, an Arahant would not be able to attain Parinibbāna. As we know, there is no trace of an Arahant in any of the 31 realms after Parinibbāna.

▪However, until one reaches the Arahant stage, it is also NOT correct to say that a “self” or a “me” does not exist. There is an ever-changing “lifestream” thinking, speaking, and doing things based on the view and perception of a “me” or “self” with a set of ever-changing “gati.”

▪Starting at the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage, one can begin to “see” that all those actions are based on Paṭicca Samuppāda. There is still a “self” with “gati” generating “abhisaṅkhāra” via “avijjā.” But that “avijjā” will decrease with higher magga phala. “Sammā Diṭṭhi” becomes complete, and the perception of a “me” goes away only at the Arahant stage.

Does “Anicca” Mean “Impermanence”?

7. It is common these days to see the Pāli word “anicca” translated as “impermanence.” We can see the translation error by looking at a simple sutta. 

▪For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nandikkhaya Sutta (SN 22.51),” among others, state: “Aniccaññeva, bhikkhave, bhikkhu rūpaṁ aniccanti passati. Sāssa hoti sammādiṭṭhi.” or “A bhikkhu who sees rūpa (form) as anicca has seen the anicca nature. He has Sammā Diṭṭhi.”

▪Most English translations INCORRECTLY translate that verse as “A bhikkhu who sees form as impermanent has seen the anicca nature. He has Sammā Diṭṭhi.”

▪Any reputable scientist knows that NO MATERIAL OBJECT in this world has permanent existence. See the following Scientific American article: “WebLink: The Only Thing That Remains Constant Is Change.” Does that mean those scientists all have “Sammā Diṭṭhi” and have attained Nibbāna? Of course not. Therefore, it must be clear that “anicca” CANNOT mean just “impermanence.”

▪The real meanings of anatta and anicca are detailed in this series: “Five Aggregates – Connection to Tilakkhaṇa.”

The Need to Examine the Tipiṭaka Without Biases

8. We need to be able to resolve such issues by using common sense rather than mechanically repeating such incorrect translations as “the truth.” Just because such statements are in “reputable books” or are “the opinions of reputable bhikkhus/scholars” does not mean they are compatible with the Tipiṭaka. We need to remind ourselves that Devadatta was a bhikkhu with abhiññā powers. Nagarjuna and Buddhaghosa are considered “scholars” by those who do not even believe in rebirth (and thus have micchā diṭṭhi.)

▪Their intentions may be good, but one needs to be able to accept errors in one’s thinking when clarified with substantial evidence.

▪Teaching “wrong Dhamma” is dangerous, which will have corresponding consequences. Ignorance of mundane laws is not an excuse in a court of law. In the same way, ignorance of “the true teachings” is not an excuse, especially when the correct teachings are clear with evidence from the Tipiṭaka.

▪“Impermanence” is only a small part of the broad meaning of anicca. A single English word CANNOT convey the meaning of “anicca.” One needs to understand the meaning of the Pāli word and use that word.

Why Do Living Beings Crave Sensory Pleasures?

9. To “enjoy” sensory pleasures, the following two conditions must be met.

▪There must be a “me” or a “self” to “enjoy any pleasure.”

▪There must be contact with the five types of external rūpa via the five physical senses. They are rūpa rūpa or “vaṇṇa rūpa” (material objects), sadda rūpa (sounds), gandha rūpa (odors), rasa rūpa (tastes), and phoṭṭhabba (body touches.) Furthermore, those rūpa must be stable to provide long-lasting pleasures.

So, the average human makes the very best effort (and undergoes suffering) in seeking such pleasures.

▪Those struggles only lead to more suffering, since both assumptions are wrong in the ultimate reality. 

Both of Those Assumptions Are Wrong Per Buddha

10. The Buddha pointed out the following regarding those two features.

▪There is no “me” or an “unchanging self” in ultimate reality. Any living being has a limited lifetime and is subject to unexpected changes. There is no “core” or “substance” to any existence (like a “soul” or a “ātma.”) A given lifestream can be a Brahma, a Deva, or a human in some existences and an animal, a hungry ghost, or a “hell being” in other existences. Where is the “core”?

▪Any type of external rūpa in this world also has a limited lifetime and will undergo unexpected changes during its existence. Thus, all those material “things” that we acquire with great effort do not last long. Furthermore, they become a burden since one needs to continually struggle to maintain them in good condition (think of houses, cars, one’s own physical body, etc.)

Therefore, both requirements for perceived happiness (an “unchanging self” and “stable external rūpa”) are illusory.

▪That is one way to state the “previously-unheard Dhamma” (“pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu”) that the Buddha taught. 

“Self” and “External Rūpa” Have a Common Name – Saṅkhata

11. Saṅkhata is a key Pāli word. It comes from “saŋ” + “kata.” As with many critically important Pāli words, the root “san” is there. A saṅkhata is prepared via “san” or our tendency to “accumulate” things that only have a transient existence. A living being and what it enjoys are both saṅkhata.

▪Both arise (the Pāli word for “arise” is “samudaya”) due to our fruitless actions based on those two wrong views about nature per #9 and #10 above. The key Pāli word “samudaya” comes from “saŋ” + “udaya” or “arising due to “saŋ.” You may want to refresh memory with “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)” and “List of “Saŋ” Words and Other Pāli Roots.”

▪Both types of saṅkhata arise (samudaya) via the universal process of Paṭicca Samuppāda, which starts with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.”

▪As we have discussed in many posts, the root cause of all suffering is abhi(saṅkhāra) that arise in our minds due to avijjā. Therefore, one way to explain the origin of suffering is ignorance (avijjā) of real nature or Tilakkhaṇa. That is the connection between the five aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa (and suffering.)

A Buddha Does Not Speculate on Anything

12. A Sammasambuddha, like Buddha Gotama, does not teach anything he has not experienced or verified firsthand.

▪Several suttā in the Tipiṭaka discuss that. See, for example, the WebLink: suttacentral: Vīmaṁsaka Sutta (MN 47).

▪There are many suttā in the Tipiṭaka that describe visits by the Buddha and some of his disciples to Brahma and Deva realms. I discussed one of those, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmanimantanika Sutta (MN 49),” in the post, “Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪There are many aspects in the teachings of the Buddha that are not discernible to an average human (puthujjano). Many of these phenomena can be verified by those who make progress on the path. They are also consistent with new findings by modern science. I have discussed some of them in “Mystical Phenomena in Buddhism?”

▪Many people do not see the uniqueness of a Buddha. For them, he is just another philosopher. That assumption is wrong. A Buddha does not speculate on anything. But of course, each person needs to verify that. I try at puredhamma.net to show the self-consistency within the Tipiṭaka and with many new scientific findings.

The connection between the five aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa (and suffering) is further discussed in “Five Aggregates – Connection to Tilakkhaṇa.”
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Icca, Nicca, Anicca

 1. We will discuss the critical relationships among icca, nicca, and anicca. That will help us understand the true meaning of anicca.

▪The pronunciations of those in that order: 

WebLink: mp3: Icca, Nicca, and Anicca

▪It is important to note that the Pāli words in the Tipiṭaka are NOT written how they are pronounced. See ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1” and ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 2.”

▪Very briefly, the meanings are as follows. Icca means desire. If we believe that it is possible to fulfill that desire and be happy, that is the perception of nicca. The opposite of nicca is anicca.

▪Buddha taught us that our world is of anicca nature. That means we will never be content with “any existence in this world.” We may be able to fulfill some expectations in this life, but all that will have to be given up at death. Then we start all over in new birth.

▪We note that the word “icca” plays a key role in Paṭicca Samuppāda. The word “Paṭicca” comes from “paṭi” + “icca.” Future existences in the rebirth process have origins in “attaching to worldly pleasures with desire (icca).” See, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – ‘Paṭi+ichcha’ + ‘Sama+uppāda’.”

Icca and Anicca Sometimes Written as Iccha and Aniccha

2. The word “iccha” with the emphasis on the last syllable indicates “strong icca” or “strong desire.” In the same way, “aniccha” with the emphasis on the last syllable, emphasizes the “anicca nature.”

▪In the Sinhala language, the words icca, anicca, and iccha, aniccha are written as ඉච්ච, අනිච්ච, and ඉච්ඡ, අනිච්ඡ.

▪In the Tipiṭaka, mostly iccha, nicca, and anicca appear. Note that iccha is normally used in Pāli as “icchā.” Thus, the “strong version” is used only with iccha. But there are a few exceptions. We saw one such exception in “icca” in #1; another for “aniccha” in #14 below.

▪The five words icca, anicca, iccha, icchā, and aniccha are pronounced:

WebLink: mp3: Icca, Anicca, Iccha, Icchā, Aniccha

Icchā and Taṇhā Closely Related

3. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Kalahavivādasuttaniddesa (Mnd 11)” of the mahāniddesa of the Tipiṭaka states, “Icchā vuccati taṇhā” (see section SC88) or “Icchā means taṇhā.” That is because icchā leads to taṇhā. 

▪When we attach (taṇhā) to something due to our liking for it (icchā), we tend to keep it close in our minds (upādāna.) Paṭicca Samuppāda describes how that leads to future suffering. See, “Icchā (Cravings) Lead to Upādāna and to Eventual Suffering.”

▪The use of many Pāli terms could be confusing to some. It may be helpful to print the relevant posts mentioned and refer to them as needed.

What Do We Desire (Icchā)?

4. Our desires belong to two categories. First, we want a healthy and robust body (stay young forever!.) We would also like  anything we own or related to us to be similarly long-lasting and not subject to unexpected calamities. 

▪We have that perception that such desires (icchā) for “stability of long-lasting happiness” can be achieved. That perception is nicca. 

▪With that perception of a “nicca nature,” we work hard to acquire “things” that we perceive to provide sensory pleasures.

▪While doing our best to achieve such pleasures, knowingly or unknowingly, we engage in activities that lead to future births filled with suffering.

Icchā – A Root Cause of Suffering

5. The Buddha’s described the Noble Truth on Suffering in his first discourse, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11).”

▪The complete verse in that sutta is as follows. “Idaṁ kho pana, bhikkhave, dukkhaṁ ariya saccaṁ—jātipi dukkhā, jarāpi dukkhā, byādhipi dukkho, maraṇampi dukkhaṁ, appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho, yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ—saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā.” [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

▪I have discussed the description in plain bold in the post, “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.”

▪We discussed the verse, “Saṁkhittena pañcupādānakkhandhā dukkhā” in recent posts in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).” As explained there, the Buddha succinctly attributed future suffering to “upādāna” for the five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā.) We learned that “upādāna” means “keeping close in one’s mind.” 

▪Here, we will discuss how that “upādāna” relates to “icchā,” simply translated as “desire.” Then we will discuss the connection to anicca, which is often INCORRECTLY translated as “impermanence.” That connection is in, “appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho,yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ.”

▪Let us discuss that verse in two steps.

Appiyehi sampayogo dukkho, piyehi vippayogo dukkho

6. That means: “having to associate with things that one does not like is suffering, and having to separate from those one likes is suffering.”

▪One WOULD LIKE to keep a young person’s body (say, 15 to 25 years of age), without getting old or sick, and never die. But we will NEVER get it.

▪Even with human birth, we have to suffer when we get old, when getting sick, and finally when dying. There is no way to dissociate from those things that we do not like.

▪We have no choice but to associate with those three things we do not like highlighted above.

▪Worst of all, we will have rebirths in realms we do not like. That will happen until we comprehend anicca nature.

Yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ – Most Important Verse

7. “Yampiccam nalabhati tampi dukkhaṁ” captures the essence of anicca nature how it leads to suffering. It provides the key to understanding the Buddha’s message and led to the attaining the Sotāpanna stage by the five ascetics.

▪“Yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ” is a shortened version of the verse “Yam pi icchāṁ na labhati tam pi dukkhaṁ.”

▪“Yam pi icchāṁ” means “whatever is liked or craved for.” “Na labhati” means “not getting.” “tam pi dukkhaṁ” means “that leads to suffering.”

▪Therefore, that verse simply says: “If one does not get what one craves or likes, that leads to suffering.”

8. That is a more general statement and applies in any situation. What we discussed in #6 above is summarized in the short verse, “yampicchaṁ na labhati tampi dukkhaṁ.”

▪We can see that in our daily lives. We like to hang out with people we love, and it is stressful to be with people we do not like.

▪The more one craves something, the more suffering one will endure in the end. We tend to do immoral deeds to “get what we crave.” But kammic energies we generate in such wicked deeds lead to rebirths that we do not like.

▪Thus, we end up with two types of suffering. Our expectations are not fulfilled (whatever happiness gained is temporary.) Furthermore, we end up getting unfortunate rebirths.

Icchā Keeps One Bound to “This World”

9. There are many suttā in the Tipiṭaka that discuss icchā. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Icchā Sutta (SN 1.69)” summarizes the importance of icchā. One time, a deva came to the Buddha and asked:



	“Nassau bajjhatī loko,       


	“By what is the world bound?





	kissa vinayāya muccati;        


	By the removal of what one is freed?





	Kissassu vippahānena,       


	What is it that one must abandon 





	sabbaṁ chindati bandhanan” ti. 


	To cut off all bondage?”








The Buddha replied:



	“Icchāya bajjhatī loko,


	“By cravings, one is bound to the world;





	icchāvinayāya muccati;         


	By the removal of desire one is freed





	Icchāya vippahānena,


	Craving is what one must give up





	sabbaṁ chindati bandhanan” ti.


	To cut off all bondage.”








Our Actions Based on Iccha (Taṇhā) Lead to Suffering

10. Paṭicca Samuppāda process describes how our actions based on icchā (taṇhā) lead to future births and suffering. We have discussed that in detail in two main sections. See, “Paṭicca Samuppāda” and “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Not ‘Self’ or ‘No-Self’.”

▪In brief, the Buddha pointed out that our perception of a “nicca nature” where we can fulfill our desires is an illusion.

▪No matter how much we strive, attaining long-lasting happiness in the rebirth process is impossible. If one believes that there is no rebirth process, one may not worry about such suffering beyond the present life.

▪That is why one first needs to get rid of the ten types of wrong views (micchā diṭṭhi) before trying to comprehend that our perception of nicca nature is incorrect.

▪Thus, the reality of this world is not “nicca” but the opposite. That is anicca.

Inability to Fulfill Iccā/Icchā Means Anicca/Aniccha Nature

11. The inability to get what one desires is the opposite of “icca” or “na icca” or “anicca.” That is the same way that “na āgāmi” becomes “Anāgāmi” (“na āgāmi” means “not coming back”; but in the context of Anāgāmi, it means “not coming back to kāma loka or the lowest 11 realms. Both these are examples of Pāli sandhi rules (connecting two words).

▪In some suttā, like the “Girimānanda Sutta (AN 10.60),” we see the word aniccha, as we will discuss below. As mentioned above, icchā is a strong version of icca, and the words niccha and aniccha are the corresponding strong versions” of nicca and anicca.

▪Other than in such specific cases, we will stick to the words nicca and anicca.

▪The intrinsic nature of this world is “anicca,” i.e., we will never get what we crave for, and thus the end (at least at death), we will leave all this behind and suffer, that is dukkha.

Impermanence Is a Significant Part of Anicca

12. Anicca does NOT mean just “impermanence” is clear in the definition of anicca in many suttā. For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Anicca Sutta (SN 22.12)” states: “rūpaṁ, bhikkhave, aniccaṁ, vedanā aniccā, saññā aniccā, saṅkhārā aniccā, viññāṇaṁ aniccaṁ.”

▪The English translation at Sutta Central “WebLink: suttacentral: 12. Impermanence” is: “form, feeling, perception, choices, and consciousness are impermanent.”

▪Is it not evident that especially the mental qualities (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa) are impermanent? They change even moment-to-moment. That is a BAD translation. Of course, the other translation at Sutta Central and in many other texts is the same.

▪The correct translation is that all five entities are of anicca nature, i.e., they cannot be maintained to one’s expectations.

▪No single word in English can express the meaning of anicca. Impermanence is just one aspect of anicca nature.

▪The Pāli words for permanence and impermanence are dhuva and addhuva. For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vepullapabbata Sutta (SN 15.20)” says, “Evaṁ aniccā, bhikkhave, saṅkhārā; evaṁ addhuvā, bhikkhave, saṅkhārā; evaṁ anassāsikā, bhikkhave, saṅkhārā” meaning, “saṅkhārā” are anicca and impermanent (addhuvā), they should not be taken in (“na”+ “assāsikā.”) By the way, this also shows that “assāsa” does NOT mean “breathing in.” For details, see, “Is Ānāpānasati Breath Meditation?”

Gimānanda Sutta – Anicca Nature of Saṅkhāra

13. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Girimānanda Sutta (AN 10.60)” the Buddha described the perception of anicca nature to Ven. Ānanada as follows. ” Katamā ca Ānanda, anicca saññā? Idha Ānanda, bhikkhu araññagato vā rukkhamūlagato vā suññāgāragato vā iti paṭisañcikkhati: ‘rūpaṁ aniccaṁ, vedanā aniccā, saññā aniccā, saṅkhārā aniccā, viññāṇaṁ aniccan’ti. Iti imesu pañcasu upādānakkhandhesu aniccānupassī viharati. Ayaṁ vuccatānanda, aniccasaññā.

▪The parts highlighted in bold say that all five entities “rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa are all aniccā” and that “one lives contemplating the anicca nature of the ‘five clinging-aggregates’ (pañca upādānakkhandha.)”

▪The first part is the same as that we discussed above. The second part is even more clear. As we know, pañca upādānakkhandha is all mental. See, “Pañca Upādānakkhandhā – Introduction.”

▪There is nothing “permanent” there anyway. The Buddha meant to contemplate the “fruitlessness of clinging to one’s memories or to future expectations.”

14. In a subsequent verse in the sutta, the Buddha clarifies that “unfruitfulness” in vivid detail: “Katamā ca Ānanda, sabbasaṅkhāresu anicchā saññā? Idhānanda, bhikkhu sabba saṅkhāresu aṭṭīyati harāyati jigucchati. Ayaṁ vuccati ca Ānanda, sabba saṅkhāresu anicchā saññā. [aṭṭi : wounds. yati : [aor. of yatati] exerted oneself； strived. (m.), a monk. aṭṭīyati : wounds inflicted by oneself. harāyati :[deno. from hiri] is ashamed, depressed or vexed; worries. jigucchati：[gup + cha; gu is doubled and the first gu becomes ji] shuns; loathes; is disgusted at.]

▪The first highlighted part in bold says, “all saṅkhāra make one tired at the end, just like a dog does not get any nutrition by chewing on a bone but only gets tired (aṭṭīyati.) One should be ashamed (harāyati) of engaging in such fruitless endeavors. One should reject them like feces and urine (jigucchati.) Note that the word “iccha” is in “jigucchati” which comes from “ji” +”gu” + “iccha” or “liking urine and feces.”

▪I have discussed that verse in detail in “Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”).” Other meanings of anicca are discussed in “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

▪Therefore, the word anicca has a much deeper and more expansive meaning than just “impermanence.” The cause of anicca is related to impermanence, but anicca means a perception that needs to be cultivated. The above verse provides further aspects associated with the key idea of the “inability to maintain anything to one’s satisfaction.”

▪Impermanence is not directly connected to any of the three meanings of anicca in that verse.

▪At the end of the verse, we see the word anicchā used to emphasize anicca nature.

Grasping of Anicca Removes Micchā Diṭṭhi

15. Grasping of anicca characteristic of nature requires getting rid of ALL of one’s wrong views.

That is clearly stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Micchaditthipahana Sutta (SN 35.165)”: “Cakkhuṁ kho, bhikkhu, aniccato jānato passato micchā diṭṭhi pahīyati. Rūpe aniccato jānato passato micchā diṭṭhi pahīyati. Cakkhuviññāṇaṁ aniccato jānato passato micchā diṭṭhi pahīyati. Cakkhusamphassaṁ aniccato jānato passato micchā diṭṭhi pahīyati … pe … yampidaṁ manosamphassapaccayā uppajjati vedayitaṁ sukhaṁ vā dukkhaṁ vā adukkhamasukhaṁ vā tampi aniccato jānato passato micchādiṭṭhi pahīyati. Evaṁ kho, bhikkhu, jānato evaṁ passato micchā diṭṭhi pahīyatī”ti.

We can make two critical deductions from this verse.

▪First, whereas only five entities are listed in # 12, this verse enumerates many more related entities, and they all have the anicca nature. Anything and everything in this world have an anicca nature.

16. Then, the second part of the verse says the following. If one comprehends the anicca nature of all those entities, one has removed micchā diṭṭhi. The first level of micchā diṭṭhi to be removed is the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. 

▪Ten types of micchā diṭṭhi include not believing in the rebirth process. See, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.” Therefore, IF anicca means impermanence, THEN one would have removed all wrong views IF one has understood that everything in this world is impermanent.

▪As discussed in the previous post, any scientist knows that nothing in this world is permanent. See “Five Aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction.”

▪By that definition of anicca, those scientists SHOULD NOT have any of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. That is a contradiction since most scientists do not believe in rebirth.

Summary

17. Future suffering cannot be stopped until one’s cravings for worldly things (icchā, taṇhā, upādāna) are lost.

▪Those cravings cannot be removed from one’s mind until one realizes the futility and danger (future suffering) associated with such cravings.

▪Those cravings may be TEMPORARILY suppressed by engaging in the mundane “breath meditation.”

▪However, by understanding the true anicca nature, one can realize the futility and danger (future suffering) associated with such cravings. A deeper analysis of, “Icchā (Cravings) Lead to Upādāna and to Eventual Suffering.”

▪That is why comprehending the anicca nature is a REQUIREMENT for attaining Nibbāna. Furthermore, anicca is closely related to dukkha and anatta, as we will see in future posts.

▪As always, anyone is welcome to correct me (with evidence from the Tipiṭaka.)
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Brief Summary of Pañcakkhandhā

1. The five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā) are unique to each person. Yours is different from anyone else’s.

▪Pañcakkhandhā includes one’s past experiences with rūpa in this world and anticipated future experiences with rūpa (rūpakkhandhā.)

▪Those, of course, include mental qualities (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.) They are in the four “mental aggregates” or vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, viññāṇakkhandha.

▪Thus all five components of pañcakkhandhā are, in effect, our past experiences and future expectations. They are unique to each person.

Brief Summary of Pañcupādānakkhandhā

2. We have upādāna for only a tiny fraction of pañcakkhandhā. That part is pañcupādānakkhandhā.

▪Pañcupādānakkhandhā arises based on past experiences that we liked. For example, if X saw an attractive person last week, X would remember that person and have formed a particular set of feelings, perceptions, and saṅkhāra about that person. Those then lead to possible expectations (asking for a date, for example) and that is part of viññāṇa upādānakkhandha.

▪It is critical to realize that all these are “mental.” They arise BASED ON the external world, but they are one’s own mental experiences/expectations.

▪If another person (Y) saw the same person simultaneously, Y’s mental impressions would differ from X’s. Furthermore, Y may not even remember that person. If so, that event is not even a part of Y’s upādānakkhandha. 

▪Pañcupādānakkhandhā arise based on the perception of “me” and “mine.”

▪It is a good idea to read the posts in “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha)” until the above facts are understood.

Major Components of the Five “Clinging” Aggregates (Pañcupādānakkhandhā)

3. First, we need to see which parts of the five aggregates that we “cling to” (or “keep close” or upādāna.) Then we will see how that upādāna for the five aggregates CAN LEAD TO suffering.

▪Something that we experience during every waking moment is our body and mind. Therefore, the physical body and all mental entities that arise contribute to the feeling of “me” or “mine.”

▪Then there are parents, a spouse, and children. They are precious parts of “me.” Then there are relatives, friends, etc.

▪Of course, one may own a house, cars, other real estate, businesses, etc.

▪Then the list expands to include the neighborhood, city, country, and different things in the world.

▪Each person may have their order differently, but you get the idea.

Significant Components of Pañcupādānakkhandhā Centered Around “Me” or “Mine”

4. Think about what you mainly think, speak, and do. They all are related to what we mentioned in #3 above. They all involve “me” and “mine.”

▪Of course, anger towards someone has origins in the view/perception of that person. They must have done something opposing “me” or related to “mine.”

▪An average human spends a significant portion of time watching useless movies, playing video games, getting drunk, etc. One would say those things, “keep me entertained.” However, it is not that much different from a fish biting into a tasty bait on a hook in a deeper sense. One cannot “see” the harmful consequences of such apparently “harmless” actions.

▪That last one is a more profound point that will gradually become clear as one starts comprehending Tilakkhaṇa.

▪That way of “seeing” (diṭṭhi) and perception (saññā) arises because one is unaware of the true nature of this world or yathābhūta ñāṇa. We can express that in several different ways. Being unaware of the Four Noble Truths, not comprehending Tilakkhaṇa, not understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda, etc.

Yathābhūta Ñāṇa – Understanding of the Reality About the World

5. All our actions based on greed, anger, and ignorance arise because we do not have the “yathābhūta ñāṇa.” That means not knowing the “true nature of this world.”

▪“Good and bad things” happen due to corresponding actions (kamma.) And kammā are done based on saṅkhāra (the way we think.) Strong kamma (that can bring good and bad outcomes and future rebirths) happen due to (abhi)saṅkhāra.

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda describes the principle of cause-and-effect in Buddha Dhamma.

▪However, the results of most kamma appear only later, sometimes in future lives. It is hard for many to believe in kamma/kamma vipāka. Also, it is impossible to progress on the path until one can see the truth of the rebirth process. 

▪Until that true nature (yathābhūta ñāṇa) is comprehended, there is a “satta” or a “living being” generating saṅkhāra based on avijjā.

▪Note that “satta” is pronounced “saththa.”

The Definition of a “Living Being” or “Satta“

6. The Buddha explained what is meant by a “satta” or a “living being” to Rādha in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Satta Sutta (SN 23.2).” “Rūpe kho, Rādha, yo chando yo rāgo yā nandī yā taṇhā, tatra satto, tatra visatto, tasmā sattoti vuccati. Vedanāya … saññāya … saṅkhāresu … viññāṇe yo chando yo rāgo yā nandī yā taṇhā, tatra satto, tatra visatto, tasmā sattoti vuccati”

Translated (just the meaning): “Rādha, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of material form (rūpa), there is clinging (satto), strong clinging (visatto) for form, and then a living-being (satto) is spoken of. Similarly, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of vedanā … saññā … saṅkhāra … viññāṇa, then a living-being is spoken of.”

▪Other translations at “WebLink: suttacentral: Sentient Beings (SN 23.2).”

▪Note that the Pāli word “satta” means “clinging” or “attach.” A robust version of clinging is “visatta.”

▪Therefore, any living being (a Deva, Brahma, or a human) is a “satta” as long as the futility of craving for sensory pleasures is not understood. A “satta” has the perception of “me” and “mine.”

7. In other words, as long as there is upādāna for pañcakkhandhā (i.e., as long as there is pañcupādānakkhandhā), there is a “living being” or a “satta.”

▪Also, note that one transcends the “satta” status when one becomes an Ariya puggala.” A pugggala has overcome the “satta” status at eight levels (Sotāpanna Anugāmi, Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmi Anugāmi, Sakadāgāmi, etc.)

▪Also, a Bodhisatta is still a “satta,” but proceeding towards “Bodhi” or the “Buddhahood.”

▪Note that “satta” is pronounced “saththa.”) See ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1”and the second part referred to there.

▪Let us see how what we discussed above ties up with Paṭicca Samuppāda.

Paṭicca Samuppāda Process Only Depends on Avijjā

8. Paṭicca Samuppāda process does not care WHO is doing (abhi) saṅkhāra. The results are determined by WHAT KIND of saṅkhāra is involved. That saṅkhāra generation is associated with pañcupādānakkhandhā or one’s cravings/desires/expectations (related to anusaya, āsava, gati, etc.). Results are according to actions. Doing a particular type of action (kamma via saṅkhāra) will lead to the fruits (kamma vipāka.)

▪There is no need to invoke a “me” or a “self” in Paṭicca Samuppāda. But, of course, such (abhi)saṅkhāra are generated BECAUSE there is a sense of “me” or “self.” The critical step is to realize the fruitlessness of acting with a sense of “me.”

▪In other words, actions arise based on one’s gati (habits/character.) See “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Āsavā).”

▪Instead, these days, people spend countless hours debating whether there is a “self” or not. One would better spend that time if one tried to understand WHY acting with the view and perception of a “me” will lead to suffering.

▪There is a perception of a “me” and “mine” as long as one has defiled gati.

9. The ultimate truth is that there is no “self.” That is easy to see because Arahant is not reborn after death. If there were an “unchanging self,” they would still have to exist in one of the 31 realms after death.

▪However, until one FULLY comprehends that fact (at the Arahant stage,) one does not FULLY realize that there is no “self” involved in this whole process. Until the Arahant stage, the perception of a “me” and “mine” will be there.

▪Therefore, there will be a “self” generating (abhi)saṅkhāra and making conditions for future suffering until the Arahant stage.

▪Another way to say that is there will be a pañcupādānakkhandhā associated with any living being (satta.) An Arahant will have pañcakkhandhā until death but would have no upādāna left for it. Thus, there is no pañcupādānakkhandhā for a living Arahant.

Saṅkhāra Lead to Pañca Upādāna Khandhā (Pañcupādānakkhandhā)

10. There is nothing wrong with recalling past events. The problem arises when we attach to them and start re-creating those events in our minds to generate abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Kammā (which lead to kamma vipāka) generated in three ways: mano kamma, vacī kamma, and kāya kamma. They are done via mano saṅkhāra, vacī saṅkhāra, and kāya saṅkhāra. See “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪Mano kamma (our spontaneous thoughts) arise automatically according to our gati.

▪Vacī kamma (“talking to ourselves” and speech) arise due to conscious thoughts (done with vitakka/vicāra.)

▪Kāya kamma also arise due to conscious thoughts and have the highest javana power because they involve moving bodily actions; see, “Javana of a Citta – The Root of Mental Power.”

▪Many think “talking to ourselves” or “daydreaming” is not bad because we don’t physically do anything. Even though they are less potent than kāya kamma, vacī kamma can add up and lead to potent kamma vipāka, as we discuss next.

“Thinking to Oneself” Is Vacī Saṅkhāra

11. When we “talk to ourselves” (i.e., consciously think about something,) we mostly recall a significant past event. Then we analyze that event with vitakka/vicāra and either “re-live” that experience or “make plans for the future” based on that previous event. Vitakka/vicāra means analyzing it in detail and incorporating our desires. That leads to generating more and more vacī saṅkhāra on that event; see, “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.” Of course, if we “really get into it,” we may do kāya saṅkhāra too.

▪Also, one could make up a “future event” that one would LIKE TO experience and that also becomes a part of pañcakkhandha (this is the “anāgata” or “future” component of the 11 components of any of the five aggregates).

▪All the above involve “pañcupādānakkhandha” (pañca upādāna khandha). In other words, one is now “pulling that event back, close to one’s mind” and consciously generating more vacī (and possibly kāya) saṅkhāra.

▪That is why “upādāna” is such a critical step in a Paṭicca Samuppāda cycle. The two stages of “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” and “upādāna paccayā bhava” really involve many, many Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles running inside them. See, “Taṇhā Paccayā Upādāna – Critical Step in Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Status of an Arahant – Wrong Point to Start

12. Many people are afraid of Nibbāna, thinking it will lead to the “extinguishment” of oneself. See “Yamaka Sutta (SN 22.85) – Arahanthood Is Not Annihilation but End of Suffering.”

▪We go through so much suffering in the rebirth process BECAUSE of our wrong view/perception of a “me” and “mine.” Inevitable temptations lead to highly-immoral actions (pāpa kamma) that trap us in the four lower realms (apāyā) with unimaginable suffering.

▪Such pāpa kamma are stronger versions of akusala kamma. See, “Kilesa – Relationship To Akusala, Kusala, And Puñña Kamma.”

▪The first step is to see “anicca nature.” Accumulating things perceived as “valuables” makes no sense in two ways. We have to struggle to maintain those and will have to abandon them at least when we die. See “Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections.”

▪The second point is that if we do immoral deeds to get them, those deeds will lead to bad rebirths and suffering.

▪We can see only one part of the apāyā, the animal realm. We mostly see our pets, not the unimaginable suffering that animals (in forests, jungles, and oceans) go through. There are no “old animals” there. Any old animal is eaten alive as soon as it becomes old and slow.

Buddha Did Not Teach Anything That He Did Not Verify by Himself

13. Some of the above discussions may not be clear to everyone. It is a “previously unheard worldview” that only a Buddha can discover. However, learning Dhamma and living a moral life will gradually clarify those things.

▪There are several suttā where the Buddha stated that he did not declare attaining the Buddhahood until he verified the “real nature” of this world. For example, he verified the existence of the 31 realms and how a given being dies in one realm and rebirth occurs in another. Furthermore, he saw how that happens via the natural Paṭicca Samuppāda process.

▪As we learn Dhamma, more and more will become clear. One would have developed “unbreakable faith” in Buddha Dhamma at some point. That is when one has “saddhā.” That will become solidified when one starts understanding that all suffering has roots in the perception of a “me” and “mine.”

▪Also, see “Mystical Phenomena in Buddhism?”
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Getting Rid of “Me and Mine” Is a Step-by-Step Process

1. In the previous post, we discussed that the perception of “me” and “mine” is the root cause of suffering. See, “Me” and “Mine” – The Root Cause of Suffering.”

▪We discussed that one would not be able to remove that perception of “me” until attaining the Arahanthood.

▪Therefore, that should not be the focus at the beginning of one’s practice.

▪First, one needs to get rid of the ten types of wrong views (micchā diṭṭhi.) Until one comprehends the truth of kamma/vipāka, the existence of the rebirth process, the creation of a “mental body” (a gandhabba in the case of a human bhava) at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment, etc. one cannot get on the path to Nibbāna. See, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪The second step is to remove sakkāya diṭṭhi. We will discuss that in this post.

Diṭṭhi, Saññā, and Citta Vipallāsa – Three Obstacles in Getting Rid of Any Bad Habit

2. Vipallāsa means “distortions” in mind. If we do not have a clear understanding of the relevant concepts, we may take unwise actions based on our wrong views. Let us take an example to clarify.

▪Consider an alcoholic, a person addicted to drinking. The addiction comes from the perception that it is good to have a drink to forget about any problems one may have, or just to enjoy that “drunken state of mind.”

▪Urged on by a good friend, that person starts to learn about the consequences of drinking. It can affect one’s health adversely. Furthermore, it can make one do immoral deeds while drunk, and that can bring bad rebirth. Now he fully understands that he had wrong views about drinking, i.e., he had diṭṭhi vipallāsa about drinking. Now diṭṭhi vipallāsa about drinking are absent in his mind.

▪Yet, he finds that the temptation to “have a drink” is still there. While he would not get drunk as before, the desire to “have a drink” can popup once-in-a-while. For example, if a friend is having a drink, he may join in. Thus, saññā vipallāsa is still there. To get rid of that, he needs to keep contemplating the adverse consequences of drinking and also keep resisting the urge to have another drink.

3. Then, if that person keeps up with that practice, he will lose that saññā vipallāsa too. But a trace of the desire may be left as citta vipallāsa. Under extreme temptation, he may think about “having a drink.” That is citta vipallāsa. Now, another effect of “continued practice” will take care of that too in a bit different way.

▪With time, his body would not even tolerate a single drink. Instead of getting satisfaction from that drink, he might get a headache. That is when he would voluntarily give up even a single drink.

▪That is because our bodily functions can be affected by the “state of mind.” That starts happening from the very beginning, even while one is trying to comprehend Tilakkhaṇa (anicca nature.) But the effects become clear after one has made significant progress.

▪That is a simple explanation. More details at “Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra.”

Only Diṭṭhi Vipallāsa Removed at the Sotāpanna Stage

4. At the Sotāpanna stage, one would only “see with wisdom” that it is unfruitful to consider anything as “me'” or “mine.” As we saw in the previous post mentioned above, it is one’s body that one considers being “one’s own.”

▪The Buddha dissected what we consider to be “me” into five parts. One physical and four mental entities. That comes from our perception of “me” as “my body” and “my mind.” Mind phenomena separate into four parts: we feel things happening (vedanā) and recognize them (saññā.) Based on that, we think about how to respond (saṅkhāra) and act with certain expectations (viññāṇa.)

▪We have discussed those five entities or aggregates in detail. See, “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).”

▪Our craving for those five aggregates (pañca khandhā) is pañcupādānakkhandhā. 

▪We crave those because we have the wrong view that those five aggregates are fruitful and provide long-lasting happiness. That wrong view is sakkāya diṭṭhi.

Sakkāya Means Pañcupādānakkhandhā

5. As stated in the WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44), sakkāya means pañcupādānakkhandhā (or pañca upādāna khandhā.)

▪We can see that by looking at the meaning of sakkāya, which comes from “sath” + “kāya.” Here “sath” means “good” and “kāya” means “collection.”

▪In the five aggregates, we have five aggregates or “collections” or “piles.” For example, as we remember, the rūpa aggregate includes one’s internal rūpa and external rūpa. Those include the present rūpa, past rūpa, and our visualizations of “future rūpa.”

▪Out of them, the most important is our own body or “internal rūpa” (its present status, our memory of its past, and our expectations of its future status.) Invariably, those “internal rūpa” are in the rūpa upādāna khandhā.

▪That rūpa upādāna khandhā will also include external rūpa that we like or crave for. That may include one’s family, friends, possessions, etc.

▪Then the other four aggregates would include our mental attributes involving rūpa.

▪Since we assume all five upādāna khandhā to be good for us or fruitful, i.e., they are sath kāya (which rhymes as sakkāya.)

▪More details at “Taṇhā Paccayā Upādāna – Critical Step in Paṭicca Samuppāda.“

Sakkāya Diṭṭhi Means the View That Pañcupādānakkhandhā Are Fruitful

6. Now we have a good idea of what is meant by sakkāya diṭṭhi. It just means we like/crave those parts of the five aggregates because we have the view that they are fruitful and will bring long-lasting happiness.

▪We become happy when all those that we crave provide us pleasure. That means they stay exactly as we want them to be.

▪If things do not proceed the way we want, then we worry and suffer.

▪The Sakkāyadiṭṭhi Sutta (SN 22.155) summarizes what we discussed in #5 and #6.

7. “WebLink: suttacentral: Sakkāyadiṭṭhi Sutta (SN 22.155)” states, “rūpe kho, bhikkhave, sati, rūpaṁ upādāya, rūpaṁ abhinivissa sakkāyadiṭṭhi uppajjati. Vedanāya sati … saññāya sati … saṅkhāresu sati … viññāṇe sati, viññāṇaṁ upādāya, viññāṇaṁ abhinivissa sakkāya diṭṭhi uppajjati.”

Translated: “When one is attached to various rūpa (especially one’s body), places a high value on them, sakkāya diṭṭhi (identity view) arises. When one attaches to vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa associated with such rūpa, and places a high value on them, the identity view arises.”

▪In other words, one has sakkāya diṭṭhi if one sees this world as fruitful and can lead to long-lasting happiness.

▪With that wrong view, one is under the impression that it is possible to have total control of one’s future by making sure to accumulate “enough stuff” thereby ensuring long-lasting happiness.

▪That perception of “having full control” is also expressed by “atta.” Note that the mundane meaning of “a person” is usually expressed by “attā” with a “long a.”

▪Therefore, there are two meanings of the Pāli word “atta.” The ultimate or absolute (paramattha) meaning of “having full control” is expressed by “atta.” The ordinary or relative meaning (vohāra) is “attā” with a “long a” that refers to a “person.”

▪Let us discuss this further.

Atta Can Have a Mundane (vohāra) or an Absolute (Paramattha) Meaning

8. Even though a “person” does not exist in the paramattha sense, any living person has to use “me” and “mine” in interactions with others. Even the Buddha talked about “HIS” previous lives. He often started a discourse by saying, “let ME explain this concept.”

▪Furthermore, the Buddha emphasized that one should abide by the accepted standard rules of society. It is unwise to try to enforce the fact that in ultimate reality, there is no “me” or a “self.”

▪There were many wealthy people, and even kings, who had attained magga phala and still engaged in their mundane “householder” activities. Of course, at the Arahant stage, one has to become a bhikkhu.

▪Throughout the Tipiṭaka, the word “atta” appears with several different meanings. It is important to be able to use the appropriate meaning in a given context.

▪That is no different from using the word “right” in the following two contexts with entirely different meanings: “turn right” and “you are right.” In the first, it refers to the direction, and in the second, it means “correct.”

Atta Meaning “Me” in Mundane Usage

9. There are many Tipiṭaka verses, where “attā” means a “person.” The following are several examples.

▪“Attānaṁ damayanti paṇḍitā” in Dhammapada verse 6.80 means “The wise persons control themselves.”

▪“Attano sukhamicchati” in Dhammapada verse 21.291 means “one seeks one’s own happiness.” Also, note the word iccha (desire) in “sukhamicchati” is “sukham” + “icchati.”

▪In the Attadīpa Sutta (SN 22.43), “attadīpā viharatha” means “make an island of yourself,” meaning “one has to seek one’s own refuge.”

▪We will discuss the absolute or paramattha meaning of “attā” in the next post.

What is in “Me” (Attā)?

10. From ancient times, people have wondered about how to define “me” (or “attā” in Pāli.) Of course, one’s body is the priority. But one’s identity is also related to one’s mental activities. Thoughts, feelings, perceptions are unique to each person.

▪Anything that one can think of as a part of “me” or “self” or “attā” is included in the five entities of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪It is only a Buddha that can do a thorough analysis and describes a person with those five “parameters.” That analysis is taught by all Buddhas.

▪Of course, each Buddha figures that out each time, on his own.

▪Normally there is at most one Buddha in a given eon. But our current eon is a special one with five Buddhas. Remnants of the teachings of the previous Buddha (Buddha Kassapa) prevailed through Vedic teachings and were there when Buddha Gotama was born.

That Terminology Was There Even Before Buddha Gotama – How Is That Possible?

11. Many people have the perception that Buddha Gotama “adopted” that five-fold analysis from the Vedas because those terms appeared in Vedic literature before Buddha Gotama.

▪There was Buddha Kassapa on this Earth before Buddha Gotama. Buddha Kassapa’s teachings (especially the true meanings of key concepts) were lost with time. But many terms, including the concepts of kamma, kamma vipāka, five aggregates, and many others, were incorporated into Vedic teachings and transmitted through many generations. Of course, the Vedic teachings used the Sanskrit language, which was derived from Pāli or Magadha language. Sanskrit means “derived from” (“saŋ” + “krutha” or සන් කෘත or සංස්කෘත in Sinhala.)

▪The Pāli words like kamma, Nibbāna, Paṭicca Samuppāda were made “more impressive-sounding” by mostly adding the “r” sound. Those three Pāli words became karma, nirvāna, and Pratītyasamutpāda, respectively, in Sanskrit.

▪The same is true for the concept of five aggregates or pañca khandha. The Vedic teachings adopted them as five skandhas.

Whose Concepts are Kamma, Nibbāna, Paṭicca Samuppāda, etc.?

12. A full account requires possibly a whole book. But there are several instances in the Tipiṭaka where Buddha Gotama explained to various Brahmins that many of their teachings originated with Buddha Kassapa.

▪For example, in the WebLink: suttacentral: Māgandhiya Sutta (MN 75), Buddha Gotama has a conversation with a Brahmin who quoted a verse from the Vedas. Buddha Gotama then says that verse was initially uttered by Buddha Kassapa and that it come down through generations in the Vedas without the true meaning. I have discussed that in the post, “Arogyā Paramā Lābhā..“

▪When Prince Siddhartha was born, such Vedic teachings were there. We have a somewhat similar situation right now, with many vital concepts misinterpreted.

▪I mentioned the above because I see in online forums many people wonder whether Buddha Gotama “adopted” Vedic concepts. Those concepts originally came from Buddha Kassapa. But any Buddha discovers them by his own efforts.

▪Then the question comes up as to the “evolution of humans.” There was no evolution of humans. Humans existed on Earth (with Brahma-like bodies) at the beginning of the Earth. This is why it would take a book to discuss all these things. I have given a brief account of the “beginnings” in “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

We will discuss the concept of sakkāya diṭṭhi further in the next post.
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The View of “Me and Mine”- Only For About a Hundred Years

1. An average human has the wrong view that it is beneficial to consider mind-pleasing things in this world as “me” or “mine.” As we discussed in the previous few posts, the most valuable rūpa in the world is one’s physical body. Then there are parents, spouses, children, friends, etc that are considered to be “mine.” See, “Five Aggregates – Connection to Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪It is critical to realize that all those things last only about 100 years.

▪Upon death, even if one is reborn human, it will be a different body and a different set of humans that will become “me” and “mine.” We would not even know who we were in our previous life. We would not know what happened to all those “loved ones” we had in the previous life.

▪That is the “big picture” that we need to focus on. That big picture can be discovered only by a Buddha.

▪It would be impossible for any other human to discover the “real nature of the wider world of 31 realms” where a given living-being goes through the birth/death process.

▪But once explained by a Buddha or a true disciple of the Buddha, one can see the truth in his teachings.

“Me and Mine” View Can Lead to Immoral Actions

2. Based on that wrong view of “me” and “mine” we are sometimes forced to do immoral actions. Think about it carefully. If we lie, steal, or hurt others, such actions can always be traced back to “taking care of me or mine.”

▪It is critical to understand that this wrong view of “me and mine” (sakkāya diṭṭhi) is different from the perception of “me and mine.” Diṭṭhi means “view.”

▪Even after getting rid of the wrong view of “me and mine” that wrong-perception will still be there. That perception of “me” or the innate feeling of “me” will go away only at the Arahant stage.

▪However, just “seeing” that it is is not fruitful to act on the basis of “me and mine” is enough for the mind to stay away from doing highly-immoral deeds. That “seeing” happens when one becomes a Sotāpanna.

▪Of course, it may not be easy to comprehend. That is why the Buddha said, “this Dhamma has not been known to the world.”

“Me and Mine” View Cannot Be Removed by Will Power – It Is Lost via Understanding the “True Nature”

3. The logic of Buddha Dhamma cannot be understood without the underlying principles. Those underlying principles are the rebirth process, laws of kamma, how Paṭicca Samuppāda to give rise to new births, etc. For that, one first needs to get rid of the ten wrong views and learn basic concepts like gati, anusaya, etc. See, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪It is not easy to put all that together and see the truth of the “wider world-view.” Yet, without that foundation, it is not possible to see that big picture and realize the truth of it.

▪It may be hard to believe, but just that “understanding of the big picture” will lead to the removal of 99% of the “gunk” that has been accumulated in our minds in a rebirth process that has no discernible beginning.

▪I recommend reading the recently compiled English text of discourse on this subject by the late Waharaka Thero: WebLink: PDF file: How to Attain Nibbāna as a Buddhist Layman – Part 1

That “Big Picture” Must be Learnt From a Buddha

4. If one has not heard the above from a Buddha or a true disciple of the Buddha, that person — no matter how intelligent — would not be able to figure that out by him/herself.

▪The Buddha called such a person “assutavā puthujjano.” That means “an ignorant person who had not heard this Dhamma.”

▪Of course, many people cannot and will not agree with that “new Dhamma.” They do not have the capability to grasp it. They may not be willing to discard the wrong views that they have. There is nothing we can do about that.

▪I have come this far in the rebirth process because I also had been incapable of grasping that in my previous lives.

▪So, all we can do is try our best to understand. Even if one cannot understand, one needs to live a moral life and engage in meritorious deeds, so that the understanding can come in future life.

Who Is an Assutavā Puthujjano?

5. There are many suttā where the Buddha described an “assutavā puthujjano.”

For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭipadā Sutta (SN 22.44)” states, “Katamā ca, bhikkhave, sakkāya samudayagāminī paṭipadā? Idha, bhikkhave, assutavā puthujjano ariyānaṁ adassāvī ariyadhammassa akovido ariyadhamme avinīto, sappurisānaṁ adassāvī sappurisadhammassa akovido sappurisadhamme avinīto, rūpaṁ attato samanupassati, rūpavantaṁ vā attānaṁ; attani vā rūpaṁ, rūpasmiṁ vā attānaṁ. Vedanaṁ …

saññaṁ …saṅkhāre …viññāṇaṁ attato samanupassati“

Translated: “And what, bhikkhus, is the path leading to the origination of identity view? Here, bhikkhus, an ignorant person who has not heard Dhamma … regards form as self … vedanā as self … saññā as self … saṅkhāra as self … viññāṇa as self“

▪“Rūpaṁ attato samanupassati” means, “regards form (meaning one’s body) as “me” in one of four ways. In the same way, that person may consider each of the other four aggregates as “me” in one of four ways.

▪Thus, considering each of the five aggregates in four ways “to be mine”, leads to the “self-view” or “identity view.” That is “twenty-types of sakkāya diṭṭhi” or “vīsativatthukā sakkāya diṭṭhi.” See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Nayasamuṭṭhāna (Ne 36 / Netti 5)” of Nettipakaraṇa.

▪Anyone who has not heard the correct explanation of sakkāya diṭṭhi is an “uninformed/ignorant” human or assutavā puthujjano. That is why most people today belong to this category. Even when explained, some people have a hard time grasping this “previously unheard Dhamma.”

Sutavā Ariyasāvako – One Who Has Heard and Comprehended Dhamma

6. The opposite of an assutavā puthujjano is a sutavā ariyasāvako, who has heard and comprehended the correct teachings of the Buddha. Such a person knows the dangers in attaching to worldly things.

▪There are many suttā in SN 35 (especially SN 35. 1 through SN 35. 12) that discuss a sutavā ariyasāvako. For example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Ajjhattāniccātītānāgata Sutta (SN 35.7)” says: “Cakkhuṁ, bhikkhave, aniccaṁ atītānāgataṁ; ko pana vādo paccuppannassa. Evaṁ passaṁ, bhikkhave, sutavā ariyasāvako atītasmiṁ cakkhusmiṁ anapekkho hoti; anāgataṁ cakkhuṁ nābhinandati; paccuppannassa cakkhussa nibbidāya virāgāya nirodhāya paṭipanno hoti. Sotaṁ aniccaṁ … ghānaṁ aniccaṁ …”

Translated: “Bhikkhus, the eye of the past and future (let alone the present) is of anicca nature, . Seeing this, a learned noble disciple doesn’t attach to the eye of the past, he doesn’t look forward to enjoying the eye in the future, and he practices for non-attachment, dispassion, and cessation regarding the eye of the present. The ear … nose …”

▪Note that translating “anicca” as “impermanent” does not make any sense. The “eye of the past” has already been destroyed. There is no need to talk about the impermanence of it. What the verse says is that it is not beneficial to recall one’s past and think fondly about it, hoping to enjoy such an eye in the future.

An Assutavā Puthujjano Has Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

7. Thus sakkāya diṭṭhi (identity or self-view) arises because one takes one’s body as “me.” Of course, one may take one’s vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa as self too. In other words, anyone who views one or more of the five aggregates as “mine” has sakkāya diṭṭhi.

“WebLink: suttacentral: Sakkāyadiṭṭhi Sutta (SN 22.155)” the Buddha says, “rūpe kho, bhikkhave, sati, rūpaṁ upādāya, rūpaṁ abhinivissa sakkāya diṭṭhi uppajjati. Vedanāya sati … saññāya sati … saṅkhāresu sati … viññāṇe sati, viññāṇaṁ upādāya, viññāṇaṁ abhinivissa sakkāya diṭṭhi uppajjati.

▪OR, “When one focuses on rūpa when one is “immersed” in rūpa and keep them close (in one’s mind), identity view arises. The same can happen with vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

Then the Buddha asks, “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti?

▪OR, “bhikkhus, are those rūpā of nicca or anicca nature?”

▪Anicca and nicca are complex Pāli words with multiple (but related) meanings. See, See, “Anicca – True Meaning.”

▪Those two words are related to “icca” or “icchā” meaning liking or desire. See, “Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections.”

▪We will discuss the correct meaning of “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti? in #9 below. First, let us look at the common INCORRECT meaning of it.

Critical Error in Equating “Nicca and Anicca” in Pāli as “Nitya and Anitya” in Sanskrit

8. The INCORRECT translation of “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti? is, “bhikkhus, are those rūpā permanent or impermanent?”

▪That is the English translation that appears in most current English texts. It is WRONG!

▪The Pāli word “nicca” DOES NOT mean “permanent” and “anicca” DOES NOT mean “impermanent.”

▪However, the Sanskrit words “nitya” and “anitya” DO MEAN “permanent” and “impermanent.”

▪That grave mistake of confusing Pāli words with wrong Sanskrit words has kept so many people from grasping the correct Buddha Dhamma.

▪Pāli words for “permanent” is niyata AND dhuva. Impermanence expressed as “aniyata” or “addhuva.”

▪For the life of me, I do not understand why all these “learned bhikkhus and scholars” refuse to take a bit of time to go through the Tipiṭaka and figure this out. They should keep in mind that teaching wrong Dhamma is an offense. The Buddha admonished that dealing with Dhamma is like handling a snake. If you get hold of the wrong end, you will be in danger.

Correct Translation of “Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti?

9. In fact, there are more suttā in this series that probe deeper into how the root causes of suffering are tied up to the view of “me” and “mine” based on the high-value for world objects.

For example, WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (SN 22.159) further clarifies what we discussed in #6 above. In that sutta, the Buddha explains to Ven. Ānanda how attachment to rūpa with VIEW of “me and mine” leads to suffering and, thus, is the wrong view. The conversation goes as follows.

▪“Taṁ kiṁ maññasi, ānanda, rūpaṁ niccaṁ vā aniccaṁ vā”ti?

▪“Aniccaṁ, bhante.”

▪“Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vā taṁ sukhaṁ vā”ti?

▪“Dukkhaṁ, bhante.”

▪“Yaṁ panāniccaṁ dukkhaṁ vipariṇāmadhammaṁ, kallaṁ nu taṁ samanupassituṁ: ‘etaṁ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā’”ti? [kalla : [adj.] 1. clever; able; 2. healthy; sound; 3.ready; 4. proper.]

▪“No hetaṁ, bhante.”

Translation:

▪“What do you think, Ānanda? Can anyone maintain rūpa to one’s liking?”

▪“One cannot (aniccaṁ), Bhante.”

▪“If one cannot maintain something to one’s liking, does the lead to suffering or happiness?”

▪“Suffering, Bhante.”

▪“If something cannot be maintained to one’s liking, leads to suffering, and is subject to unexpected changes, is it wise to regard that as: ‘This is mine, I am this, this is my self or identity’?”

▪“No, Bhante.”

Then the Buddha asks about the other four aggregates (the mental aggregates) of vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪Venerable Ānanda agrees that those are also unfit to be “taken as mine or my identity.”

Is It Wise to Take the Five Aggregates As “Me and Mine”?

10. The key point is that these suttā only talk about whether it is SUITABLE or WISE to take any of the five aggregates as me or mine.

▪That pertains only to one’s view of a “me.” Getting rid of that VIEW is getting rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi.

▪One may still have the feeling/perception of a “me.” That goes away only at the Arahant stage.

▪Yet many people today try to start with “I do not exist” (with the incorrect translation of anatta as “no-self”). It is ridiculous to say, “I do not exist.” It is obvious that we all exist.

▪We will discuss the concept of anatta in the next post. That basically says one will be helpless in the rebirth process with the wrong view and wrong perception of a “me.” That “me” will go through uncountable “bad births” with that wrong view/perception of a “me.”

One Could Be Reborn a Human, Deva, Brahma, Animal, Hell-Being – Which One Is “Me”?

11. Think about that. Is “me” a human, animal, a Brahma, (or any of the many births possible)? This is why one cannot comprehend Buddha Dhamma without understanding the “big picture” of the Buddha about this world.

▪That “big picture” is the non-stop rebirth process within the 31 realms of this world.

▪It also includes the laws of kamma and Paṭicca Samuppāda. Here, Paṭicca Samuppāda explains how different existences (bhava) arise due to abhisaṅkhāra (strong kamma.)

▪It is those abhisaṅkhāra (done with avijjā) that lead to different existences as a human, Deva, Brahma, animal, hell-being, etc.

▪Any living-being will be “preparing one’s own future births” via generating corresponding abhisaṅkhāra (or good bad kamma) due to ignorance (avijjā.) That was the conclusion of the series of posts on “Origin of Life.” See, “Origin of Life – One Creates One’s Own Future Lives.”

▪That avijjā will reduce by a huge fraction when one gets rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi. It will completely go away at the Arahant stage with the removal of “asmi māna.”
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First, “atta (attā)” is pronounced with the “th” sound, as in “metta (mettā).” See, #12 of ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.”

Words With Double Meanings in English

1. A number of English words are spelled the same way and pronounced the same way, but have different meanings. For example, let us consider the word, “mine.”

▪The word mine is a possessive adjective. For example, “That house is mine” means the house belongs to me.

▪Mine is also a noun. It can refer to a place where minerals (coal, gold, etc) are dug out of the earth.

▪A mine (or landmine) also refers to a bomb that is buried underground. It can explode when someone steps on it or drives over it. They are used in war.

▪There are many other words like that. We need to know which meaning to use based on the context (how it is used). Another simple word is right. It means a direction in “turn right at the traffic light.” But it means something entirely different in, “you are right” meaning “you are correct.”

Atta (and Attā) – Two Very Different Meanings

2. Many Pāli words have double meanings. In addition, many Pāli words have a mundane meaning and a deeper meaning. We need to know which one to use depending on the situation.

▪One becomes good at figuring out which meaning is relevant in a given context, only after having a good understanding of Buddha Dhamma. A good understanding comes especially with practice, not merely by reading about Buddha Dhamma.

▪That is why it is not a good idea to resort to Pāli dictionaries alone. See, “Pāli Dictionaries – Are They Reliable?”

▪Pāli word “atta” has two frequently used meanings. One is the mundane meaning of “person” or “self.” Let us discuss that first.

Atta Meaning “Person” or “Self” in Mundane Usage

3. There are many Tipiṭaka verses, where “atta” means a “person.” The following are several examples.

▪“Attānaṁ damayanti paṇḍitā” in Dhammapada verse 6.80 means “The wise persons control themselves.”

▪“Attano sukhamicchati” in Dhammapada verse 21.291 means “one seeks one’s own happiness.” Also, note the word iccha (desire) in “sukhamicchati” is “sukhaṁ” + “icchati.”

▪In the Attadīpa Sutta (SN 22.43), “attadīpā viharatha” means “make an island of yourself,” meaning “one has to seek one’s own refuge.”

Various Wrong Views based on “Person” or “Self”

4. Humans always wondered what it is that feels like “me.” What defines a “me” or a “self” or “attā?” Based on such thinking, they come to various wrong conclusions or wrong views about a “self.”

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1) the Buddha described 62 types of wrong views that people have.

▪All these wrong views can be divided into primarily two categories (the other views are variations of these two.) In the terminology used today, we can list those two categories as follows.

Permanent Soul (Sassata Vāda): A given person has a permanent soul in Abrahamic religions (or ātma or ātman in Hinduism.) When the physical body dies, “the soul” or “ātma” gets hold of another existence. In Abrahamic religions, that next existence is forever in either heaven or hell. In Hinduism, one may go through many “incarnations” and would finally merge with Mahā Brahma to attain a permanent existence.

Materialistic View (Ucceheda Vāda): When the present life ends, no more future lives or existences. The material body is solely responsible for generating our thoughts (in the brain.) Many scientists today belong to this category.

5. The verse describing sassata vāda: “Tatra, bhikkhave, ye te samaṇabrāhmaṇā sassatavādā sassataṁ attānañca lokañca paññapenti ..”

means, “when those ascetics and brahmins assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal ..”

▪Sassata means “eternal.”

The verse describing uccheda vāda: “Tatra, bhikkhave, ye te samaṇabrāhmaṇā ucchedavādā sato sattassa ucchedaṁ vināsaṁ vibhavaṁ paññapenti ..” meaning, “they assert the annihilation of an existing being..”

▪Uccheda means to “break off” or “cut off.” Materialists believe that we just live this life.

With the Mundane Meaning of Atta, Anatta is Not Used as Its Opposite

6. Therefore, in ALL of the above cases, the word “atta” refers to what we traditionally call a “self.”

▪In simple terms, materialists have the wrong view that a “self” has only this life.

▪People in the other camp have the wrong view that a “soul” is forever.

▪The Buddha pointed out that both views are wrong. A “self” would come to existence as long as appropriate causes and conditions are there. But there is no “permanent self” like a soul. An Arahant would not be reborn. He/she would have removed those causes and conditions for rebirth.

▪In both cases, the word “anatta (or anattā)” is NEVER used to indicate the opposite of attā. The word “anatta” is NEVER used to indicate that a “self is absent.” For example, in the WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (SN 44.10) Vacchagotta comes to the Buddha asked “Master Gotama, is it correct to say that there is a “self”?” He used the phrase, “atthi attā” to ask whether there is a “self.” Then he phrased it the opposite way and asked, ” is it not correct to say that there is a “self”?” There he used the phrase, “na atthi attā” to ask whether a “self” does not exist. See, “Anattā (Mundane Interpretation) – No “Unchanging Self.”

Now, let us discuss the absolute or paramattha meaning of “attā.” Here, the opposite of attā (or “anatta”) indicates two facts: (i) Any worldly thing does not have an essence. (ii) One would become helpless at the end if one attaches to those worldly things. These meanings need to be used in the context of the three characteristics of nature or Tilakkhaṇa.

Anatta As a Characteristic of Nature – No Essence in Worldly Things

7. This usage of the word “anatta” indicates “no refuge” or “no essence” to refer to THINGS IN THIS WORLD. It could also mean one would become “helpless” at the end if one pursues worldly things with greed or cravings. This involves the deeper meaning of “atta” being “with refuge” or “with essence.”

▪One would be safe and protected by overcoming the anatta nature. That is Nibbāna. Only Nibbāna has the “atta” nature.

▪In this context, the three words anicca, dukkha, and anatta describe CHARACTERISTICS of this world. They have NOTHING TO DO with the context of a “self” directly.

▪In brief, anicca means that “worldly things” cannot be maintained to anyone’s satisfaction in the long-run. Those “worldly things” include not only material things but also mental attributes, among them vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪IF someone craves them and attaches to them, then that person will be subjected to future suffering. That comes in two parts. First, one would become distressed because those desires will not be fulfilled at the end. Secondly, if one does immoral actions to get them, then one will have to face bad consequences of such actions (including rebirths in bad existences.)

▪Thus, in the end, attachment to worldly things will be of “no essence.” Those struggles would be in vain and are fruitless. One would become helpless by pursuing such efforts.

Anattha and Attha Are Strong Versions of Anatta and Atta

8. I have explained in a previous post that the words “iccha” and “aniccha” have the same meanings as “icca” and “anicca” but with stronger emphasis. See, “Icca, Nicca, Anicca – Important Connections.”

▪In the same way, “atta” and “anatta” in the present context have stronger versions indicated by “attha” and “anattha.”

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11), the Buddha described a person engaged in kāmasukhallikānuyoga or attakilamathānuyoga as “anatthasaṁhito.”

▪The verse at the beginning of the sutta is, “Yo cāyaṁ kāmesu kāmasukhallikānuyogo hīno gammo pothujjaniko anariyo anatthasaṁhito, yo cāyaṁ attakilamathānuyogo dukkho anariyo anatthasaṁhito.”

▪Here, the word “anatthasaṁhito” (anattha + saŋ + hito) means an anariya or an ignorance average person is helpless because of the wrong views.

9. Furthermore, “attha” also indicates “truth” (“artha” in Sinhala) and “anattha” indicates “untruth or useless” (“anartha” in Sinhala) depending on the context. None of these words are used in the context of a “self.”

•The above verse could also be explained as an anariya engaging in useless activities (either indulging in sense pleasures or going to the other extreme of self-mortification.) Either activity does not have any meaning or essence.

Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Closely Related Characteristics of This World

10. Anicca, dukkha, anatta are CHARACTERISTICS of this world. The word “anatta” in that context DOES NOT mean “no-self” or anything like that. However, a given person can BECOME anatta (helpless) by attaching to things of anicca nature that lead to suffering (dukkha.) But a person with magga phala has overcome that state of “helplessness” and has become an Ariya with refuge (atta.)

▪The opposites of anicca, dukha, anatta (ie., nicca, sukha, atta) are characteristics of Nibbāna. See, “Tilakkhaṇa – English Discourses.”

▪One gets to Nibbāna by renouncing “this world of 31 realms.”

▪One attains Nibbāna by first realizing the anicca, dukkha, anatta NATURE of this world. Only then that one would have understood the Four Noble Truths.

▪Only then it is possible to grasp that the Fourth Noble Truth of “the path to Nibbāna” is the Noble Eightfold Path. That Noble Path starts with Samma Ditthi, which is the “clear vision” that this world is of anicca, dukkha, anatta NATURE of the world with 31 realms.

“Previously Unheard Dhamma” of the Buddha

11. That is a very succinct description of Buddha Dhamma, the “previously unheard teachings that can only come from a Buddha.”

▪The common perception is that one can find long-lasting happiness in this world. That there are so many “mind-pleasing things” in this world worth pursuing. If one makes a determined effort, one can “succeed in life” and “be happy.”

▪The Buddha agreed that there are many “mind-pleasing things” in this world.

▪But the Buddha taught that there is suffering hidden in those apparent “mind-pleasing” things. That hidden suffering is hard to see, and that is why not everyone can understand Buddha Dhamma. Without making a determined effort, it may not be possible.

An Analogy – Assutavā Puthujjano Is Not Different From a Fish Biting Into a Tasty Bait

12. The Buddha gave the following analogy. A fish bites into a tasty bait, because it cannot see the hook hidden in it. The fish only see the “tasty bait” and cannot see the hook, string, fishing pole, and the person holding that pole. If it could see the “whole picture” it would not even go close to that bait.

▪In the same way, it is only a Buddha who can “see” the “bigger picture” with the 31 realms with the four suffering-filled realms and the rebirth process. Due to the ignorance of that “wider worldview,” living-beings spend most of the time in those four lowest realms.

▪An “assutavā puthujjano” or an “ignorant average human” is unable to see that hidden suffering. That is why most living-beings spend most of their samsaric journey within the four lowest realms. They get trapped there and become helpless. They become “anatta” or “without refuge” at the end. See, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – “Me and Mine” View.”

▪I have discussed those three words in many posts in the section “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta” and also in the recently revised section on “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).” It was also discussed with another approach in the “Origin of Life” section. Each person is different and one of those could be appropriate for a given person. In the end, they all converge to the same point and one would be able to see that they are all self-consistent.

Evidence That Anatta Does Not Mean “No-Self”

13. There are many suttā in the Smayutta Nikāya that discuss anicca, dukkha, anatta, and the relationships among them. Specifically SN 22, SN 23, and SN 35.

▪For example, WebLink: suttacentral: Koṭṭhikaanatta Sutta (SN 35.164) states, “Cakkhu kho, koṭṭhika, anattā; tatra te chando pahātabbo. Rūpā anattā; tatra te chando pahātabbo. Cakkhuviññāṇaṁ anattā; tatra te chando pahātabbo. Cakkhusamphasso anattā; tatra te chando pahātabbo. Yampidaṁ cakkhusamphassapaccayā uppajjati vedayitaṁ sukhaṁ vā dukkhaṁ vā adukkhamasukhaṁ vā tampi anattā; tatra te chando pahātabbo …”

Translated: “The eye, sights, eye-consciousness, and eye “saŋ-contact” (samphassa) are without essence: you should give up the desire/cravings for them. The pleasant, painful, or neutral feeling that arises conditioned by eye “saŋ-contact” (samphassa) is also without essence. You should give up the desire for it.”

▪That statement is then repeated for the ear, tongue, nose, body, and mind. It applies anything and everything in this world! 

Can Eye-Consciousness Have a “Self”?

14. Most other translations state all those entities that I highlighted above are “not-self.” See, “WebLink: suttacentral: With Koṭṭhita on Not-Self” which states, “The eye, sights, eye-consciousness, and eye contact are not-self..”

▪How can eye-consciousness possibly have a “self”? How can eye contact have a “self”? What does it mean to say they have “no-self”? Even a child should be able to see that statement does not make any sense!

Anything In This World Has Anatta Nature

15. In fact, as stated in the sutta in #13 above (and MANY other suttā) ANYTHING that exists in this world is of anatta nature. They are all without any essence.

▪It starts with the anicca nature of ALL worldly things. That means no one can maintain anything in this world to one’s satisfaction over the long run.

▪But people try to do that impossible task because they crave many things in this world. But in the end, they would only suffer. That is partly because they do immoral deeds to acquire those “things” and end up having to face bad kamma vipāka. The verse “yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ” or the verse, “Yam pi icchaṁ na labhati tam pi dukkhaṁ” expresses that fact.

▪That process will gradually move anyone to more and more suffering. One will eventually end up in the apayā with much suffering, and at that point, one would be truly helpless (anatta.) That is what is meant by, “yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā.”

▪That verse, “yad aniccaṁ taṁ dukkhaṁ, yaṁ dukkhaṁ tad anattā” appears in numerous suttā in the Tipiṭaka. That is how living-beings become helpless in the rebirth process (by engaging in immoral deeds) in their quest of seeking “sensory pleasures.”

▪That is the “previously unheard Dhamma” of the Buddha.
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Saññā is, at the very fundamental level, the recognition of an external stimulus. But it is more than that. We not only recognize that a given object is, say, a dog. But some people may be able to categorize it as a bull dog. Thus saññā about a particular object depends on the person.

Same is true for other four senses. When we hear a sound, we recognize what it is, say a bird singing a song. Some may be able to say which bird it is, some may not be. Any smell, taste, or touch works the same way. Without saññā we cannot identify things around us, and also cannot communicate with each other meaningfully.

One of the 31 realms of existence is the “Asañña realm.” There, the beings have no saññā or perception. Thus in principle, those beings are without any awareness. Nothing registers in the mind. If anyone has attained the 7th jhāna, the “Nevasaññā Na’saññā,” then that person knows what it is like to born in the Asañña realm.

Saññā is described in more detail in, “Saññā – What It Really Means” and “How to Cultivate the Anicca Saññā.”

Next, “Vedanā (Feelings)”, ………
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Revised November 6, 2018; August 31, 2019

In this and follow-up posts, we will discuss six types of vedanā (feelings) and how they arise. There are other types of vedanā, but these are the important ones to understand for the Sotāpanna stage. Three of these occur due to kamma vipāka, and the other three arise due to saṅkhāra (defiled thoughts).

▪Vedanā comes from (“ve” + “danā”) which means “වීම දැනවීම” in Sinhala. That means to “become aware of something.” When we sense something via our six senses, we become aware of it; that is vedanā.

Two Ways Vedanā (Feelings) Can Arise

Vedanā (feelings) can arise in two ways:

1. First, as a consequence of a previous kamma (i.e., a kamma vipāka), possibly done many lives ago. Those usually are not avoidable.

▪Unavoidable vedanā (feelings) are three kinds : Sukha vedanā (pleasant or joyful feeling), dukha vedanā (unpleasant or painful feeling), and adukkhama asukha (without being painful or joyful, just neutral), where we are just aware of it. This adukkhama asukha vedanā is also called upekkha vedanā.

2. Second, s a direct consequence of a saṅkhāra (one could say an ongoing action or a way of thinking). These are absent in Arahants.

▪Three types of other vedanā are avoidable: somanassa (pleasant), domanassa (unpleasant), and upekkhā (neutral) vedanā. They are solely mind-made and are due to defiled thoughts (saṅkhāra). The details discussed below.

Vedanā Arising from Kamma Vipāka

Kamma vipāka can happen to everyone, including Arahants. While everyone can avoid some kamma vipāka, others are too strong to be able to be avoided.

▪For example, the Buddha himself had physical ailments later in his life as kamma vipāka. Because of a bad kamma that he committed many lives before, Moggallāna Thero was beaten to death.

▪However, kamma vipāka are not sure to happen. Some can be reduced in power by Mettā Bhāvanā; see, “Karaniya Metta Sutta – Mettā Bhāvanā.”

▪All kamma vipāka reduce in power with time and some eventually die out if they did not get a chance to come to fruition within 91 Mahā kappas. Many can be avoided by not providing conditions for them to arise (see, the discussion on kamma bīja in , “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka”).

▪One could also feel sukha vedanā (pleasant feelings) due to good kamma vipāka. These are also bodily feelings that arise due to “pleasant bodily contacts” like a getting a good massage or lying on a luxurious bed.

▪These types of vedanā are not DIRECTLY relevant in Paṭicca Samuppāda. For example, when Devadatta injured the Buddha, the Buddha did not generate “vedanā paccayā taṇhā” in Paṭicca Samuppāda. 

Vedanā Arising from Saṅkhāra

These are the vedanā that Arahants do not feel. Since they do not commit any abhisaṅkhāra (those strong saṅkhāra done with greed, hate, and ignorance), an Arahant avoids any feeling arising from abhisaṅkhāra. The easiest way to explain this kind of vedanā is to give some examples:

1.Three people are walking down the street. One has an ultra-right political bias (A), the second has an ultra-left preference (B), and the third is an Arahant who does not have special feelings for anyone (C). They all see a famous politician hated by the political right coming their way. It is a given that the sight of the politician causes A to have displeasure and B to have a pleasurable feeling. 

2.On the other hand, the sight does not cause the Arahant to generate any pleasure or displeasure. Even though all three see the same person, they generate different types of feelings. It is critical to realize that A and B created the feelings by themselves. 

2.Two friends go looking for treasure and find a gem. They are both overjoyed. It seems quite valuable, and one person kills the other so that he can get all the money. When he tries to sell the “gem”, he finds out that it was not that valuable. His joy turns to sorrow in an instant. Nothing had changed in the object, the piece of stone. It was the same piece of colored rock. What has changed was the perception of it (saññā). 

3.A loving couple had lived for many years without any problems and were happy to be together. However, the husband slaps his wife during an argument. The physical pain from the slap itself did not last more than a few minutes. But for how long the wife would suffer mentally? Even the husband, who did not feel any physical pain, would suffer for days if he really loved his wife. In both cases, the attachment to each other led to real suffering. The wife could have dropped something on her foot and would have suffered about the same amount of physical pain. But she would not have had any lingering mental pain associated with that. 

Thus all these second kind of feelings arise due to greed, hate, or ignorance. They are due to (abhi)saṅkhāra. The feelings come from INSIDE oneself. They do not come from a kamma vipāka. We use external things to CAUSE happiness or suffering by our own volition.

▪These types of vedanā (also called samphassa jā vedanā” or “vedanā generated via samphassa”) are the ones relevant in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

Deeper analyses can be found at Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways @ Assāda, Ādīnava, Nissaraṇa or (Same at Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways @ The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha) )

Next, “Viññāṇa (Consciousness)”, …………….  
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Originally written in 2014; re-written September 8, 2018; revised December 25, 2018; July 18, 2022

Viññāṇa is normally translated as consciousness or awareness. But it is much deeper and can be many different types. An overview is given below, and there are several posts on different types of viññāṇa in different sections of the website.

▪Viññāṇa is very complex and is the key to Nibbāna. One should read the posts mentioned below; more posts can be found using the “Search box” on the top right.

▪First, it is very important to get a basic understanding of Pāli terms like citta, viññāṇa, and nāma gotta: “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta)” and “The Amazing Mind – Critical Role of Nāmagotta (Memories).”

Six Types of Viññāṇa

1. There are six types of viññāṇa corresponding to the six sense inputs (vision, hearing, taste, smell, touch, mind): cakkhu, sota, jivhā, gandha, kāya, and mano viññāṇa.

▪When we experience a sense input (say, see an object), we get a happy, unhappy, or neutral feeling (vedanā), recognize it (saññā), and automatically generate mano saṅkhāra.

▪Viññāṇa provides the overall sensory experience that includes vedanā, saññā, and saṅkhāra. Those latter three combined is called “nāma.”

▪However, in addition to just providing a “sense experience” (which is all “nāma”), viññāṇa can also act as the bridge between “nāma” and “rūpa” to “nāmarūpa.” These nāmarūpa are the seeds for the creation of matter (rūpa). That is a separate type of viññāṇa — called kamma viññāṇa — as we discuss now.

Two Types of Viññāṇa –Vipāka Viññāṇa and Kamma Viññāṇa

2. Vipāka viññāṇa is awareness or consciousness. The five types of viññāṇa associated with the five physical senses are ALWAYS vipāka viññāṇa. Mano viññāṇa also could be a vipāka viññāṇa. When one “sees” something that is cakkhu viññāṇa and when one smells something that is a ghāṇa viññāṇa, etc. Six types of vipāka viññāṇa arise when sense inputs come through the six sense doors (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, touch, and the mind). These are the six types listed above in #1.

▪The second major type is kamma viññāṇa or defiled viññāṇa. Kamma viññāṇa are those that arise via “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪It is to be noted that kamma viññāṇa are always mano viññāṇa, i.e., kamma viññāṇa arise in mind without going through the five physical sense doors. 

▪Therefore, mano viññāṇa can be vipāka viññāṇa or kamma viññāṇa.

3. Kamma viññāṇa are created via our defiled thoughts (saṅkhāra) which are three types: mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪When we automatically generate thoughts due to sensory input those are mano saṅkhāra; then we consciously think about it and may even talk out loud about it (with vacī saṅkhāra); if we get engaged, we may physical do things (with kāya saṅkhāra); see, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪It is also important to realize that “talking/thinking to oneself silently” without speaking is included in vacī saṅkhāra; see, “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

4. We can see that what is called the “awareness” or “consciousness” is vipāka viññāṇa; it is one’s experience at a given moment.

▪On the other hand, kamma viññāṇa is what is called the “subconscious.” A hope or desire lies hidden and comes to the surface from time to time. For example, if we plan to buy a car, that idea (hope/desire) remains in our subconscious. When we see a car like the one that we want to buy, that viññāṇa is “awakened,” and we start thinking about it. But once we buy the car, that viññāṇa will be gone, i.e., we will not think about it anymore.

▪We are reborn mainly because we desire to live and enjoy life. But we do not get our exact wish most of the time; if we do dasa akusala to get what we want in this life, we are likely to be born in the apāyā, regardless of what we wish for.

Mechanisms for Generating Vipāka Viññāṇa and Kamma Viññāṇa

5. Kamma Viññāṇa are generated in Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda.” As we saw above, kamma viññāṇa arise due to saṅkhāra: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.”

▪Therefore, we accumulate such kamma viññāṇa by doing (abhi) saṅkhāra due to our ignorance (that striving to get sense pleasures can lead to long-lasting happiness), i.e., we do not comprehend the anicca nature.

6. Vipāka viññāṇa arise via six ways due to sense inputs via the six sense faculties: “cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññāṇaṁ,” “sotañca paṭicca sadde ca uppajjati sotaviññāṇaṁ,”…”manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.”

▪In English, that means we see an object when our eyes capture light coming from that object; we hear a sound that comes to our ears, …we get a thought in our mind.

▪An example of a mano viññāṇa is, for example, something that happened on a previous day just popping into the mind.

▪This process of the arising of the six types of viññāṇa is discussed in, “Do I Have “A Mind” That Is Fixed and “Mine”?.”

Based on Vipāka Viññāṇa, We Initiate Kamma Viññāṇa

7. Everything that we INITIALLY EXPERIENCE is due to a kammā vipāka, i.e., it comes to us as a vipāka viññāṇa. They make us see, hear, smell, taste, experience bodily sensations, and bring new thoughts to mind.

▪Based on those sense inputs, we MAY initiate new kamma viññāṇa if those sense inputs are either attractive (leading to greed) or repulsive (leading to hate/anger). This happens via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” as mentioned above.

8. If we start doing saṅkhāra consciously, then we start generating NEW kamma via the process, “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” Then we would give rise to a new kamma viññāṇa. If those abhisaṅkhāra are strong enough, corresponding kamma viññāṇa can give rise to a special type of vipāka viññāṇa called paṭisandhi viññāṇa (responsible for rebirth).

▪A paṭisandhi viññāṇa, which is the state of mind at the moment of grasping a new bhava (new existence) is a vipāka viññāṇa; we cannot control it.

▪Paṭisandhi viññāṇa is A RESULT of a past kamma that we did with a kamma viññāṇa at the time of doing that kamma. For example, someone kills a human being with a kamma viññāṇa, and that gives rise to a kamma bīja (kammic energy). That kamma bīja can bring in a vipāka viññāṇa in the form of a paṭisandhi viññāṇa in the future.

9. This vicious cycle of “vipāka” leading to “kammā” leading to more “vipāka” is the process that binds us to the saṁsāra of endless rebirths, with (mostly) suffering.

▪The Buddha describes this as, “kammā vipākā vaddanti, vipāko kamma sambhavo, tasmā punabbhavo hoti, evan loko pavattati.”

▪That means, “kammā lead to vipāka, vipāka, in turn, lead to kammā and thus to rebirth (punabbhavo), and that is how the world (existence) is maintained.”

▪There, “sambhava” is “saŋ” + “bhava,” or “adding more existences.” Also, “loka” is the world, and “pavatta” means “maintain.”

10. Breaking this vicious cycle is the key to Nibbāna, as we point out next.

“Yam kiñci dukkham sambhoti, Sabbam viññānapaccayā” (“Whatever suffering that arises, It arises due to viññāṇa”.)

11. Many suttā clearly state that Nibbāna is attained by stopping the arising of viññāṇa (defiled consciousness), i.e., via “viññāṇa nirodha.” A clear statement can be found in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dvayatānupassanāsutta (Sutta Nipata 3.12)”:

“Yaṁ kiñci dukkhaṁ sambhoti,

Sabbaṁ viññāṇapaccayā;

Viññāṇassa nirodhena,

Natthi dukkhassa sambhavo.”

Translated: “Whatever suffering that arises, all that arises due to viññāṇa; With not arising of viññāṇa, there is no existence with suffering.”

▪The viññāṇa referred to here is kamma viññāṇa. For a discussion, see “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

12. Of course, the way to stop kamma viññāṇa from arising is to stop doing abhisaṅkhāra, i.e., stop kamma viññāṇa in the step, “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” That involves two steps:

▪First, one needs to cultivate paññā and get rid of avijjā, so that the “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” step can be avoided. One needs to comprehend this world’s anicca, dukkha, anatta, and asubha nature.

▪Secondly, one also needs to be mindful and stop such abhisaṅkhāra from arising to stop the rebirth process or even to stop bad kamma vipāka in the future.

▪Both of those two steps are essential; they feed on each other. The more one understands the anicca nature, it is easier to stop such abhisaṅkhāra, AND the more abhisaṅkhāra one stops, it becomes easier to comprehend anicca nature.

Key Points to Remember

13. Kamma viññāṇa are saṅkhata that we create ourselves; they are also called “kamma bīja.” We create them by doing mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra due to our ignorance. That process is described by Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪We can stop generating kamma viññāṇa by being mindful and not doing abhisaṅkhāra, especially apuñña abhisaṅkhāra or immoral deeds.

14. The type of rebirth (or other kamma vipāka) that arise due to abhisaṅkhāra is described by Paṭicca Samuppāda: they are according to the type of abhisaṅkhāra done: “pati icca leading to sama uppāda”; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha” + “Sama+uppāda”.”

▪Then they bring vipāka or results in the future via vipāka viññāṇa. As long as one lives, one will experience vipāka viññāṇa, even if one is an Arahant.

▪However, an Arahant will not grasp a new bhava at the moment of death (at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment) because the “upādāna paccayā bhava” step will not work for an Arahant: He/she will not grasp any bhava, i.e., no upādāna.

15. This is a highly condensed overview. Don’t be discouraged if you cannot understand some things. One needs to spend some time reading relevant posts and contemplating them. Any questions can be discussed at the discussion forum: “WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Forums.”
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Please see, “What are Rūpa? Relation to Nibbāna” for an introduction.

Most people have many misconceptions about rūpa. So, we will systematically look at different kinds of rūpa. Rūpa are basically everything that the five physical senses sense: we see vaṇṇa rūpa (physical objects that bounce light off; also called “rūpa rūpa”), we hear sadda rūpa (sounds), we smell gandha rūpa (odors), we taste rasa rūpa (food), and we touch pottabba rūpa (physical objects). Our internal senses that sense those external rūpa are also fine rūpa that are controlled by the mind. Those that are sensed by the mind are dhamma (concepts), and mind is not a rūpa.

▪Here is a simple way to figure out the five types of rūpa: If we take a toasted slice of bread that is rūpa rūpa or a vaṇṇa rūpa; if it is freshly toasted, when we break it, it will make a sound, which is a sadda rūpa; the smell of that bread is a gandha rūpa; when we taste it, we taste the rasa rūpa in the bread; when we touch it, we touch the pottabba rūpa in the bread.

There are many ways that rūpa can be analyzed. The basic “building blocks” of all rūpa are the four great elements (mahā bhūta): pathavi (element of extension with the characteristic of hardness), āpo (The element of cohesion with the characteristics of cohesiveness and fluidity), tejo (the element of heat or heat energy with the characteristics of hotness and coldness), and vāyo (the element of motion or kinetic energy with the characteristics of pushing and supporting).

▪It must be noted that in many cases, the Buddha took existing terms and redefined them to be consistent with Buddha Dhamma. The terms pathavi (earth), āpo (water), tejo (fire), and vāyo (wind) were thought to be the basic building blocks for matter in the pre-Buddha era, including the Greeks.

▪But those names have deeper meanings too; for an in-depth discussion see, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

There are 28 types of basic rūpa, and the other 24 are derivatives (upādāya rūpa) of the four mahā bhūta. 

1. Rūpa can be put into two categories regarding whether they are internal (ajjhattika) and external (bāhira). The internal rūpa are the five pasāda rūpa associated with the physical body: eye (cakkhu), ear (sota), nose (ghāṇa), tongue (jivhā), and body (kāya).  Internal rūpa also include our physical body (including the physical eyes, ears, etc). Here are a few things to note: [bāhira : [adj.] external; outer; foreign. (nt.), outside.]

▪These five internal or pasāda rūpa are essential for experiencing the outside world. Without them, people will not be different from inanimate logs. Those internal rūpa associated with the physical body become inert (and external) when the gandhabba leaves the body. 

▪It must be emphasized that pasāda rūpa are NOT the physical organs that we see. These are fine rūpa (matter) that stop being regenerated at death. Thus cakkhu is NOT the physical eye.

▪From the moment of death of the physical body, cakkhu is not there anymore; it is gone with the gandhabba. However, the physical eye is there and can be even used in another person’s body within 24 hours or so.

▪Therefore, those physical senses are internal only as long as the gandhabba is associated with the physical body. As soon as gandhabba leaves at the death of the physical body, they become external rūpa.

2. Out of all the external (bāhira or bahiddhā) rūpa, seven are called gocara rūpa or objective rūpa because those are the ones that can be sensed by the five internal (pasāda) rūpa.

▪These are: visible (vaṇṇa) rūpa, sound (sadda) rūpa, smell (gandha) rūpa, taste (rasa) rūpa, and tangible rūpa (phoṭṭhabba). There are no separate rūpā called phoṭṭhabba rūpa; they are pathavi, tejo, and vāyo, three of the four great elements (mahā bhūta). Thus things we see with our eyes are the visible (vaṇṇa) rūpā; they are only part of the class of rūpa.

▪It is important to note that the gocara rūpa or objective rūpa are the only rūpa that we EXPERIENCE with our five physical senses. For example the remaining great essential, āpo, is not experienced by our senses.

▪The five pasāda rūpa and the seven gocara rūpa that are sensed by them are collectively called the olarika (gross or coarse) rūpas because they can touch (strike) each other. The other 16 rūpas are subtle or fine (sukhuma) rūpa.

3. There are several fine rūpā that are associated with our body.

▪Hadaya vatthu (heart base) – together with the five pasāda rūpa — are located close to the heart.

▪Jivitindriya rūpa (vital force of kammaja rūpa) is spread throughout the body.

▪There are two bhava rūpā that determine whether it is a male or a female: itthi bhava (femininity) and purisa bhava (masculinity). One kind is spread throughout a body.

▪Āhāra rūpa (oja) are nutritive essence that sustains the body. It is extracted from the food we eat.

4. So far we have discussed five pasāda rūpā, seven rūpā that constitute the external rūpa (vaṇṇa, sadda, rasa, gandha, pathavi, tejo, vāyo) that are sensed by the pasāda rūpa, and the five other rūpa (hadaya, jivitindriya, two bhava rūpa, and oja) in #3.

5. The remaining mahā bhūta or the great element is āpo. It is the rūpa that holds any structure together, but it is not sensed by the body (kaya) rūpa. With the āpo rūpa, up to this point we have discussed 18 types of rūpa. These 18 types of rūpa are called nippanna rūpa (concretely produced rūpa) because they are caused and conditioned by one or more of four things: kamma, citta, utu (tejo) and āhāra (food); thus they are suitable for contemplation by insight.

▪The five pasāda rūpa, two bhava rūpa, hadaya vatthu and jivitindriya rūpa (9 in all) are produced by kamma and kamma alone.

▪Sadda (sound) rūpa are produced by citta and utu (tejo). Vocal sounds such as speech, laughter, whistling, etc are produced by citta. Non-vocal sounds, such as thunder and music from instruments are produced by utu.

▪The different ways that kamma, citta, utu, and āhāra produce the 24 types of rūpa is summarized in the Tables and Summaries Section; see, “Rūpa – Generation Mechanisms.”

6. The remaining 10 rūpa are more abstract in nature. They are called anippana rūpa (non-concretely produced rūpa).

▪Akasa dhātu (space element) is not so much “space”, but more like the inter-atomic space or intra-atomic space. It occupies whatever is not occupied by any other rūpa. Thus it is everywhere, even in the deep inter-galactic space where there is no “detectable matter.” Scientists are beginning to suspect that there is much more energy in the vacuum (zero point energy) than the energy that we experience. It is like the deep ocean and what we see are only the ripples.

▪We communicate using two fine rūpā: vinnatti rūpa or material qualities of communication. We use both the mouth and and the body to communicate with each other. Kāya vinnatti (bodily intimation) is gestures by hand, head, physical eye, leg, etc, to indicate one’s intentions to another. Vacī vinnatti (vocal intimation) is the movement of the mouth to produce vocal speech.

▪There are three vikara (mutable) rūpa that helps with the movements of the body. The lahuta (lightness or buoyancy) rūpa suppresses the heaviness of a body. This make it possible for up jump, for example. Imagine trying to toss up an equivalent weight! Muduta (elasticity) removes the stiffness in the body. Kammannata (weildiness) gives strength to hold up body parts. All these make possible our body movements.

▪Finally, there are four lakkhaṇa (material qualities) rūpa that are common characteristics of all rūpas: Upacaya and santati rūpa are associated with the arising of a rūpa, jarata rūpa is associated with the decay, and aniccata rūpa is the dissolving stage. See the lifetime discussed below.

7. The four great elements (mahā bhūta) are the primary rūpa. Each of the four has its own character: pathavi element of hardness; the āpo element of fluidity and cohesion; tejo of heat; vāyo of motion and pressure.

8. The mahā bhūta can never be detected separately. The eight rūpa of pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, are always found together with vaṇṇa, gandha, rasa, oja in inseparable units called pure octads or suddhaṭṭhaka, which are the fundamental units of matter. These eight rūpā are inseparable and indivisible, and thus are known as avinibbhoga rūpa; for an in-depth discussion see, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka”

9. It is not necessary to memorize all these details about different rūpa. But it is good to have a reference base to look up if needed. Abhidhamma goes to much more detail and shows how the mental energy can form different kinds of rūpa.

If you have not read about saṅkhāra (the remaining one of the five aggregates):

“Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Vipāka, Kamma Bīja”, ……
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First, many people have the impression that rūpakkhandha is one’s own body OR that pañcakkhandha is “in one’s own body.” The problem with this critical mistake can be seen with the description of rūpakkhandha (and the other four khandha as 11 types).

Eleven Types of Rūpa in the Rūpakkhandha (Same for Other Khandhā)

1. This is clearly described in many suttā, even though the true meaning has been hidden all these years. In particular, the WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha sutta (SN 22.48) summarizes what is included in each aggregate.

▪Eleven types of rūpa (mental impressions) are in the rūpakkhandha: past, present, future, near, far, fine (sukuma), coarse (oḷārika), likes (paṇīta), dislikes (appaṇīta), internal (ajjhatta), and external (bahiddha). Here internal rūpa means (mental impressions) of one’s body parts, and external rūpa are (mental impressions) of external objects.

▪Thus, it is quite clear that rūpakkhandha encompasses anything that we ever saw (including previous births) we are seeing now and hope to see in the future. The record of what belongs to the past is permanent and is called namagotta. Any rūpa about the future (for example, a sketch of the type of house one is thinking about building) can change with time.

▪The other four khandhā have the same 11 types.

▪An acceptable English translation of the Khandha sutta is available online: “WebLink: accesstoinsight.org: Khandha Sutta: Aggregates.”

▪It does not explain the concept discussed above. But one can see the 11 components of each khandha are there. Also, note that it is NOT Skandha sutta; it is Khandha sutta. This is why I say that skandha is a WRONG TERM.

2. We can see that Buddha Dhamma has become so contaminated over the past thousands of years. Fortunately, we still have the Tipiṭaka in close to its original form. The Buddha stated that his Buddha Sasana would last for 5000 years, and the way he made sure that will happen, was to compose the suttā as I described in the post, “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪Furthermore, Abhidhamma and Vinaya sections, as well as three original commentaries, are still intact in the Tipiṭaka; see “Preservation of the Dhamma” and other posts in “Historical Background.”

▪The main problem even with the Theravāda version of “Buddhism” is that instead of using the Tipiṭaka as the basis, the tendency is to use the Visuddhimagga written by Buddhaghosa, who had not attained any magga phala and stated that his “wish” was to become a deva in the next life from the merits he gained by writing Visuddhimagga!

▪Even when using the Tipiṭaka, most people use the wrong interpretations of keywords such as anicca, dukkha, anatta,  khandha, and Paṭicca Samuppāda. This problem is apparent in the Sinhala translation of the Tipiṭaka, which was done with the sponsorship of the Sri Lankan government several years ago.

Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha – The Difference

1. Contrary to popular belief, pañcakkhandha or pañca khandha (five aggregates) is all mental, and realizing this fact can help get rid of the “ghana saññā,” the perception that the world around us is “solid and permanent” I will write more on this later. 

▪It is sometimes erroneously called pancaskhandha, and I will explain why that is incorrect.

2. For example, there is a huge difference between rūpa (material form) and rūpa khandha, the aggregate of material form. Rūpa khandha is commonly written as rūpakkhandha by connecting the two terms to one word, by adding an extra “k” (a common way of connecting words or “sandhi” in Pāli). The same is true for the other four aggregates. The correct interpretation makes many other concepts easier to understand.

▪Rūpa is matter (and energy) and is made of the cattāro mahā bhūta (pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo) and their derivatives.

▪Rūpa khandha is all MENTAL.

▪Similarly, there is a difference between vedanā (feelings) and vedanākkhandha (the aggregate of feelings), even though here both kinds are mental; we will discuss the difference below. The other three khandha of saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are similar to that of vedanā.

▪This is very important to understand, and I will proceed slowly to clarify the concepts.

3. The key to clarifying what rūpakkhandha is to examine why the Buddha added “khandha” to the rūpa. He could have labelled past rūpa, future rūpa, sukuma rūpa, oḷārika rūpa, etc. to describe the 11 types of them as discussed above. What was the need to add “khandha“? That is because rūpakkhandha is all MENTAL, and to see how it comes about we need to examine how each of us experiences “the world.” Each of us does it differently.

▪Each person has his/her own rūpakkhandha or how he/she perceives the material rūpa in the world. That rūpakkhandha has associated with its other four khandhas and thus comprises the pañcakkhandha. And panca upadanakkhandha, or what one has cravings for, is a small part of that.

▪Just like the concept of anicca, this again is a very important concept to understand, so please try to read through slowly at a quiet time and grasp the concepts. As the Buddha said, “at the end what matters is understanding a concept, not memorizing words.”

▪When I first grasped this concept, it was like turning the lights on in a previously dark area that I did not even know existed! This is a good example of what the Buddha meant by “aloko udapādi.”

What is a Khandha?

1. One of the main problems we have today is that many key terms are in Sanskrit rather than the original Pāli. The meanings get distorted. A good example is Paṭicca Samuppāda, for which the Sanskrit term is  pratittyasamutpada, which does not convey the meaning; see, “Paṭicca Samuppāda – “Pati+ichcha”+”Sama+uppāda.”

2. Similarly, the Sanskrit term “skandha” is commonly used in the place of khandha, the original Pāli term. Khandha is a heap and the Sinhala term is kanda, which is even used today to denote a heap or a pile.

▪When we experience the world, we do that with our six senses, and that experience is registered as thoughts (citta). But a single citta is born and gone in a small fraction of a second. What we EXPERIENCE are the aggregates of numerous citta that go through our minds even in a fraction of a second.

▪We experience a rūpa (sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, dhamma) with a citta AND based on that generate mental qualities of vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. In each citta, the mind analyzes all these, and that citta is gone in a fraction of a second.

▪The manasikāra cetasika that is in each citta puts together the contents in all these “packets” — including our past impressions — and provides us with an overall experience that includes a “sketch of what we see, hear, ..”, and those feelings, perceptions etc that arise due to that sense impression.

▪This can be compared to connecting individual links in a metal chain. In the old days, blacksmiths used to make chains by manually connecting one link to the next by hand. He can only see himself linking two of them at a time, but if he looks back he can see the whole chain. In the same way, the five aggregates or heaps keep building up with each passing second.

3. In another example, it is like a movie recording that keeps recording non-stop from our birth to death. And when we die it does not stop, it just starts recording the new life. And these five heaps or aggregates that have accumulated over ALL previous lives are in the namagotta, a permanent record; see, “The Amazing Mind – Critical Role of Nāmagotta (Memories).”

▪Of course, we remember only a fraction of it, even in the present life. But some people remember more things than others; see “Recent Evidence for Unbroken Memory Records (HSAM).”

▪But we also make plans for the future. And those heaps about the future are also in the pañcakkhandha, but not in the namagotta, which only records what has already happened. As soon as the present moment passes, more of the five heaps are added to the namagotta.

▪Thus pañcakkhandha includes past, present, and future, whereas namagotta includes only that portion of the pañcakkhandha that has gone to the past.

▪Even though I have discussed these concepts in the introductory posts in the Abhidhamma section, I will go through a simpler version to get the ideas across here. Those interested can then also review the posts in Abhidhamma section; see “Essential Abhidhamma – The Basics.”

What We Experience Comes in “Packets” or “Heaps” or “Khandha”

1. A simple view of how we sense the outside world is as follows: The five physical senses receive images, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches from the outside. Those sense inputs are sent to the brain via the nervous system. The brain analyzes such “signals” and helps the mind (hadaya vatthu) to extract the “meanings” conveyed by those images, sounds, smells, tastes, and touches.

▪Let us take an example of looking at a cake. The eye is like a camera; it captures an image of the cake just like a camera does. That image is sent to the brain and the brain analyzes that picture and sends it to the mind (hadaya vatthu), which matches it with previous experiences (manasikāra cetasika does this) and identifies it as a chocolate cake made by grandma. The brain and mind working together this way can analyze many such pictures in a fraction of a second.

▪This is basically what scientists believe happens too. Still, the difference is that scientists believe that the brain compares the current image of the cake with zillions of images “stored in the brain,” which I say is an impossibility. The brain needs to scan through “its depository of images” and not only identify that it is not a loaf of bread or a piece of wood, but also what kind of a cake it is, and whether it is made by grandma or bought from a store. And this is done within a fraction of a second. Think about it! This is real vipassanā meditation! What we are trying to do is to understand how nature works.

2. In Buddha Dhamma, the brain is in constant communication with the “hadaya vatthu” which is the seat of the mind. All our past experiences are “stored” in the mental plane (mano loka), and hadaya vatthu can access that information; these are what we call “namagotta.” A record of each sensory event gets added to nāmagotta in viññāṇa dhātu — via the mana indriya in the brain.) See, “Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial.”

The Abhidhamma section discusses how the brain constantly communicates with the hadaya vatthu and other details. Those details are not important as long as one can picture this process in one’s mind. 

▪This image sent by the eyes (and the brain) to the hadaya vatthu generates an imprint or a record. That record gets added to nāmagotta in viññāṇa dhātu — via the mana indriya in the brain. Thus, our memories are “stored” in viññāṇa dhātu (or nāma loka) and not in the brain. 

▪That record is now part of the rūpakkhandha. It is not material but a record. 

▪If a smell is analyzed, then a record of that smell is made. Thus the rūpakkhandha here is a record of that particular smell. In this way, rūpakkhandha are just records or imprints. All five physical senses help generate rūpakkhandha; remember that sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch are all rūpa.

▪The mind receives a set of static frames in a given second. Many such records for various sensory inputs go through our minds in second. The mind can make this appear as a continuous movie, with pictures, sounds, tastes, etc flowing smoothly.

Animation Video

1. Just to give the flavor of what happens, we can look at what happens when we watch a movie. The movie is a series of static pictures or frames. When making a movie, what is done is to take many static pictures and then play them back at fast enough speed. If the playback speed is too slow, we can see individual pictures, but above a certain “projection rate”, it looks like real motion. Here is a video that illustrates this well:

WebLink: YOUTUBE: Animation basics: The optical illusion of motion
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January 1, 2016; revised November 2, 2017, June 28, 2019

Rūpa and Rūpakkhandha are two different things. There are rūpa made up of “physical matter ” (suddhaṭṭhaka) in the rūpa loka. Rūpakkhandha consists of each person’s memories, hopes, and desires for some of the rūpa in the rūpa loka. Since the other four khandha (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) are all mental anyway, all five are MENTAL.

1. In the previous post, “Pañcakkhandha or Five Aggregates – A Misinterpreted Concept,” we discussed a deeper meaning of the pañca khandha or the five heaps or the five aggregates that define a given living being. Each person’s pañca khandha or the “world” is different from another’s.

▪Of course, in the 31 realms of existence there are rūpa, or material (and energy). But our experiences are all mental (which also has energy). Please read the previous post again if you think rūpakkhandha is material. Rūpakkhandha consists of our thoughts, memories, perceptions, desires, etc. on rūpa that we have experienced, are experiencing now, and hope to experience in the future. We have those “imprints of rūpa” in our minds even if we cannot recall all of them. 

▪We experience the “material world” only at the “present time” (in a citta vīthi), then it is gone. We actually experience not a single citta — or even a single citta vīthi — but the overall effect of many citta vīthi that run in the blink of an eye.

2. This “overall experience of seeing” within a short time is what we actually call seeing (ditta). Same for hearing (suta). For the other three physical senses (muta), it can be there as long as we are actually experiencing them.

▪For example, when we are eating a meal, the sense contact is there until we finish eating. When we have a headache (an actual dukha vedanā) or while getting a massage (an actual sukha vedanā), the sense experience is there for a while.

▪But thinking about them (vinnāta) — via the sixth sense, the mind — can be experienced at any time; we can recall a past experience or conjure up an enticing future experience.

▪Ditta, suta, muta, vinnata include everything that we experience. They are re-categorized as rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa or the five heaps.

▪It is not necessary to memorize terms like ditta, suta, muta, vinnata. I am merely naming them to avoid any confusion, since those terms are in the suttā. With time, one will remember.

3. Upādāna (“upa” + “ādāna” where “upa” means “close” and “ādāna” means “pull”) means “pull and keep close.” One tries to pull and keep close only things that one really desires: pañca upādāna khandha or pañcaupādānakkhandha. We can translate the term, pañcaupādānakkhandha, as “five clinging aggregates.”

▪Thus out of an infinite variety of “things (material and mental)” one has experienced (not only in this life, but in all of existence countless rebirths) — pañcakkhandha –, those that one really have bonding with, and have the desire to “keep close” are pañca upādāna khandha or pañcaupādānakkhandha. It is important to realize that “rūpakkhandha” is mental too; see, “Rūpa, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa – Mostly Misunderstood.” Same for the other four khandhas.

▪Thus pañcaupādānakkhandha is what we desire, and is ALL MENTAL too. It is a small fraction of pañcakkhandha.

4. First, let us dig a bit deeper into the concept of pañca khandha (five heaps) or pañcakkhandha. Then one can see connections to other concepts at a deeper level.

▪As we recall, the five heaps include everything that one has experienced (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) in the past, one is experiencing right now, and one hopes to experience in the future and in each of these three categories, they can be subdivided into other categories like paneeta (likes) and appaneeta (dislikes); see the previous post.

▪Since each person’s experience is unique, one’s pañcakkhandha is unique, and is different from that of another living being. That is because even if the external rūpa are the same, the mental impressions are different.

5. A new born baby, does not have much of an experience in this life (other than some while in the womb). But he/she still have an infinite things from the past in those five heaps or aggregates.

▪As the baby grows, its pañcakkhandha grows each day, adding to the five heaps not only with what is experienced, but also expectations and desires about the future.

▪We, of course, remember only a fraction of what is in our pañcakkhandha even from our present life. Each day, we experience many things and forget most of it by the next day.

6. However, some of deeper desires and habits and character remain, sometimes even unknown to us, beneath the surface as our gathi and āsavas (by the way, those will be reflected in the cetasika that automatically arise with our citta). As that baby grows, depending on its parents, friends, and other environmental factors, some of those (good and bad) gathi resurface and even grow.

▪This is why each person is good at some things. If one has musical talent from the past lives, that child can flourish in an environment that provides suitable conditions. If that baby grows in a family that does not provide “a musical environment”, then that gathi is kept hidden.

▪Similarly, one who had the tendency to like alcohol, may be kept out of that habit in a family environment that looks down upon drinking. We can think about zillion other character features that can be suppressed or brought to surface to flourish depending on the environment.

▪This is why some people, who have not shown any talent for anything for many years, suddenly “take off and thrive” in a new venture. Stated in another way, one may not realize that “one has upādāna” for certain things, unless exposed to it.

▪We all have good and bad things that we have “upādāna” for. We should stay away from bad ones (forcibly if needed to) and find and cultivate good ones. This is why parent and teachers can play a big role in a child’s future.

▪Eventually, we need to lose “upādāna” for everything, but that comes much later in the Path when one has attained the Anāgāmī stage, or at least the Sakadāgāmī stage of Nibbāna. First we need to lose “upādāna” for the highly immoral activities. At the Sotāpanna stage, one realizes the perils of “upādāna” for only the worst habits that makes one eligible to be born in the apāyā. It is a gradual process.

7. The tendency to recreate past experiences and future desires need to be clearly distinguished from the ABILITY TO RECALL past experiences. The Buddha was able to recall things that happened trillions of years ago, but did not either enjoy them or had a revulsion to them.

▪As we discussed in the section, “Assāda, Ādīnava, Nissaraṇa,” kāma (or more precisely kāma rāga) is the tendency to enjoy such mind-made pleasures from the past or future.

▪Each person’s set of pañca upādāna khandha has embedded in them the certain types of things and events they give priority to, i.e., one’s gathi and anusaya. They automatically come out as particular set of cetasika (hate and fearlessness of doing immoral things, for example) in our citta or thoughts.

▪Those kāma rāga that correspond to gathi in the apāyā can lead to rebirth in the apāyā.

▪Rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga are the tendencies to enjoy jhānic pleasures corresponding to rūpa and arūpa realms.

8. Thus now we can see Nibbāna in terms of pañcaupādānakkhandha. As one sheds “upādāna” for gathi corresponding to the apāyā, higher kāma loka, and rūpa or arūpa loka successively, one attains the Sotāpanna, Anāgāmī (via Sakadāgāmī stage), and the Arahant stage respectively.

▪As one keeps shedding layers of pañcaupādānakkhandha, one proceeds to higher stages of Nibbāna, and upon attaining the Arahant stage loses all “upādāna” and thus pañcaupādānakkhandha. However, the pañcakkhandha remains, and upon the death all of it will stay in the nāma loka as nāma gotta.

▪Thus anyone with sufficient abhiññā powers can examine those nāma gotta. That is how the Buddha Gotama described the lives of many previous Buddhas, and we learn about them today.

9. Unless one has attained the Sotāpanna stage, it is possible for “apāya gathi” to come to the surface (as cetasika like greed, shamelessness in doing immoral things, etc in our citta or thoughts), especially under extreme conditions. We all have been in the apāyā uncountable times, so it is not something to be speculated; we have had those gathi, and it is possible that they can resurface. This is the danger that we need to realize.

▪Even if we manage to avoid such “extreme conditions” in this life because we have been fortunate to be born under good conditions, we have no idea where we will be born in the future. This is why the Buddha said, “..appamadena sampadeta” or “make haste and sort out ‘saŋ’ or what to do and what not to do.”

10. As we mentioned in the beginning, each one’s pañcakkhandha is unique. Each has his/her own feelings, perceptions, mental attributes (good and bad), and viññāṇa regarding any sense event. We make our decisions accordingly. Our character (gathi) is in pañcakkhandha (the way we see and comprehend the world) and even more so in our pañcaupādānakkhandha (our desires for the worldly things).

▪And diṭṭhi (our world views) is a critical part of both pañcakkhandha and pañcaupādānakkhandha. Our decisions depend critically on our diṭṭhi. There are many posts at the site on the importance of diṭṭhi. The first step to Nibbāna (the Sotāpanna stage) is sammā diṭṭhi.

▪Unless one comprehends the true nature of this world of 31 realms (anicca, dukkha, anatta), one cannot attain sammā diṭṭhi at least to some extent.

11. When one acts with avijjā (due to not comprehending the true nature of the world), one does (abhi) saṅkhāra, and keeps adding to the pañcaupādānakkhandha.

▪When we start with the “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” step, it leads to “upādāna paccayā bhava.” Thus according the types of (abhi) saṅkhāra one does, one makes “bonding” or “attaches to” certain types of “bhava” or existence.

▪Paṭicca samuppāda explains how we make bhava according to the level of avijjā (as indicated by our gathi, anusaya, etc) that is embedded in our pañcaupādānakkhandha.

▪Thus, one’s pañcaupādānakkhandha has embedded in it the “cravings and desires” of oneself, and where one is destined to have rebirths.

12. Therefore, we can see that no matter how we analyze things, they all converge to the same fundamentals. Before we embark on the journey to safety (Nibbāna, or at least the Sotāpanna stage), we need to figure out the “lay of the land.” That is anicca, dukkha, anatta, the nature of this world.

▪Only then that our minds will willingly give up the diṭṭhis or wrong views.

▪Only then that our minds will see the dangers of sense pleasures, starting at the excess levels of kāma chanda and vyāpāda, which could lead to rebirth in the apāyā.

▪If you could not grasp everything, that is fine. Come back and read the post again later, especially after reading other relevant posts. Each time you read, you may be able to grasp something that was not unclear. It happens to me all the time. When the minds starts grasping at least partly, it will become much easier.

13. It is very important to see the difference between the “physical world” which is made of “satara mahā bhūta” and the pañcakkhandha which is all mental.

▪The physical world out there is the same for all of us. But our mental impressions of it (pañcakkhandha) are different for each of us. It is easy to see that our feelings, perceptions, and saṅkhāra that we create upon seeing the same person are different.

▪Our pañcaupādānakkhandha, or the fraction of the pañcakkhandha that we have attachment for, is even more personal, unique for each person.
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May 26, 2017; revised October 3, 2022

This important subsection will discuss the link between mind (nāma) and matter (rūpa). These are deeper analyses. The “mind to matter” transition is described in sequence.

▪Kamma Viññāṇa is not strictly mental and is responsible for the Nāmarūpa Formation leading to the arising of rūpa. 

Mental Aggregates (Except Kamma Viññāṇa)

•Vedanā – What It Really Means  (Being replaced with Vedanā and Samphassa-Jā-Vedanā – More Than Just Feelings)

•Does Bodily Pain Arise Only Due to Kamma Vipāka?

•Saññā – What It Really Means

•Future Suffering – Why It Arises

•Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra

•Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means

Kamma Viññāṇa

▪Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

▪Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter

▪Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

Nāmarūpa Formation

▪Nāmarūpa in Vipāka Viññāṇa

▪Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda

▪Nāmarūpa – Different Types

▪Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter

▪Kamma Viññāṇa and Nāmarūpa Pariccheda Ñāṇa

Rūpa Aggregate

▪What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!
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February 25, 2017

What Is Vedanā (Feelings)?

▪Vedanā and Samphassa Jā Vedanā – More Than Just Feelings

▪Vipāka Vedanā and “Samphassa jā Vedanā” in a Sensory Event

▪Does Bodily Pain Arise Only Due to Kamma Vipāka?

▪Vedanā – What It Really Means

 

What is Saññā (Perception)?

▪Saññā – What It Really Means

▪Future Suffering – Why It Arises

▪Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra

 

What Are Saṅkhāra (Mental Formations)?

▪Saṅkhāra – An Introduction

▪Saṅkhāra – Should Not be Translated as a Single Word

▪Kamma and Saṅkhāra, Cetanā and Sañcetanā

▪Kusala-Mūla Saṅkhāra Are Needed to Attain Nibbāna

▪Rebirths Take Place According to Abhisaṅkhāra

▪Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means  (Read after reading the above posts)

 

Viññāṇa Aggregate:

▪Viññāṇa – Two Critical Meanings

▪Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

▪Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter

▪Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means

 

Connection to Rūpa:

▪“Nāmarūpa Formation – Connection to Rūpa“
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February 18, 2017

Vedanā and Samphassa Jā Vedanā – More Than Just Feelings replaces (11Nov2018) Vedanā – What It Really Means

Does Bodily Pain Arise Only Due to Kamma Vipāka?
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February 18, 2017; November 10, 2018 Rewritten and replaces Vedanā – What It Really Means ; revised February 1, 2023

1. Vedanā is conventionally translated as “feelings”, but it can mean more than just feelings, particularly in “phassa paccayā vedanā” in Paṭicca Samuppāda. That vedanā has a specific name of “samphassa jā vedanā,” as we will discuss.

▪The Buddha said that vedanā could be analyzed in many ways, with superficial or more profound meanings. Here we will analyze vedanā in a way that will be most helpful at this stage (for those following the “Living Dhamma” section from the beginning.

▪In this analysis, we will discuss nine types of vedanā.

▪By understanding these nine types of vedanā, we can understand how to do vedanānupassanā in the Satipaṭṭhāna bhāvanā correctly.

2. At the very fundamental level, vedanā means “veema danaveema” (වීම දැනවීම) in Sinhala, which means “one becomes aware (of a sense input)” and experience the corresponding good, bad, or neutral kamma vipāka.

▪That is the vedanā experienced by an Arahant. He/she is aware of sensory input, and does not ADD any more vedanā in his/her mind to that sensory input.

▪A vedanā can be a dukha vedanā (due to a past immoral kamma), a sukha vedanā (due to a past good kamma), or a neutral sensation — like feeling the wind on the body — called a upekkhā vedanā.

▪Even an Arahant will experience those dukha or sukha vedanā as long as he/she is alive. Only those “samphassa-jā-vedanā” will not arise in an Arahant; see below. No more vedanā of any type arising in an Arahant after death, because he/she will not be reborn in the 31 realms of “this world.”

▪However, normal humans go far beyond that and generate three additional types of their mind-made “samphassa jā vedanā,” as we will discuss below.

3. It is essential to realize that the physical body feels sukha and dukha vedanā due to kamma vipāka. They result due to past good or bad kamma vipāka. This can be verified by referring to Abhidhamma:

▪Akusala kamma vipāka coming though the body are listed as, “dukkha sahagataṁ kāya viññānaṁ,” and kusala kamma vipāka coming though the body are listed as, “sukha sahagataṁ kāya viññānaṁ.”

▪Neutral (upekkhā) vedanā can arise via all five physical senses; see #7 below.

4. A normal human being will mentally generate three more types of vedanā due to those sukha, dukha, and neutral vedanā that initially arise due to kamma vipāka via all five physical senses.

▪If it is dukha vedanā (due to a headache, getting injured, etc.), one is likely to start worrying about it and add more suffering. Those are domanassa vedanā or āmisa dukha vedanā.

▪If it is sukha vedanā (getting a massage, lying in a luxurious bed, etc.), one is likely to start generating thoughts about how good it is and how one can enjoy similar sukha vedanā in the future. Those are somanassa vedanā or āmisa sukha vedanā ; one could also be generating them by remembering past such sukha vedanā. These are also added in by the mind.

▪Somanassa means “mind-made joyful.” Domanassa means “mind-made misery,” which is basically a depressed mindset.

▪If a vedanā due to a kamma vipāka is not that strong one may generate neutral feelings about it; that is āmisa upekkhā vedanā.

5. Let us take some examples to illustrate how those additional types of vedanā can arise due to initial dukha vedanā and sukha vedanā.

▪Suppose someone comes down with an illness. Any pain (dukha vedanā) due to that illness CANNOT be avoided by anyone once the illness takes hold: It is the RESULT (vipāka) of a previous CAUSE (kamma).

▪Of course, it is possible that one could have avoided the kamma vipāka from materializing by trying to minimize CONDITIONS (paccayā); see, “What Does “Paccayā” Mean in Paṭicca Samuppāda?.” That is why kamma vipāka can be avoided by being mindful and taking precautions.

▪Once an illness starts, all one must take medicines or resort to other actions (e.g., massaging, applying heat/cold, etc.) to reduce the pain.

▪However, people tend to make the situation worse by starting to generate negative feelings about the situation. This gives rise to domanassa vedanā.

6. In the same way, one can start generating somanassa vedanā based on a sukha vedanā that was brought by a good kamma vipāka.

▪For example, when eating a delicious meal, one could be generating joyful thoughts about how delicious it is and how one can eat it again in the future. Such joyful thoughts (somanassa vedanā) may be generated even long after the meal.

▪Both domanassa and somanassa vedanā are “mind-made.” They are called “samphassa-jā-vedanā”; see #8 below.

7. Kamma vipāka also leads to sense inputs at the other four physical senses. They are all neutral. Thus neutral vedanā can arise via all five physical senses.

▪ Kusala and akusala vipāka coming through those four sensory doors are listed as, “upekkhā sahagataṁ cakkhu viññāṇaṁ,” “upekkhā sahagataṁ sota viññāṇaṁ,” “upekkhā sahagataṁ ghāṇa viññāṇaṁ,” and “upekkhā sahagataṁ jivhā viññāṇaṁ.”

▪For example, when we see an “eye-pleasing picture,” the initial vedanā felt by the mind is neutral.

▪However, that “neutral feeling” may not even register in one’s mind because the “samphassa-jā-vedanā” we discuss next arises automatically and instantaneously based on one’s gati.

8. But if one has cravings or repulsion to such pictures, one will start generating “samphassa-jā-vedanā,” or feelings that arise due to “samphassa” (“saŋ” + “phassa” or contacts with “saŋ” that is in one’s mind); see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪It is easy to understand this when one contemplates some examples. Upon seeing person X, an enemy of X will generate what are called “domanassa vedanā” or bad feelings, whereas a friend of X will generate “somanassa vedanā” or good feelings.

▪The same is true for sounds, tastes, and smells. Even though there appear to be “universally good” tastes, that is not true for an Arahant. We cannot comprehend it at this stage. But we know that some foods enjoyed by some could be repulsive to others, for example.

▪In Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda, the “phassa paccayā vedanā” step, the vedanā that arises is really “samphassa-jā-vedanā”; see, “Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

9. Three more types of mentally generated vedanā can arise in those on the Noble Eightfold Path. These arise by suppressing or eliminating those āmisa vedanā or “samphassa-jā-vedanā” discussed above.

▪At the beginning of this section we discussed how heat or tāpa in mind arise due to “saŋ” which are greed (lobha), hate (dosa), and ignorance (moha); see “Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities” and “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life.”

10. When one constantly is attached to or repulsed by all those sensory inputs one experiences in a given day, one’s mind can get stressed out. An average human being may not even be aware of this heat (tāpa) in mind; see those two posts mentioned above, and others at the beginning of the “Living Dhamma” section.

▪Even if one is generating somanassa vedanā, those inevitably lead to the stress in the mind. However, the effect is easily seen with domanassa vedanā.

▪This is very important to grasp. You may want to go back and read those posts.

11. When one stays away from generating too many “samphassa-jā-vedanā” of both kinds, one will start feeling three more types of vedanā. These are called nirāmisa vedanā, because they arise from staying away from cravings (and repulsion) to worldly objects.

▪When one prevents the mind from heating up by comprehending the adverse effects of “saŋ” and staying away from them, one’s mind starts “cooling down.” This is the nirāmisa sukha vedanā that we have discussed in many posts.

▪This is what is emphasized by “ātāpi sampajāno” in the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta; it means “remove the fire or heat from one’s mind by being aware of the ‘saŋ’ or “immoral tendencies”; see, “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Structure.”

▪The pleasant feelings one feels during jhānā are also nirāmisa sukha vedanā. They are devoid of tāpa or heat.

▪Such feelings can also be experienced when doing a meritorious deed, such as giving or helping out someone in need. Those are also devoid of tāpa or heat and are nirāmisa sukha vedanā.

▪Nirāmisa sukha can, of course, be experienced while engaging in meditation, especially Mettā Bhāvanā. This is optimized when one does Mettā Bhāvanā with comprehension of anicca, dukkha, and anatta, i.e., when one does it with the comprehension of “ātāpi sampajāno.”

12. There are two more types of vedanā that one experiences when proceeding on the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪Sometimes, one gets discouraged by not advancing “fast enough” on the Path. One thinks about “why am I not getting to the Sotāpanna stage?” or “Is there anything I am missing to make progress?”, etc.

▪Those are not domanassa vedanā (because they are devoid of paṭigha anusaya); they are nirāmisa dukha vedanā. It is common for one to experience such vedanā.

▪If a vedanā is not that strong one may generate neutral feelings about it; that is nirāmisa upekkhā vedanā.

13. The key to vedanānupassanā in the Satipaṭṭhāna bhāvanā is to be able to recognize which type of vedanā one feels.

▪If it is a dukha (vipāka) vedanā, one understands that one needs to bear it (after reducing it as much as possible with medicines, etc). One needs to understand why such a vipāka vedanā arises, and remedy it as much as possible. After all, our goal is to stop any type of suffering.

▪A good example is the pain one feels when sitting cross-legged at meditation retreats. Just saying, “I feel this vedanā” will not be of any use. That vedanā can be removed by shifting one’s posture. I have seen some instructors advise people to bear the pain, saying it will go away. It may go away because the nerves may become numb. That is not good in the long term.

▪Also, one needs to understand why one should stop generating domanassa and somanassa vedanā, per the above discussion.

▪And one should, of course, cultivate nirāmisa sukha vedanā that arise when one starts on the Path (primarily upon comprehending Tilakkhaṇa to some extent) and reduces the tendency to generate  domanassa and somanassa vedanā.

14. Vedanānupassanā is all about first identifying the types of vedanā one is experiencing, and then deciding what to do about them. Getting rid of all vedanā — as some people believe — is the wrong thing to try to do.

Vipāka vedanā do not have lobha, dosa, moha, but vipāka vedanā can lead to samphassa-jā-vedanā which will have lobha, dosa, moha.

▪vipāka vedanā needs to be experienced with upekkhā.

▪samphassa-jā-vedanā are the ones to be stopped.

▪Nirāmisa vedanā are the ones to be cultivated.

15. In summary, try to avoid vipāka dukha vedanā by trying not to make conditions for them to appear; see, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccayā.” Do not indulge in vipāka sukha vedanā when those arise. Suppress and gradually eliminate samphassa-jā-vedanā and cultivate nirāmisa vedanā, which is what the “Living Dhamma” section is all about.

▪That is — in brief — what vedanānupassanā is all about.

More details on vedanā can be found at: Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways” and “Feelings: Sukha, Dukha, Somanassa, and Domanassa.”
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February 18, 2017; this is being replaced by Vedanā and Samphassa Jā Vedanā – More Than Just Feelings

1. Vedanā is conventionally translated as “feelings”, but it is much more than just feelings. The Buddha said that vedanā can be analyzed in many ways, with simple or deeper meanings. Here we will analyze vedanā in a way that will be most helpful at this stage (for those who have been following the “Living Dhamma” section from the beginning.

▪In this analysis we will discuss 9 types of vedanā (highlighted in bold italic red).

▪By understanding these 9 types of vedanā, we can understand how to correctly do vedananupassana in the Satipaṭṭhāna bhāvanā.

2. At the very fundamental level vedanā means “veema danaveema” in Sinhala, which means “one becomes aware (of a sense input)” and experience the corresponding good, bad, or neutral kamma vipāka. 

▪That is the vedanā experienced by an Arahant. He/she simply is aware of a sense input, and does not ADD anymore vedanā in his/her mind to that sense input.

▪A vedanā can be a dukha vedanā (due to a past bad kamma), a sukha vedanā (due to a past good kamma), or a neutral sensation — like feeling the wind on the body — called an upekkhā vedanā.

▪An Arahant will bear them all with a neutral mind even though the dukha or sukha sensation cannot be avoided.

▪However, normal humans go far beyond that and generate three additional types of their own mind-made “samphassa ja vedanā,” as we will discuss below.

3. It is important to realize that sukha and dukha vedanā due to kamma vipāka are felt by the physical body. They result due to past good or bad kamma vipāka. This can be verified by referring to Abhidhamma:

▪Akusala kamma vipāka coming though the body are listed as, “dukkha sahagathaṁ kaya vinnanaṁ,” and kusala kamma vipāka coming though the body are listed as, “sukha sahagathaṁ kaya vinnanaṁ.”

▪Neutral (upekkhā) vedanā can arise via all five physical senses; see #7 below.

4. A normal human being will mentally generate three more type of vedanā due to those sukha, dukha, and neutral vedanā that initially arise due to kamma vipāka via all five physical senses.

▪If it is dukha vedanā (due to a headache, getting injured, etc.), one is likely to start worrying about it and add more suffering. Those are domanassa vedanā or amisa dukha vedanā.

▪If it is sukha vedanā (getting a massage, lying in a luxurious bed, etc.), one is likely to start generating thoughts about how good it is and how one can enjoy similar sukha vedanā in the future. Those are somanassa vedanā or amisa sukha vedanā ; one could also be generating them by remembering past such sukha vedanā. These are also added in by the mind.

▪Somanassa means “mind-made joyful.” Domanassa means “mind-made misery”, which is basically a depressed mindset.

▪If a vedanā due to a kamma vipāka is not that strong one may just generate neutral feelings about it; that is amisa upekkha vedanā.

5. Let us take some examples to illustrate how those additional types of vedanā can arise due to initial dukha vedanā and sukha vedanā.

▪Suppose someone comes down with an illness. Any pain (dukha vedanā) due to that illness CANNOT be avoided by anyone once the illness takes hold: It is the RESULT (vipāka) of a previous CAUSE (kamma).

▪Of course, it is possible that one could have avoided the kamma vipāka to materialize by trying to minimize CONDITIONS (paccaya); see, “What Does “Paccaya” Mean in Paṭicca Samuppāda?.” That is why kamma vipāka can be avoided by being mindful and taking precautions.

▪Once an illness starts, all one can do is to take medicines and also take any possible actions to reduce the pain.

▪However, people tend to make the situation worse by starting to generate negative feelings about the situation. This gives rise to domanassa vedanā.

6. In the same way, one can start generating somanassa vedanā based on a sukha vedanā that was brought by a good kamma vipāka.

▪For example, when one is eating a delicious meal, one could be generating joyful thoughts about how delicious it is and how one can eat it again in the future. Such joyful thoughts (somanassa vedanā) may be generated even long after the meal.

7. Kamma vipāka also lead to sense inputs at the other four physical senses. They are all neutral. Thus neutral vedanā can arise via all five physical senses.

▪ Kusala and akusala vipāka coming through those four sense doors are listed as, “upekkha sahagatham cakkhu vinnanam,” “upekkha sahagatham sota vinnanam,” “upekkha sahagatham ghana vinnanam,” and “upekkha sahagatham jivha vinnanam.”

▪For example, when we see an “eye-pleasing picture”, the initial vedanā felt by the mind is neutral.

8. But if one has cravings or repulsion to such pictures, one will start generating “samphassa ja vedanā,” or feelings that arise due to “samphassa” (“saŋ” + “phassa” or contacts with “saŋ” that is in one’s mind); see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪It is easy to understand this when one contemplates on some examples. Upon seeing person X, an enemy of X will generate what are called “domanassa vedanā” or bad feelings, whereas a friend of X will generate “somanassa vedanā” or good feelings.

▪The same is true for sounds, tastes, and smells. Even though there appear to be “universally good” tastes, that is not true for an Arahant. We just cannot comprehend it at this stage. But we know that some foods enjoyed by some could be repulsive to others, for example.

9. Three more types of mentally generated vedanā can arise in those who are on the Noble Eightfold Path. These arise by suppressing or eliminating those amisa vedanā or “samphassa jā vedanā” discussed above.

▪In the beginning of this section we discussed how heat or tāpa in the mind arise due to “saŋ” which are greed (lobha), hate (dosa), and ignorance (moha); see, “Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities” and “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life.”

10. When one constantly is attached or repulsed by all those sense inputs that one experiences in a given day, one’s mind can get really stressed out. A normal human being may even not be aware of this heat (tāpa) in the mind; see those two posts mentioned above, and other posts in the beginning of the “Living Dhamma” section.

▪Even if one is generating somanassa vedanā, those inevitably lead to the stress in the mind. However, the effect is easily seen with domanassa vedanā.

▪This is very important to grasp. You may want to go back and read those posts.

11. When one stays away from generating too many “samphassa jā vedanā” of both kinds, one will start feeling three more types of vedanā. These are called nirāmisa vedanā, because they arise due to staying away from cravings (and repulsion) to worldly objects.

▪When one prevents the mind from heating up by comprehending the adverse effects of “saŋ” and staying away from them, one’s mind starts “cooling down.” This is the nirāmisa sukha vedanā that we have discussed in many posts.

▪This is what is emphasized by “ātāpi sampajāno” in the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta; it means “remove the fire or heat from one’s mind by being aware of the ‘saŋ’ or “immoral tendencies”; see, “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Structure.”

▪The pleasant feelings one feels during jhānā are also nirāmisa sukha vedanā. They are devoid of tāpa or heat.

▪Such feelings can also be experienced when one is doing a meritorious deed, such as giving or helping out someone in need. Those are also devoid of thāpa or heat, and are nirāmisa sukha vedanā.

▪Nirāmisa sukha can of course be experienced while engaging in meditation, especially mettā bhāvanā. This is optimized when one does those bhāvanā with comprehension of anicca, dukkha, anatta, i.e., when one does it with full comprehension of “ātāpi sampajāno.”

12. There are two more types of vedanā that one experiences when proceeding on the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪Sometimes, one gets a bit discouraged by not advancing “fast enough” on the Path. One thinks about “why am I not getting to the Sotāpanna stage?” or “Is there anything that I am missing in order to make progress?”, etc.

▪Those are not domanassa vedanā (because they are devoid of paṭigha anusaya); they are nirāmisa dukha vedanā. It is common for one to experience such vedanā.

▪If a vedanā is not that strong one may just generate neutral feelings about it; that is nirāmisa upekkha vedanā.

13. The key to vedananupassana in the Satipaṭṭhāna bhāvanā is to be able to recognize which type of vedanā one feels.

▪If it is a dukha (vipāka) vedanā, one understands that one needs to bear it (after reducing it as much as possible with medicines, etc). One needs to understand why such a vipāka vedanā arise, and remedy it as much as possible. After all, our goal is to stop any type of suffering.

▪A good example is the pain one feels when sitting cross-legged at meditation retreats. Just by saying “I feel this vedanā” will not of any use. That vedanā can be removed by shifting one’s posture. I have seen some instructors advice people to just bear the pain saying that it will go away. It may go away because the nerves may become numb. That is not good in the long term.

▪Also, one needs to understand why one should stop generating domanassa and somanassa vedanā, per above discussion.

▪And one should of course cultivate nirāmisa sukha vedanā that arise when one starts on the Path (especially upon comprehending Tilakkhaṇa to some extent) and reduces the tendency to generate  domanassa and somanassa vedanā.

14. Vedananupassana is all about first identifying the types of vedanā one is experiencing, and then deciding what to do about them. Getting rid of all vedanā — as some believe — is the wrong thing to try to do.

Vipāka vedanā do not have lobha, dosa, moha, but vipāka vedanā can lead to samphassa ja vedanā which will have lobha, dosa, moha.

▪Vipāka vedanā needs to be experienced with upekkha. 

▪Samphassa ja vedanā are the ones to be stopped. [ja, （-°） [adj. -suffix from jan, see janati； cp. °ga； gacchati] born, produced, sprung or arisen from]

▪Nirāmisa vedanā are the ones to be cultivated.

15. In summary, try to avoid vipāka dukha vedanā by trying not to make conditions for them to appear; see, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.” Do not indulge in vipāka sukha vedanā when those arise. Suppress and gradually eliminate samphassa ja vedanā and cultivate nirāmisa vedanā, which is what the “Living Dhamma” section is all about.

▪That is — in brief — what vedananupassana is all about.

More details on vedanā can be found at:  “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways” and “Feelings: Sukha, Dukha, Somanassa, and Domanassa.”
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January 12, 2018; revised November 23, 2023 (#1)

1. Vedanā can be categorized into five types (WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhama Vibhaṅga Sutta (SN 48.36)):

▪Two felt by the body (called kāyikaṁ sukham and kāyikaṁ dukkhaṁ in the above Sutta @markers 2.2 and 3.2) and are “real,” not mind-made: sukha (bodily pleasure) and dukkha (bodily pain). Of course, they arise only if there is a dense, physical body. Devās and Brahmās don’t experience those since they have less dense “subtle bodies.”

▪All others are generated by the mind (“cetasikaṁ sukhaṁ” and “cetasikaṁ dukkhaṁ” in the above Sutta) due to one’s gati: somanassa (joy) and domanassa (depression).

▪Neutral: adukkhama sukha (without pain or pleasure) or upekkha (without somanassa or domanassa). In the Sutta it is stated @ marker 6.1: “Katamañca, bhikkhave, upekkhindriyaṁ? Yaṁ kho, bhikkhave, kāyikaṁ vā cetasikaṁ vā nevasātaṁ nāsātaṁ vedayitaṁ—idaṁ vuccati, bhikkhave, upekkhindriyaṁ.”

▪Kāyika sukha and dukkha are also experienced by the mind, but they come through the body as direct results of the previous kammā, as discussed below.

2. As clearly stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nakula­pi­tu Sutta (SN 22.1)”:

▪Those vedanā generated by the mind do not arise in Arahants. They are “samphassa jā vedanā”; see, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways,” and at a deeper level “Vedanā and Samphassa-Jā-Vedanā – More Than Just Feelings.” 

▪Arahants do experience those two felt by the body due to kammā vipāka.

▪This is also explained in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Salla Sutta (SN 36.6),” saying that while an average human experiences both types of vedanā when pierced by a spear (including “samphassa jā vedanā”), an Arahant experiences only the “direct vedanā” caused by the wound.

Only the Vedanā Due to Physical Body Are “Real”

3. This is why, in Abhidhamma, all sensory inputs via the other five sense inputs (other than the physical body) are initially felt as upekkhā (neutral) vedanā. Only the bodily sense inputs could lead to dukkha vedanā (getting injured, headaches, cancer, etc) or sukha vedanā (good massage, lying on a comfortable bed, etc).

▪When we generate joy upon seeing something we like, for example, it is a neutral vedanā. We generate joy via “samphassa jā vedanā” based on our gati.

▪A good example is seeing a well-known politician. Some people generate good feelings and others may generate bad feelings; but it is the same person they were all looking at. The joy or disgust was not in the politician, it was within the observer. One may need to contemplate this and let the idea sink in. It is an important point. It holds for any sensory input other than the bodily sense inputs (except kāma guna, discussed in #6 below).

4. Regarding Abhidhamma, most people use the book  “WebLink: PDF file download: Bhikkhu Bodhi – Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma,” by Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000, PDF 2012); click that link to download the pdf version. This is the English translation of the “Abhidhammattha Sangaha”, a commentary to the Abhidhamma Piṭaka in the Tipiṭaka, by Acariya Anuruddha, who lived around the same time as Acariya Buddhaghosa, who wrote the commentary Visuddhimagga.

▪Both these recent commentaries have material inconsistent with the Tipiṭaka; see, “Incorrect Theravāda Interpretations – Historical Timeline.”

▪“WebLink: PDF file download: Bhikkhu Bodhi – Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma,” by Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000, PDF 2012) at the discussion forum: “WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma (Bhikkhu Bodhi) – Grave Error on p. 164.”

5. Going back to our original discussion, the critical point from Abhidhamma is that only bodily sensory inputs (experienced via the physical body) can bring in sukha (pleasant) or dukha (unpleasant or painful) bodily sensations.

▪In other words, when we experience joy (upon seeing a loved one) and dislike (upon seeing an enemy,) both are mind-made; the same is true for taste, sounds, and smell. The same is true for dhammā that comes to the mind (recalling past events or expectations for the future).

▪However, kāyika sukha or kāyika dukkha arises from injuries and sicknesses (headaches, cancer, etc.) and is thus “real.”

▪We have discussed these in various posts, but I wanted to find a couple of Suttā where this is clearly stated concisely. Those are given in #1 and #2 above.

Vedanā Can be Analyzed in Many Ways

6. It must also be stated that the Buddha has described vedanā as two types to 108 types depending on the analysis; see, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Bahuvedanīya Sutta (MN 59).” For this discussion, the five types are appropriate.

▪Another complexity involved is due to sensory experiences that arise as part of a being’s bhava (yet at the root still determined by kammā), which are called “kāma guna”; see “Kāma Rāga Dominates Rūpa Rāga and Arūpa Rāga.”   This is also mentioned in the above Sutta.

▪For example, dogs and pigs eat feces because they taste such things as tasty. Humans, in general, taste sugar as sweet and salty as salty, etc. Those are kāma guna associated with each bhava; An Arahant would taste them the same way.

7. Everything in this world arises with the mind as the root cause. That is what is meant by the Dhammapada gāthā : “mano pubbangamā dhammā, mano setta manomayā...” See “Manopubbangamā dhammā...”

▪At the very fundamental level, those “kammā bīja” or “kammic energy” have their root in javana citta with one or more of the six root causes: lobha, dosa, moha, and alobha, adosa, amoha.

▪It is also important to realize is that the three types of kammā are done by mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra: “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.” [Three types of kammā done through the saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa where viññāṇa dhātu (nine stages of a thought - citta mano mānasaṁ hadayaṁ paṇḍaraṁ ... viññāṇa viññāṇakkhandha tajjāmanoviññāṇadhātu) is created.]

We Do New Kamma Based on Kamma Vipāka

8. This vicious cycle of “vipāka” leading to new “kammā” (via acting with avijjā), which in turn leads to more “vipāka”, is the process that binds us to the saṁsāra of endless rebirths, or perpetuates our “world” of suffering; see, “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?.”

▪The Buddha described this as, “kammā vipākā vaddanti, vipāko kammā sambhavo, tasmā punabbhavo hoti, evan loko pavattati.”

▪That means, “kammā lead to vipāka, vipāka, in turn, lead to kammā and thus to rebirth (punabbhavo), and that is how the world (existence) is maintained.” 

▪Here, “sambhava” is “saŋ” + “bhava,” or “adding more existences.” Also, “loka” is world and “pavatta” means “maintain.”

9. However, the working of kammā/kamma vipāka is NOT deterministic. Just because one has done an evil (or good) deed in the past, that DOES NOT mean one would get the corresponding result (bad or good); see, “What is Kamma? – Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

▪This is because “conditions” are a crucial aspect of Paṭicca Samuppāda (cause and effect) in Buddha Dhamma. Just because there are causes (kammā bīja), the corresponding vipāka does not take place unless suitable conditions come into play; see, “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?” and “Paṭṭhāna Dhammā.”

Things Happen Due to Causes and Conditions

10. On the other hand, things DO NOT just happen. One or more causes MUST be the root cause for a good (or harmful) effect. Therefore, a kammā, vipāka (the result of a past kamma) is ALWAYS needed to act as the cause.

▪The above is an important point, so let me give an example. When someone gets a headache or cancer, that is a bodily vedanā arising solely due to a kammā vipāka, and one’s action at that time does not come into play. Of course, one can take subsequent actions to either alleviate that problem or even to get rid of it; that is where “conditions” play a role. See #5 through the end of “What is Kamma? – Does Kamma determine Everything?.”

▪Some kamma vipāka may not have a specific single cause. Those happen because we are born with this physical body via a kamma vipāka. 

▪On the other hand, one may encounter sufferings that are not directly due to kammā vipāka. For example, one may have breathing problems because one’s body has excess phlegm (semha). So, it appears that the cause of breathing problems is excess phlegm. But there is a root cause for phlegm to be present at high levels in one’s body, and that is a past kammā. The same is valid for bile (pita), gas (vāta), body fluids (sannipāta), climate change (utu), careless behavior (visama), and others’ harmful actions (opakkama).

11. There are three Suttā (SN 36.21, AN 5.104, and AN 10.60) that the reader Siebe mentioned in the discussion forum (“Could Bodily Pain be due Causes Other Than Kamma Vipāka?,” that list eight such possible “secondary causes” for bodily pain:

▪One should read that discussion topic to get a good understanding of how this discussion evolved, but let me briefly describe the background.

12. Those other seven “causes” (except kammā) are not root causes. They all have past kammā as the root cause. Nothing in this world happens without a connection somewhere to the six root causes: lobha, dosa, moha, and alobha, adosa, amoha.

▪One may get an idea to stand on one’s leg. But if one is mindful, one can see the bodily pain associated with that action and decide not to go through with it. Note that the kammā vipāka, in this case, came initially as a mental input (through mana indriya). But one has the CHOICE not to go along with that. Therefore, a second kammā of standing one leg (one’s willingness to go along with it) is needed for the kāya vedanā to arise.

▪The first case above in #10 (cancer etc) illustrates the vipāka solely attributed to past kammā. Pain due to standing on a leg is also an immediate kammā vipāka. Other cases involve those vipāka arising due to the seven other types of causes that are discussed in the Suttā mentioned in #11.

13. Therefore, sometimes it may not be easy to figure out what the cause is and what the effect is, because the result of a past action itself can act as a (new) cause.

▪The above example of standing on one’s leg is a good example. The kāya vedanā WOULD NOT arise unless one lets the initial kammā vipāka (came through the mana indriya) proceed. One can stop that kāya vedanā from arising.

▪On the other hand, one cannot stop cancer by will. One could come up with indirect ways (called upakkama or prayoga) to alleviate a bodily vedanā due to a kammā vipāka. By the way, upakkama is one of the eight mentioned loosely as causes in those Suttā that mention possible eight causes for kammā vipāka.

Only a Buddha Can Sort Out the Reason for a Specific Kamma Vipāka

14. Those upakkama or prayoga can work in the following way, too. An upakkama by person A may cause harm to person B. For example, when person B detonates a suicide bomb, person A may die as a result of that action.

▪But here again, person A MUST have a pending kammā vipāka for that action by person B to cause harm to him. As I have mentioned many times, we have collected innumerable kammā vipāka and they are waiting for such conditions to appear to give vipāka.

▪(Twenty four such conditions are listed and discussed in “Paṭṭhāna Dhamma.” So far, I have discussed only a few).

▪Some people escape such attacks “miraculously.” There is no miracle, just the fact that there may not have been a suitable kammā vipāka waiting to be ripened, OR, a past good kammā could overcome even some pending bad vipāka.

▪This is why the Buddha said that a human can’t figure out the causes of kammā vipāka.

▪Another such particular case is the demise of all living beings in the realms BELOW the Ābhassara Brahma realm at the destruction of the “material world” (loka vināsaya); over a long time, all beings in the lower realms are reborn in higher realms above the Ābhassara Brahma realm until a new world (new Earth in our case) is formed over billions of years. We will not get to discuss this for a while, since more background material is needed.

Even the Buddha Experienced Kamma Vipāka

15. One would think that the Buddha’s good kammā done in his last life would be more than enough to override any kammā vipāka from the past. However, remnants of vipāka of an ānantariya kammā were there, and also there could have been other strong kammā. That is the only exception, and that is the kammā vipāka listed among the eight other possible causes. The other seven are not the root causes, but effects that appear as causes. 

▪The Buddha is said to have to face 12 kammā vipāka (“WebLink: suttacentral: Pubbakammapilotikabuddhaapadāna ; Therāpadāna.” An English translation is at: “WebLink: ancient-buddhist-texts.net: The Connection with Previous Deeds – Pubbakammapilotika-Buddhāpadānaṁ”). Much merits to the two readers who sent me the references! I recommend reading the English translation.

▪Five of those 12 were due to remnants of ānantariya papa kammā involving verbally or physically hurting Buddhas in past lives. Two were for killings, two for abusing sages, one for breaking the back of a wrestler, one for giving wrong medication intentionally, and another for watching others engaged in fishing and enjoying it.

▪By the way, Moggallāna Thero was beaten to death due to remnants of a kammā of killing his parents in a past life. He paid for most of his kammā in a niraya (worst realms in apāyā).

16. Finally, I would caution that material in the Milindapanha is based on conversations between Ven. Nagasena and King Milinda more than 100 years after the Buddha’s Parinibbāna. Even though most of the material in Milindapanha seems to be compatible with the Suttā, it is possible that Ven. Nagasena referred to those extra seven causes as “root causes” just because those three Suttā in #11 above (SN 36.21, AN 5.104, and AN 10.60) did not elaborate on the deeper explanation that we discussed above.

▪Furthermore, as reader Akvan pointed out in the discussion forum, Ven. Nagasena’s statement about Buddha not having to face kammā vipāka is not correct (I have not personally read that account in Milindapanaha, if it is there).

Importance of Removing Micchā Diṭṭhi

17. One’s understanding of how kammā/kammā vipāka operates will grow only with an understanding of basic concepts. Until then, one’s ingrained belief systems will operate based on the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. There are two levels of micchā diṭṭhi. First one needs to remove the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi.

▪Then, one can start on the Noble Eightfold Path AFTER learning about the deeper level of micchā diṭṭhi. That is to realize that it is a wrong view to believe that things in this world can bring long-term happiness. This second level of wrong views is dispelled when one comprehends Tilakkhaṇa, the Three Characteristics of this world: anicca, dukkha, and anatta.

▪The ten types of micchā diṭṭhi do the strongest immoral deeds. They inevitably lead to suffering and can lead to rebirth in the apāyā.

18. One can attain Nibbāna only by getting rid of the second level of micchā diṭṭhi, i.e, only by comprehending Tilakkhaṇa. Thus ultimate and permanent happiness can be attained only by getting rid of the second level of micchā diṭṭhi.

▪Both types of micchā diṭṭhi are discussed in the post: “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.” 





   What is Saññā (Perception)?
   

   




What is Saññā (Perception)?





Saññā – What It Really Means

Future Suffering – Why It Arises

Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra






   Saññā – What It Really Means
   

   




Saññā – What It Really Means





December 31, 2017; revised August 22, 2019; November 1, 2021; rewritten April 11, 2025

Saññā is a critical concept in Buddha’s teachings. Most of our feelings (vedanā) are due to saññā. In many cases, it is hard to distinguish between saññā and vedanā. 

[Five Types of Feeling:

1. Sukha (Physical happiness)

2. Dukkha (Physical pain)

    1. and 2. : Felt by body (vedanā).

3. Somanassa (Mental happiness)

4. Domanassa (Mental displeasure)

    3. and 4. : Felt through mind (saññā).

5. Upekkhā (Equanimity or Neutral feeling)

    5. : Felt by eye, ear, nose, and tongue (a Neutral vedanā).

          Felt through mind (Equanimity – a saññā).]

Saññā – No equivalent Word in English

1. Saññā is usually translated to English as “perception” and sometimes as “recognition”; it is both and more! Saññā has simple and deeper meanings. 

▪A better translation is “incorrect or distorted perception.” It does not represent the actual reality of anything in this world. Based on that “distorted perception,” average humans (puthujjana) make wrong decisions. The deeper analyses in “Mūlapariyāya Sutta – The Root of All Things” and other advanced posts require a good understanding of what the Pāli word saññā means; it cannot be translated into English in a single word.

▪We will start with some basic ideas in this post.

▪Saññā is pronounced “sangnā” and gives an encoded meaning in Pāli and Sinhala with that pronunciation:

WebLink: Listen to the Pāli word “saññā”

▪It means “sign” or, even closer, “the embedded message.” That latter expresses it well since it is how one “instantaneously gets the idea of what is meant by an external signal.”

Saññā – Basic Idea

2. When we understand what is meant by saññā, we can clarify many things, including how humans can communicate with beings in other realms via saññā.

▪Saññā is the “universal language.” To give an analogy: if a sign reads, “winding road ahead,” only those who know English can understand what that sign says.

▪But those universal signs—showing a picture of a winding road—provide the “saññā” that the road ahead will be curvy.

[image: CurvingAhead] [image: Stop]

▪A second example (on the right above) shows a sign with a hand. That conveys the “saññā” to stop.

3. At a fundamental level, saññā means “recognition” of an object, person, or concept, i.e., getting “full comprehension” of what it is AND what it means.

▪Whether one says “fire” in English, “ginna” in Sinhala, or “feu” in French, that will convey the “saññā of a fire.” Of course, a person MUST know to associate any of those words with “fire.” That is the saññā that comes to one’s mind when one hears either the word “fire,” “ginna,” or “feu.”

▪Those words do not mean anything to someone who does not speak those three languages. However, with the following picture, anyone will have the idea that it is about a fire or a flame:

[image: Fire]

▪As a child raised in an English-speaking household, one is taught that the word “fire” represents it. After that training, one will immediately get the “saññā or a mental image resembling the above picture” upon hearing the word “fire.” 

▪Thus, associating a specific perception with a word requires “preconditioning.” One must have prior experience involving it.

“Gods Must Be Crazy” Movie

4. The 1980 comedy movie “The Gods Must Be Crazy” provides a good example of how saññā of a worldly object is established in mind via familiarity and experience (“preconditioning.”)

▪The movie stars Xi, a hunter-gatherer of the Kalahari Desert whose tribe discovers a glass Coca-Cola bottle dropped from an airplane. 

▪Since the tribe is fully isolated from the modern world, they have no idea about Coke or even glass bottles. Thus, they were utterly confused when they saw the glass bottle. They initially thought it was a gift from the Gods. 

▪The following clip, up to 1 minute, is enough to get the idea. The rest is related to other aspects of the movie storyline. 

WebLink: suttacentral: Coca-Cola bottle dropped from gods? | The Gods Must Be Crazy

▪One must have prior experience with an object to identify it, i.e., to establish saññā about it! 

Saññā Is More Than Recognition

5. Therefore, saññā is the “full picture/clarification that comes to mind instantaneously.” 

▪In a more complex example, parents can teach a child (Y) that a particular person (X) is bad and not to talk to him (that is “preconditioning”). Whenever the child Y sees X, it instantly perceives him as a “bad person” and will try to avoid him. 

▪However, X’s child (Z) most likely perceives X as a “loving father.” 

▪Therefore, two people will have very different perceptions (saññā) of person X. Recognition/perception is relative!

▪Also, see “The Amazing Mind – Critical Role of Nāmagotta (Memories)” to understand how fast this perception/recognition happens. 

Based on Saññā, Vedanā Arise

6. In the above example, the sight of X leads to agitation/displeasure in the mind of child Y; in contrast, the sight of X leads to joy/pleasure in the mind of Z, X’s child.

▪As a baby grows up, it learns to associate words and pictures with each object, person, and concept it experiences. This requires many parts of the brain to develop, so it takes a newborn several years to become fully functional in the world. 

▪This is why babies take time to develop saññā about things: “Distorted Saññā Arises in Every Adult but Not in a Newborn.”

7. In #5 and #6, we discussed the next level of saññā, which is more than just recognition. For example, when two people hear the name of a person X, they will have the picture of that person (or “saññā”) coming to their mind automatically. They would also recall specific qualities they had attached to that person through interactions with X. One may say. “It is my Dad. I love him so much”. Another would say, “Oh, he is a crook.”

▪Then, based on that saññā, each will generate different feelings (vedanā) about X that can lead to attachment via like or dislike. That automatically creates good or bad conscious thoughts (mano saṅkhāra). If one keeps thinking about X, one will consciously generate more thoughts about X and may even speak out (vacī saṅkhāra). If the feelings get strong, kāya saṅkhāra may arise ( leading to bodily actions).

▪Therefore, based on the same thought object, different people can get different saññā and thus may respond differently.

▪Vedanā and saññā are interrelated. (Distorted) saññā built into our bodies gives rise to (mind-made) vedanā; both occur in Arahants, but their minds do not attach to such vedanā. See #6 of “Taṇhā – Result of Saññā Giving Rise to Mind-Made Vedanā.”

“Distorted” Means “Not Correct” 

8. I must emphasize that the word “distorted” DOES NOT mean “defiled” (with rāga, dosa, moha). The world is such that “distorted saññā” arises in anyone born in this world, including Arahants.

▪“Distorted saññā” arises automatically upon receiving a sensory input. For example, “sweetness of honey” is a distorted saññā, and Arahants also taste honey as sweet. This is called “rasa paṭisaṁvedī” in a “tasting event.”

▪Within a split second, that “taste of honey” makes a puthujjana’s mind attach to it. This is the next step, called “rasa rāga paṭisaṁvedī.” This second step does not occur in Arahant’s mind. See #9 in “Sandiṭṭhiko – What Does It Mean?.” 

▪At the Sotāpanna stage, one becomes a “sandiṭṭhiko” (“who knows how a mind becomes contaminated/defiled”) by understanding this key idea: A mind can stop this automatic attachment via “rāga” (“kāma rāga” for humans) by cleansing the mind. The “mind-cleansing” involves comprehension of the contamination process!

▪See “Sandiṭṭhiko – What Does It Mean?.” 

9. The Buddha taught that anyone born into this world would have “built-in wrong saññā.” Our physical and mental bodies both have such “distorted saññā.” See “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).”

▪However, there is no attachment yet in that instant of getting the “distorted saññā.” Arahants, who have understood the origin of that “distorted saññā” are not fooled by it; their minds do not attach to it. 

▪On the other hand, the main reason a puthujjana engages in immoral activities is that “distorted saññā.” If one or more of the ten saṁyojana remain intact, a mind could attach to that “distorted saññā” without conscious thinking.

▪When all ten saṁyojana are removed at the Arahant stage, that cleansed mind will never again attach to a pleasant or unpleasant vedanā brought in by the “distorted saññā.

Types of Saññā Present in Kāma, Rūpa, and Arūpa Loka

10. We can gain some insights into saññā by comparing the types of saññā present in kāma loka (where the lowest eleven realms are located), with only one kind of saññā present in any of the four realms in arūpa loka.

▪Our feelings arise based on sight, sound, taste, smell, or physical touch. In addition, memories of past experiences with them can trigger feelings (good or bad). We live in kāma loka and have all six sense faculties (eyes, ears, tongue, nose, physical body, mind).

▪In contrast, arūpa loka Brahmās have only the mind; they do not have a solid physical body and, thus, cannot see, hear, taste, smell, or touch; in other words, they don’t generate saññā/vedanā associated with sight, sound, taste, smell, or physical touch.

11. Even though we say arūpa loka Brahmās can recall memories, they cannot recall memories (say, from past lives) associated with sights, sounds, tastes, smells, or physical touches because they don’t have saññā about such sensory inputs.

▪The four realms of arūpa loka are located well above the Earth’s surface. They don’t have a physical environment with sights, sounds, etc.

▪Even if an arūpa loka Brahma visits the human world, they would not have any recognition/perception of sights, sounds, etc.

▪Arūpa loka Brahmās have only one type of saññā. For example, those in the Ākāsānañcāyatana realm have their minds mainly focused on “infinite space.”

▪When human yogis enter the first arūpa samāpatti, their minds are also focused on “infinite space” (just like arūpa loka Brahmās) and nothing else. While in that samāpatti, a human yogi cannot experience sights, sounds, tastes, smells, or physical touches, i.e., saññā of such sense inputs do not register in their minds.

12. The 16 realms in rūpa loka experience sights and sounds but not taste, smell, or physical touch.

▪Thus, they experience more types of saññā than the four realms in arūpa loka but less than in kāma loka. 

▪Even though they experience sights and sounds, those do not trigger kāma rāga in rūpa loka Brahmas since they have no perception of taste, smell, and touch (including sex.)

Kāma Saññā Lead to the Worst Attachments

13. For humans and Devās (in “kāma loka”), the “kāma saññā” is responsible for many immoral thoughts, words, and actions that can bring potent vipāka. In contrast, “rūpa saññā” and “arūpa saññā” in rūpa and arūpa loka realms do not lead to future rebirths; see #10 and #11 in “Loka and Nibbāna (Āloka) – Complete Overview.”

▪Those are deeper aspects pointed out in the series of posts in the “Worldview of the Buddha” section.

▪To understand such posts, one must first realize that our perceptions of the external world are incorrect, i.e., all average humans have “distorted/wrong saññā.” See “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).”

14. The availability of all six senses in kāma loka leads to the availability of six types of major “saññā categories” and, thus, many avenues for “mind corruption” as stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Saññā Sutta (SN 27.6).” 

▪Within those six major categories, there are numerous types of saññā.

▪All these types of saññā lead to “mind corruption” and trigger Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles, which lead to direct (within this life) and indirect suffering (in future lives); see “WebLink: suttacentral: Saññā Sutta (SN 26.6).”

▪Out of those six categories, the five types of saññā (for sights, sounds, tastes, smells, or physical touches) associated with beings with (relatively) dense physical bodies in kāma loka are bundled together as “kāma saññā.” 

▪Such “kāma saññā” leads to two other types of saññā associated with only the kāma loka, i.e., byāpāda saññā (which triggers aversion/anger) and vihiṁsā saññā (which triggers thoughts of hurting others). See “WebLink: suttacentral: Saññā Sutta (AN 6.110).”

▪Thus, “kāma saññā” is responsible for most akusala kamma that generate kammic energies to power future existences, i.e., to extend the rebirth process.

Saññā Is a Critical Concept

15. Understanding the concept of saññā is necessary to get onto AND progress on the Noble Path.

▪I recommend reading the following posts, which discuss various aspects of saññā. Please feel free to ask questions in the forum by referring to the specific post and bullet numbers. They are roughly in increasing difficulty.

▪Try to capture the basic concept by focusing on posts that seem easier at first.

Cognition Modes – Sañjānāti, Vijānāti, Pajānāti, Abhijānāti, Saññā Vipallāsa – Distorted Perception, Saññā – All Our Thoughts Arise With “Distorted Saññā”, Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā), Distorted Saññā Arises in Every Adult but Not in a Newborn, Saññā Nidāna hi Papañca Saṅkhā – Immoral Thoughts Based on “Distorted Saññā”, Ārammaṇa (Sensory Input) Initiates Critical Processes, Saññā Gives Rise to Most of the Vedanā We Experience, A Sensory Input Triggers (Distorted) Saññā and Pañcupādānakkhandha, Kāma Saññā – How to Bypass to Cultivate Satipaṭṭhāna.  
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January 22, 2017; revised July 19, 2022

In the subsection “Living Dhamma – Fundamentals,” we mentioned that there are two types of suffering that can be eliminated according to Buddha Dhamma. In that subsection, we discussed and explained how some suffering in this life could be stopped from arising. With this post, we will start a discussion on the second type suffering associated with future rebirths — which is even more important — can be stopped from arising.

1. Let us first review the existing ideas from other religions and philosophies. First, let us discuss the dominant religious view.

▪Most major religions have a worldview based on three “realms” of existence: the human realm, the heavenly realm, and hell. If one lives according to the religious teachings, one will be happy in the heaven forever; if not, one will suffer in hell forever.

▪It does not explain how one is born into the human realm. It could be that the Creator created Adam and Eve, and their descendants are just born. In this view, the sentient beings in this world started off at just two and will grow with time. How is that possible?

▪In Hinduism, the “eternal realm of happiness” is not heaven but the Brahma realm (there is only one, where one merges with Mahā Brahma). Also, there is no permanent hell, as I understand.

2. In Christianity, based on whether one lives according to the “particular religious teachings” or not, one will be born in heaven or hell FOREVER.

▪Of course, these religious teachings will vary from one religion to another.

▪Furthermore, even within one religion, they can be changed by a decree from the “head of the Church.”

▪Since all those making those decisions are human, It seems illogical that they can decide on their fate.

3. Turning to philosophy, many people today — especially those who believe that the above religious reasoning is illogical — take the materialistic view that one is born out of inert matter only to die and be recycled back to the Earth. They are the so-called atheists.

▪In this case, the logic would say that one could live immorally since immoral actions to benefit oneself would not have consequences.

▪Still, most who belong to this category live moral lives. They have an innate feeling that morality must be adhered to, but cannot quite explain why.

4. I have discussed the above points in several posts:

▪On religion, see ““The Language of God” by Francis Collins” and “What Does Buddha Dhamma Say about Creator, Satan, Angels, and Demons?.”

▪On the belief in a materialistic view, see ““Why Does the World Exist?” by Jim Holt” and ““Waking Up” by Sam Harris.”

▪In the commonly-used sense of the word “religion” Buddha Dhamma is not a religion; see “Is Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism) a Religion?” and “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?.”

▪I would welcome any comments/criticisms on my points above. I can go into more details if needed, and I believe the above points cannot be logically refuted.

5. Buddha Dhamma (true and pure Buddhism) does not belong to the above two categories.

▪The complex world view of Buddha Dhamma is explained in the subsection “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.” Still, a brief introduction is in the post, “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪Briefly, one is born in one of 31 realms of existence. From the beginning-less time, we all have been undergoing this rebirth process. But most times, we are born in the lower four realms filled with suffering; thus, the long-term solution is to stop the rebirth process. This is done in four steps, and at the Arahant stage, one stops the rebirth process.

▪This is not a nihilistic or pessimistic view; see “Nibbāna “Exists”, but Not in This World.”

6. So, that is the background for our discussion. Let us discuss how one can get to Nibbāna or stop future suffering.

▪Some Buddhists believe that Nibbāna can be attained by living a moral life and doing meritorious deeds (puñña kamma).

▪We will now discuss why just living a moral life and doing puñña kamma will not lead to Nibbāna, even though they are necessary parts of the process.

7. We are born in one of the 31 realms due to six root causes (hetu): lobha, dosa, moha and alobha, adosa, and amoha. This categorization can be used to look at births in different realms in another way.

▪Deeds (kamma) done with lobha, dosa, moha lead to rebirth in the apāyā (lowest 4 realms). For these deeds, moha is always present with either lobha (pretha and asura realms births) or dosa (niraya or the lowest realm). Births in the animal realms can be due to either.

▪Those deeds are done with one or more alobha, adosa, or amoha, leading to rebirth in the higher realms, starting with the human realm.

8. As discussed, for example in the WebLink: suttacentral: Dutiyasikkhāpada Sutta (AN 4.236), a verse that summarizes the results of meritorious deeds and immoral deeds is: “Atthi, bhikkhave, kammaṁ kaṇhaṁ kaṇha vipākaṁ; kammaṁ sukkaṁ sukka vipākaṁ..”

Here the word kaṇha means bad or dark. Sukka means pure or white.

▪So, the word “kaṇhaṁ” in the above verse refers to immoral deeds done with lobha, dosa, moha and other asobhana cetasika. “Sukkaṁ” implies meritorious deeds done with alobha, adosa, amoha, and other sobhana cetasika.

▪How different types of cetasika contribute to either defile or purify our minds is discussed in the subsection, “Living Dhamma – Fundamentals.”

9. In this beginning-less rebirth process, this is how we have been born in almost all of the 31 realms because we keep accumulating both kaṇha vipāka and sukka vipāka. 

▪Furthermore, we have accumulated enough of both kinds to bring about many, many future births in all those realms.

▪Even if we do not commit a single kaṇha vipāka in this life, we have done enough of them in the past to bring about births in the apāyā in the future. This is a point that not many people understand. Many people have said, “I don’t harm anyone, so I hope to get a good rebirth.” Unfortunately, they are wrong.

10. Puñña kamma with “sukka vipāka” leads to two important results in this and future lives that make suitable conditions for attaining Nibbāna:

▪Rebirth in the “good realms” (human realm and above). Attaining Nibbāna — or even working towards it — is possible only in the good realms, especially in the human realm.

▪If done correctly, merits acquired through puñña kamma can lead to a long life (āyusa), flawless sense faculties (vaṇṇa), healthy life without much physical suffering (sukha), and necessary resources to live without hardships (bala). These benefits make suitable conditions for one to focus on attaining Nibbāna. For example, if one is sick or is very poor, it is not easy to follow the Path.

11. On the other hand, “kaṇha vipāka” or results of immoral deeds lead to births in the apāyā where the suffering is intense.

▪We have been born in the human realm due to a good upapatthi sukka vipāka.

▪But in this unique human realm one is subject to both kaṇha vipāka and sukka vipāka as pavutti kamma vipāka that bring results during the lifetime.

▪The way those six root causes lead to rebirths among the 31 realms is discussed in “Kilesa – Relationship To Akusala, Kusala, And Puñña Kamma.”

12. Births in the human realm could be a tihetuka (“ti” + hetu,” meaning all three of alobha, adosa, amoha), dvihetuka (“dvi” + hetu,” meaning alobha and adosa), or ahetuka.

▪Those humans with tihetuka births can attain magga phala in this life if they strive enough.

▪Those with dvihetuka births cannot attain magga phala in this life. Since they do not have the amoha root cause, their wisdom level (paññā) cannot grow beyond a certain point. However, they can do puñña kamma and be eligible to be reborn a human with a tihetuka birth in future lives.

▪Even though the word ahetuka means “without causes”, here it means a weak version of dvihetuka. Here ahetuka means “without sufficiently good hetu” to be able to follow the Path. They are born with mental deficiencies.

13. It is very important to realize that no one (at present) can distinguish between tihetuka and dvihetuka births. On the surface, both types appear the same. For example, there could be people with higher education who are dvihetuka, and some with no education who are tihetuka.

▪So, the thing to do is to strive to the best of one’s ability. No matter whether one is tihetuka or dvihetuka, the efforts will pay off in the long run. Furthermore, being tihetuka does not take one automatically to Nibbāna; one has to strive.

▪Furthermore, no one should be discouraged and believe they are dvihetuka, if the efforts are not paying off quickly. One prominent example in the Tipiṭaka is the story about the Cūḷapanthaka Thero. He almost disrobed because he could not even memorize a single gātha after trying hard for months. But with Buddha’s help, he was able to attain Arahanthood in a day, and even developed abhiññā powers: “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷa­pantha­ka.”

14. Therefore, by thinking good thoughts, doing good deeds, and by living a moral life, we can improve our chances (but not guarantee) of a good future rebirth. In fact, this is the goal of all major religions (to be born in heaven and live there forever).

▪However, nothing in this world of 31 realms is everlasting. Furthermore, we do not have control over where we will be born in the next life, regardless of how well we live this life.

▪It is important to realize that one or more past bad deeds (kamma vipāka) may still lead to a bad rebirth, and it will be very difficult to again get a good rebirth.

▪This is one aspect of the anicca nature, the futility of believing that there is happiness to be achieved somewhere in this world.

▪The opposite belief that somehow happiness is to be achieved somewhere in this world gives rise to deeply-embedded nicca saññā (a sense of hope) in our minds. 

▪One cannot avoid future suffering until one comprehends first that immoral deeds with the nicca saññā lead to kaṇha vipāka and will bring much suffering. Even though moral deeds with the nicca saññā lead to sukka vipāka with happiness, one cannot avoid immoral deeds in the long run, BECAUSE OF this nicca saññā.

15. Therefore, until we change our wrong view (and the corresponding wrong perception or saññā) that there is happiness to be had in this world.

▪This is the unique message of the Buddha. We will discuss how we can get rid of this nicca saññā and cultivate the anicca saññā in the next post [Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra].





   Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra
   

   




Vipallāsa (Diṭṭhi, Saññā, Citta) Affect Saṅkhāra





January 28, 2017; re-written October 15, 2019; revised January 20, 2021 (#13); added #14 March 9, 2022; June 23, 2022; May 18, 2023; May 28, 2023 (removed Chart 2)

The word vipallāsa (used in plural) means “confusion.” One gets confused because one has the wrong views (diṭṭhi). That leads to distorted perceptions (saññā), which affect the way one thinks (citta). That is how we generate (abhi)saṅkhāra that leads to future suffering. This is just another way to analyze the origin of suffering.

▪You may want to read the previous posts on saññā and saṅkhāra. See, “Saññā – What It Really Means” and “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪This post is a re-write of an old post, “Diṭṭhi, Saññā, and Saṅkhāra – How They Relate.”

Wrong Views Come First

1. One’s perceptions (saññā) are closely associated with one’s views (diṭṭhi), and both of those affect how we think (citta) and generate saṅkhāra.

Most of our world views are based on ideas from our families, friends, and religions that we are born into. Those inputs play a significant role in our worldviews. In turn, they mold our perceptions and how we think — and thus generate saṅkhāra.

▪It is not possible to get rid of the wrong or distorted perceptions (viparīta saññā) without getting rid of the erroneous views (micchā diṭṭhi or simply diṭṭhi). [viparīta : [adj.] reversed; changed; wrong.]

▪Some dominant world views must be removed before one can even hope to get an idea about anicca saññā. We will discuss some of these critical factors first.

Wrong Views on Heaven, Hell, and Human Realms

2. Most people believe in eternal heaven after death. That perception is based on the world view of three “major categories or realms.” Those are hell, the human world, and heaven. This worldview and the corresponding perception of saññā come from families taught that worldview through generations via religious teachings.

▪That world view also says that a Creator created the Earth. That Creator resides in the heavens, and those who live by those teachings will join the Creator. Those who disobey those teachings are supposed to be born in hell for eternity.

▪Even though modern science rejects that cosmic worldview, most people still follow that wrong view. The heavens comprise trillions of planetary systems, just like our Solar system.

▪Astonishingly, even some prominent scientists are willing to disregard scientific facts. They believe (i.e., have the perception) that a Creator created the Earth and the whole universe. I am not sure where they think that Creator resides among those trillions of star systems.

Wrong Views About Animals

3. Another example is killing animals for sport, which includes fishing. That is based on the view that animals are not sentient and were created by the Creator for human consumption. That is such an ingrained diṭṭhi that many people who live otherwise moral lives fail to see the suffering endured by these animals.

▪While fish cannot cry out, the severe pain felt by a wriggling fish caught on a hook is quite apparent. It feels the pain in the mouth due to the hook. It also suffers due to a lack of oxygen since it cannot breathe as we do.

▪Higher animals are capable of showing their pain, among other emotions. Anyone who has a pet dog or cat knows that they do have emotions feelings as we do.

▪But we tend to disregard such easy-to-see things because of our diṭṭhīs. The underlying reason is the religious view that animals are here for our consumption.

4. However, we all have had animal and Deva and Brahma births. Comprehension of this fact can help change one’s perception of animals.

▪However, even in Buddhist countries, there are fishing villages where fishing is the livelihood of many who have done it for many generations.

▪Some may say that those people need to make a living to sustain their families. But that argument is no better than the argument that a drug addict needs to inhale another dose to get through the day: the long-term consequences are infinitely worse.

▪It is customary for the older generations to teach their children or grandchildren how to fish or hunt animals for sport. That custom passes through generations.

▪Still, we cannot equate animal lives to human lives, as some animal rights activists believe. When one comprehends Buddha’s Dhamma, one can avoid going to either extreme.

Wrong Views Lead to Wrong Perceptions (Saññā)

5. The above are several prominent examples of major micchā diṭṭhi. One can remove distorted perceptions (viparita saññā) by removing such wrong views (micchā diṭṭhi). Learning Buddha Dhamma helps get rid of wrong views.

▪The key reason those diṭṭhīs propagate through generations is the inability to “breakthrough” such ingrained beliefs by contemplating on facts.

6. Another wrong view (and hence the wrong perception) that we have is about the high value placed on our physical bodies’ “beautification.” This perception is predominant in Western countries but is growing in other countries.

▪People spend billions of dollars a year trying to make their physical bodies “more beautiful.” They don’t realize — or don’t even contemplate — the following fact. No matter how much money one can spend, one’s body will not stay in peak condition for too long.

▪That wrong perception leads to an enhanced level of suffering in old age when one’s body becomes frail and less appealing. That can lead to severe depression.

▪For those who have comprehended the anicca nature, old age is a fact of life. While the brain is working optimally, one needs to spend one’s “peak years” not trying to beautify one’s body but making progress on the Path . When the body starts degrading at old age, the brain deteriorates. So, one must exercise and eat healthily to keep the body and the brain in good condition for as long as possible.

▪That happens to everyone, regardless of how powerful or wealthy they are. At President Trump’s inauguration, this was quite obvious by looking at the ex-Presidents.

▪Think about any famous, beautiful, or wealthy person who has grown old to convince the truth of this anicca nature.

Characteristics of Anything (Saṅkhata) In This World

7. Anything in this world — living or inert — has that anicca nature. A saṅkhata is born (uppāda) and destroyed (vaya.) In between it is in existence but is still subjected to unexpected change (ṭhitassa aññathattaṁ.) Those are the three stages of a saṅkhata; see, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (SN 22.37).”

▪Some things in this world (saṅkhata) last a short time: for example, a fly or a flower. Other things can last for tens of years: for example, humans or a car. Some things/beings live much longer: for example, a  Brahma or a star system like our Solar system.

▪But eventually, anything in this world — a saṅkhata — decays and is destroyed at some point.

▪Even though those things that reach the peak condition can provide/enjoy sensory pleasures, they do not last long.

▪The overall effect or the net effect is suffering when one considers the rebirths in the 31 realms in the long term.

Four Types of Vipallāsa (Confusions) and Three Variations

8. The Buddha stated that there are four types of vipallāsa or confusions nicca, sukha, atta, and subha. See, WebLink: suttacentral: Vipallāsa Sutta (AN 4.49). We have discussed the first three in detail on this website. The subha (pleasurable) vipallāsa is mainly associated with the “olārika sensory pleasures” (taste, smell, and bodily contact) in the realm of kāma loka.

▪No matter how appealing those sensory pleasures or sense objects can be, they all make one get trapped in kāma loka. That is why they are asubha.

9. Each vipallāsa has three variations (layers) of diṭṭhi, saññā, and citta. 

▪Each confusion (vipallāsa) may be expressed via views, perceptions, and how we automatically think. They affect the saṅkhāra generation and especially puñña abhisaṅkhāra and apuñña abhisaṅkhāra; See, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

Confusion About a Tilakkhaṇa Nature Is the Key – They Lead to Saṅkhāra

10. Let us consider the diṭṭhi, saññā, and citta vipallāsa about the anicca nature as an example.

▪We have the wrong view that things in this world have a nicca nature, i.e., that they can provide happiness. That is the diṭṭhi vipallāsa about the actual anicca nature.

▪Because of this wrong view, we develop the saññā vipallāsa about the anicca nature of things: We tend to perceive (saññā) that worldly things can provide happiness.

▪We tend to think (citta) that things in this world can provide us with happiness because of the wrong perception. Thus we do (abhi) saṅkhāra that prolong the rebirth process for puñña abhisaṅkhāra. Even worse, they make one suffer mightily in the future rebirths through apuñña abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Therefore, we constantly generate mano saṅkhāra (automatic thoughts about worldly sense objects), vacī saṅkhāra (conscious thoughts or speech), and act accordingly (kāya saṅkhāra).

Saṅkhāra Lead to Future Suffering

11. All three types of such saṅkhāra lead to suffering in this life and in future rebirths. These are the saṅkhāra that arise due to avijjā (not realizing the true nature of this world): “avijjā paccayā (abhi)saṅkhāra.”

Abhisaṅkhāra eventually lead to bhava and jāti via Paṭicca Samuppāda. Here jāti means both future rebirths and “births during this life,” see, “Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪That is why it is essential first to learn Dhamma and first realize that suffering in this life can arise due to our conscious thoughts and actions. Not only that, but that suffering CAN BE stopped from arising.

▪Once one comprehends this fact and lives accordingly, one can experience the nirāmisa sukha when one removes this type of suffering.

▪Furthermore, this helps one build true faith (saddhā) in Buddha Dhamma. It will convince one of the truths about the much worse type of suffering in future rebirths.

▪More details are in the first few subsections in the “Living Dhamma” section.

12. At that stage, one may comprehend the anicca nature of the rebirth process. The truth of the rebirth process is that nowhere in the 31 realms can one find happiness.

▪Moreover, one will “see” unimaginable suffering levels exist in the lowest four realms (apāyā). That will help get rid of the diṭṭhi vipallāsa about dukkha. Instead of the wrong view that there is happiness in human, deva, or Brahma realms, one will “see” that any pleasure to be had is only temporary. Furthermore, there is much more suffering inevitable if one stays in the rebirth process.

▪One will also “see” that one is genuinely helpless if stayed in this rebirth process (saṁsāra). Thus one will get rid of diṭṭhi vipallāsa (that this world is of atta nature) and truly “see” the “anatta nature.”

▪One will also “see” that — in the long run — things in this world are not subha, i.e., they are not beneficial or fruitful. Attachment to anything in this world will lead to suffering in the long run. Thus a Sotāpanna will have removed the diṭṭhi vipallāsa “distorted views” about subha nature as well.

▪That is how one gets rid of diṭṭhi vipallāsa. That leads to Nibbāna via dissociating from the material world, see “Nibbāna.”

Saññā Vipallāsa 

13. Saññā (pronounced “sangnā”) comes from “saŋ” + “gnāna,” which means “wisdom” about “saŋ.” But regular humans have only viparīta saññā or saññā vipallāsa: they do not see “saŋ” as bad.

▪Removal of saññā vipallāsa requires getting rid of diṭṭhi vipallāsa which in turn requires attaining sammā diṭṭhi. Then, one will perceive the benefits or the harm in each speech or action one is about to make.

▪When one has the right vision and perceives things as they are, one will start thinking along those lines. Then one will begin removing citta vipallāsa.

Removal of Vipallāsa

14. For completion, we will end with the following technical details. All three types of vipallāsa about nicca and atta disappear at the Sotāpanna stage. However, only the diṭṭhi vipallāsa about sukha and subha goes away (Note that the true nature is “dukkha and asubha.”) That is in “WebLink: suttacentral: Treatise of Distortions – Vipallāsakathā (KN Ps 1.8)” section in the “Paṭisambhidāmagga.” [Read in this book Ps 1.8 Treatise of Distortions – Vipallāsakathā]

▪That is why even though a Sotāpanna can “see” that things in this world can eventually lead to only suffering, he/she will still tend to enjoy sensory pleasures. That is due to the remaining saññā and citta vipallāsa about sukha and subha. However, those do not involve apāyagāmi deeds.

▪Saññā vipallāsa about sukha and subha is lessened at the Sakadāgāmi stage are entirely removed at the Anāgāmi stage. Even though an Anāgāmi has eliminated the desire for sense pleasures in the kāma loka, he/she will still tend to enjoy jhānic pleasures.

▪All vipallāsa go away entirely only at the Arahant stage. An Arahant does not make apuñña abhisaṅkhāra that leads to heat (or thāpa) in mind and makes one eligible to be born in the apāyā. He does not make puñña abhisaṅkhāra that make one eligible to be born in the “good realms” either. He makes only kammically neutral saṅkhāra or kiriya to maintain life until Parinibbāna or death.

15. Removal of saññā and citta vipallāsa respectively at the Anāgāmi and Arahant stages can be understood as follows. Saññā and citta vipallāsa regarding sukha and subha arise due to “kāma.”

▪Most apāyagāmi deeds are done with kāmacchanda nīvaraṇa “covering a mind,” and it is removed at the Sotāpanna stage. Kāmacchanda appears when “kāma” — craving for sensual pleasures — optimizes and “makes one blind.”

▪However, a Sotāpanna has “kāma rāga” meaning a Sotāpanna still craves sensual pleasures.

▪An Anāgāmi has removed “kāma rāga,” and thus, saññā vipallāsa for sukha and subha.

▪It is only at the Arahant stage that even a trace of vipallāsa for kāma is removed with the removal of all “citta vipallāsa.” This is explained in, “WebLink: suttacentral: Samāropanahāra vibhaṅga (Ne 19).” [Read in this book (with English translation) Samāropanahāra vibhaṅga (Ne 19)]

▪The following chart provides a summary (much merits to Seng Kiat Ng for the chart and the above link):
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Paṭisambhidāmagga

1 Mahāvagga

Ps 1.8 Treatise of Distortions – Vipallāsakathā

 

1.1

[Same as] the previous origin (cause).

Purimanidānaṁ. 

 

1.2

‘Bhikkhus, there are these four perversions of perception, perversions of thought, perversions of view. 

“Cattārome, bhikkhave, saññāvipallāsā cittavipallāsā diṭṭhivipallāsā. 

 

1.3

What four? 

Katame cattāro? 

 

1.4

Bhikkhus, [seeing] what is not getting according to desire impermanent as getting according to desire permanent is a perversion of perception, a perversion of thought, a perversion of view. 

Anicce, bhikkhave, niccanti saññāvipallāso cittavipallāso diṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

1.5

[Seeing] the painful as pleasant is a perversion of perception, a perversion of thought, a perversion of view. 

Dukkhe, bhikkhave, sukhanti saññāvipallāso cittavipallāso diṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

1.6

[Seeing] what is helpless/not in control not self as protection/in control self is a perversion of perception, a perversion of thought, a perversion of view. 

Anattani, bhikkhave, attāti saññāvipallāso cittavipallāso diṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

1.7

[Seeing] the unfruitful foul as fruitful beautiful is a perversion of perception, a perversion of thought, a perversion of view. 

Asubhe, bhikkhave, subhanti saññāvipallāso cittavipallāso diṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

1.8

These, bhikkhus, are the four perversions of perception, perversions of thought, perversions of view.

Ime kho, bhikkhave, cattāro saññāvipallāsā cittavipallāsā diṭṭhivipallāsā. 

 

2.1

‘Bhikkhus, there are these four non-perversions of perception, non-perversions of thought, non-perversions of view. 

Cattārome, bhikkhave, nasaññāvipallāsā nacittavipallāsā nadiṭṭhivipallāsā. 

 

2.2

What four? 

Katame cattāro? 

 

2.3

Bhikkhus, [seeing] what is not getting according to desire impermanent as not getting according to desire impermanent is a non-perversion of perception, a non-perversion of thought, a non-perversion of view. 

Anicce, bhikkhave, aniccanti nasaññāvipallāso nacittavipallāso nadiṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

2.4

[Seeing] what is painful as painful is a non-perversion of perception, a non-perversion of thought, a non-perversion of view. 

Dukkhe, bhikkhave, dukkhanti nasaññāvipallāso nacittavipallāso nadiṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

2.5

[Seeing] what is helpless/not in control not self as helpless/not in control not self is a non-perversion of perception, a non-perversion of thought, a non-perversion of view. 

Anattani, bhikkhave, anattāti nasaññāvipallāso nacittavipallāso nadiṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

2.6

[Seeing] what is unfruitful foul as unfruitful foul is a non-perversion of perception, a non-perversion of thought, a non-perversion of view. 

Asubhe, bhikkhave, asubhanti nasaññāvipallāso nacittavipallāso nadiṭṭhivipallāso. 

 

2.7

These, bhikkhus, are the four non-perversions of perception, non-perversions of thought, non-perversions of view.

Ime kho, bhikkhave, cattāro nasaññāvipallāsā nacittavipallāsā nadiṭ­ṭhi­­vipallāsā­”­ti­. 

 

3.1

Perceive what is not getting according to desire impermanent

“Anicce niccasaññino, 

 

3.2

As getting according to desire permanent, and what is pain as pleasure,

dukkhe ca sukhasaññino; 

 

3.3

As well as the helpless/not in control not self as protection/in control self,

Anattani ca attāti, 

 

3.4

And fruitful beauty too in what is unfruitful foul; [81]

asubhe subhasaññino; 

 

3.5

All beings are killed by wrong views,

Micchādiṭṭhihatā sattā, 

 

3.6

their minds are confused and their thoughts are twisted (maddened).

khittacittā visaññino. 

 

4.1

Such beings, bound to Māra’s yoke,

Te yogayuttā mārassa, 

 

4.2

Go where is no surcease of bonds;

ayogakkhemino janā; 

 

4.3

They travel round the roundabout

Sattā gacchanti saṁsāraṁ, 

 

4.4

Where birth and death each hunt the other down.

jātimaraṇagāmino. 

 

5.1

Now when Enlightened Ones appear

Yadā ca buddhā lokasmiṁ, 

 

5.2

And bring the light into the world,

uppajjanti pabhaṅkarā; 

 

5.3

They promulgate the True Idea,

Te imaṁ dhammaṁ pakāsenti, 

 

5.4

Which leads on to release from suffering.

dukkhūpasamagāminaṁ. 

 

6.1

The wise, on hearing what they tell,

Tesaṁ sutvāna sappaññā, 

 

6.2

Apply their minds to seek the truth:

sacittaṁ paccaladdhu te; 

 

6.3

They see the not getting according to desire impermanent as it is,

Aniccaṁ aniccato dakkhuṁ, 

 

6.4

And pain they see as only pain,

dukkhamaddakkhu dukkhato. 

 

 

7.1

They see what is helpless/not in control not self as such,

Anattani anattāti, 

 

7.2

And likewise too they see the unfruitful foul;

asubhaṁ asubhataddasuṁ; 

 

7.3

Such views as they adopt are right,

Sammādiṭṭhisamādānā, 

 

7.4

And they it is escape from suffering’. [WebLink: suttacentral: Vipallāsa Sutta (AN 4.49)] (A ii 52)

sabbaṁ dukkhaṁ upaccagun”ti. 

 

8.1

In a person who possesses [right] view [by his being a stream enterer] are these four perversions abandoned or unabandoned?

Ime cattāro vipallāsā diṭṭhisampannassa puggalassa pahīnā, appahīnāti. 

 

8.2

Some are abandoned, and some are unabandoned. 

Keci pahīnā, keci appahīnā? 

 

8.3

The perversion of perception, perversion of thought, and perversion of view, [that see] what is not getting according to desire impermanent as getting according to desire permanent are abandoned in him. 

Anicce niccanti saññāvipallāso cittavipallāso diṭṭhivipallāso pahīno. 

 

8.4

The perception [that sees] what is painful as pleasant arises, and so does the thought, but such perversion of view is abandoned in him. 

Dukkhe sukhanti saññā uppajjati, cittaṁ uppajjati, diṭṭhivipallāso pahīno. 

 

8.5

The perversion of perception, perversion of thought, and perversion of view, [that see] what is helpless/not in control not self as protection/in control self are abandoned in him. 

Anattani attāti saññāvipallāso cittavipallāso diṭṭhivipallāso pahīno. 

 

8.6

The perception [that sees] the unfruitful foul as fruitful beautiful arises, and so does the thought, but such perversion of view is abandoned in him.

Asubhe subhanti saññā uppajjati, cittaṁ uppajjati, diṭṭhivipallāso pahīno. 

 

8.7

3. In two instances [ — the first and third — ] six perversions are abandoned. 

Dvīsu vatthūsu cha vipallāsā pahīnā. 

 

8.8

In two instances [ — the second and fourth—] two perversions are abandoned and four perversions are unabandoned. 

Dvīsu vatthūsu dve vipallāsā pahīnā, cattāro vipallāsā appahīnā. 

 

8.9

In [all] four instances eight perversions are abandoned and four perversions are unabandoned.1 

	1	At the beginning the perversions are reckoned as four (‘instances’), namely, seeing the not getting according to desire impermanent as getting according to desire permanent, the painful as pleasant, the helpless/not in control not self as protection/in control self, and the unfruitful foul as fruitful beautiful. Here at the end they are reckoned as three, namely, perversion of perception, perversion of thought, and perversion of view; hence the total of ‘twelve’ (‘eight’ and ‘four’) in the ‘four instances’. [See below chart.]



Catūsu vatthūsu aṭṭha vipallāsā pahīnā, cattāro vipallāsā appahīnāti. 
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8.10

End of Treatise on Perversions.

Vipallāsakathā niṭṭhitā. 
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Samāropana hāra is a method of understanding a sutta – not in isolation – but in combination with other aspects as well.

Specifically, the purport of a sutta is considered in terms of its basis, its synonyms and also the manner in which it pertains to the practice of developing and abandoning.

The following is a verse explaining this hāra.

Ye dhammā yaṁ mūlā, ye cekatthā pakāsitā muninā;

Te samāropayitabbā, esa samāropano hāro’’ti.

Those phenomena which are of a (the same) root, and those phenomena which are shown by the Sage to be of same meaning –

those (phenomena) are to be combined – this is the Samāropana hāra.

The above is a brief introduction to Samāropana hāra.

The ensuing is the original text elucidating the Samāropana hāra using examples.

 

Netti

Paṭiniddesavāra

Vibhaṅga 16

Ne 19 Analysis of Mode of Conveying the Combining – Samā­ro­pa­nahāra­vibhaṅga

 

1.1

Therein, what is the samāropana hāra?

Tattha katamo samāropano hāro? 

 

1.2

(It is explained in the verse) “Those phenomena which are of a (the same) root, and those phenomena which are shown by the Sage to be of same meaning…”

 “Ye dhammā yaṁmūlā, ye cekatthā pakāsitā muninā”ti. 

 

2.1

In one basis, how many other basis are accessed, all of them are to be combined.

Ekasmiṁ padaṭṭhāne yattakāni padaṭṭhānāni otaranti, sabbāni tāni samāropayitabbāni. 

 

2.2

Just as in āvatta hāra (mode of conveying conversion), many basis are accessed. 

Yathā āvaṭṭe hāre bahukāni padaṭṭhānāni otarantīti. 

 

2.3

Therein, combining is of four types –  padaṭṭhāna (basis), vevacana (synonym), bhāvana (developing) and pahāna (abandoning).

Tattha samāropanā catubbidhā padaṭṭhānaṁ, vevacanaṁ, bhāvanā, pahānamiti. 

 

3.1

Therein, what is combining with basis (padaṭṭhāna)?

Tattha katamā padaṭṭhānena samāropanā? 

 

4.1

“The non-doing of all evil, 

 “Sabbapāpassa akaraṇaṁ, 

 

4.2

taking up the wholesome,

kusalassa upasampadā; 

 

4.3

purifying one’s own mind, 

Saci­t­ta­pari­yo­dā­pa­na­ṁ, 

 

4.4

this is the teaching of the Buddha’s.”

etaṁ buddhāna sāsanan”ti. 

 

5.1

What is its basis?

Tassa kiṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ? 

 

5.2

There are three good conducts –

Tīṇi sucaritāni— 

 

5.3

good conducts of the body, good conducts of speech, good conducts of mind.

kāyasucaritaṁ vacīsucaritaṁ manosucaritaṁ— 

 

5.4

This is the basis.

idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ; 

 

5.5

Therein, that which is the good conduct of the body and speech – this is the Morality-aggregate.

tattha yaṁ kāyikañca vācasikañca sucaritaṁ, ayaṁ sīlakkhandho. 

 

5.6

In the good conduct of mind is non-covetousness and non-ill-will – this is the Concentration-aggregate.

Manosucarite yā anabhijjhā abyāpādo ca, ayaṁ samādhikkhandho. 

 

5.7

That which is Right View – this is the Wisdom-aggregate.

Yā sammādiṭṭhi, ayaṁ paññākkhandho. 

 

5.8

This is the basis.

Therein, the Morality-aggregate and Concentration-aggregate are Samatha.

The Wisdom-aggregate is Vipassanā.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ, tattha sīlakkhandho ca samādhikkhandho ca samatho, paññākkhandho vipassanā. 

 

5.9

This is the basis.

Therein, the result of Samatha is the mind-release due to fading away of passion.

The result of Vipassanā is the wisdom-release due to fading away of ignorance.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ, tattha samathassa phalaṁ rāgavirāgā cetovimutti, vipassanāya phalaṁ avijjāvirāgā paññāvimutti. 

 

5.10

This is the basis.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.1

Desired (vanaṁ) is the basis for desiredness (vanatha).

Vanaṁ vanathassa padaṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.2

What is the desired? 

Kiñca vanaṁ? 

 

6.3

And what is desiredness?

Ko ca vanatho? 

 

6.4

The desired is the five strands of sensuality;

craving is the desiredness – 

Vanaṁ nāma pañca kāmaguṇā, taṇhā vanatho. 

 

6.5

this is the basis.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.6

Desired is the fastening on to the signs – as “woman” or as “man.”

Vanaṁ nāma nimittaggāho “itthī”ti vā “puriso”ti vā. 

 

6.7

Desiredness is taking up the smaller details of the various parts as – “wow! the eye!” ‘O! the ear’ ‘the nose!’ ‘O! the tongue!’ ‘O! the body!’ – 

Vanatho nāma tesaṁ tesaṁ aṅgapaccaṅgānaṁ anubyañjanaggāho “aho cakkhu, aho sotaṁ, aho ghānaṁ, aho jivhā, aho kāyo” iti. 

 

6.8

this is the basis.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.9

The desired is the uncomprehended internal and external bases.

Vanaṁ nāma cha ajjhattikabāhirāni āyatanāni apariññātāni. 

 

6.10

The fetter that arises based on that is the desiredness. 

Yaṁ tadubhayaṁ paṭicca uppajjati saṁyojanaṁ, ayaṁ vanatho. 

 

6.11

This is the basis.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.12

The desired is the latent-tendency.

Vanaṁ nāma anusayo. 

 

6.13

The desiredness is the manifestation. 

Vanatho nāma pariyuṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.14

This is the basis.

Idaṁ padaṭṭhānaṁ. 

 

6.15

Therefore said the Blessed One, “Having cut the forest (desired) and the afforestation (desiredness)…”

Tenāha bhagavā “chetvā vanañca vanathañcā”ti. 

 

6.16

This is combining with basis.

Ayaṁ padaṭṭhānena samāropanā. 

 

7.1

Therein, what is combining with synonyms?

Tattha katamā vevacanena samāropanā? 

 

7.2

The mind-release due to fading away of passion is the result for trainees.

Rāgavirāgā cetovimutti sekkhaphalaṁ; 

 

7.3

The wisdom-release due to fading away of ignorance is the result for the trained (adept).

avijjāvirāgā paññāvimutti asekkhaphalaṁ. 

 

7.4

This is a synonym.

Idaṁ vevacanaṁ. 

 

7.5

The mind-release due to fading away of passion is the result for Non-returner.

Rāgavirāgā cetovimutti anāgāmiphalaṁ; 

 

7.6

The wisdom-release due to fading away of ignorance is the exalted result for the trained (adept).

avijjāvirāgā paññāvimutti aggaphalaṁ arahattaṁ. 

 

7.7

This is a synonym.

Idaṁ vevacanaṁ. 

 

7.8

The mind-release due to fading away of passion is the transcending the element of sensuality.

Rāgavirāgā cetovimutti kāmadhā­tu­sama­ti­k­kama­na­ṁ; 

 

7.9

The wisdom-release due to fading away of ignorance is the transcending of the three elements.

avijjāvirāgā paññāvimutti tedhātu­sama­ti­k­kama­na­ṁ. 

 

7.10

This is a synonym.

Idaṁ vevacanaṁ. 

 

7.11

The faculty of wisdom, the strength of wisdom, the training of higher wisdom, the aggregate of wisdom, the investigation of phenomena which is a factor of enlightenment, the equanimity which is a factor of enlightenment, knowledge, right view, determining, investigating, shame to do evil, insight, knowledge in the Dhamma, all this is synonym.

Paññindriyaṁ, paññābalaṁ, adhipaññāsikkhā, paññākkhandho, dhamma­vi­ca­ya­s­amboj­jha­­ṅ­go­, upekkhāsambojjhaṅgo, ñāṇaṁ, sammādiṭṭhi, tīraṇā, santīraṇā, hirī, vipassanā, dhamme ñāṇaṁ, sabbaṁ, idaṁ vevacanaṁ. 

 

7.12

This is combining with synonyms.

Ayaṁ vevacanena samāropanā. 

 

8.1

Therein, what is combining with development?

Tattha katamā bhāvanāya samāropanā? 

 

8.2

As the Blessed One said, “Therefore, you dwell here, contemplating the body in body, ardent, alert, mindful, putting aside greed and distress regarding the world.

Yathāha bhagavā “tasmātiha tvaṁ bhikkhu kāye kāyānupassī viharāhi, ātāpī sampajāno satimā vineyya loke abhijjhādomanassaṁ.” 

 

8.3

Ātāpi (removing heat [defilements] ardent) is the faculty of effort.

Ātāpīti vīriyindriyaṁ. 

 

8.4

Sampajāno (fully understanding defilements alert) is the faculty of wisdom.

Sampajānoti paññindriyaṁ. 

 

8.5

Satimā (removing [defilements] with mindfulness mindfulness) is the faculty of mindfulness.

Satimāti satindriyaṁ. 

 

8.6

Vineyya loke abhijjhādomanassaṁ (putting aside greed and distress regarding the world) is faculty of concentration.

Vineyya loke abhijjhādomanassanti samādhindriyaṁ. 

 

8.7

Thus, while dwelling contemplating the body in the body, the development of the four foundations of mindfulness get fulfilled.

Evaṁ kāye kāyānupassino viharato cattāro satipaṭṭhānā bhāvanāpāripūriṁ gacchanti. 

[8.1 to 8.7: Kāyānaupassā tackles all FOUR types of āhāra, and thus removes ALL vipallāsa. See: SN 47.42: Samudayasutta. One needs to understand what is involved in Dhammānupassanā first. Thus, the progression is backward: dhammānupassanā, cittānupassanā, vedanānupassanā, kāyānupassanā. ]

 

8.8

Due to what reason?

Kena kāraṇena? 

 

8.9

(Due to) the analogous characteristics of the four faculties.

Ekalakkhaṇattā catunnaṁ indriyānaṁ. 

 

8.10

When the four foundations of mindfulness are developed, the development of the four right exertions get fulfilled.

Catūsu satipaṭṭhānesu bhāviyamānesu cattāro sammappadhānā bhāvanāpāripūriṁ gacchanti. 

 

8.11

When the four right exertions are developed, the development of four basis of power get fulfilled.

Catūsu sammappadhānesu bhāviyamānesu cattāro iddhipādā bhāvanāpāripūriṁ gacchanti. 

 

8.12

When the four basis of power are developed, the development of the five faculties get fulfilled. 

Catūsu iddhipādesu bhāviyamānesu pañcindriyāni bhāvanāpāripūriṁ gacchanti. 

 

8.13 

Thus everything.

Evaṁ sabbe. 

 

8.14

Due to what reason?

Kena kāraṇena? 

 

8.15

All are phenomena which are a part of enlightenment, are factors of enlightenment.

They are of analogous characteristic in terms of the characteristic of leading-to.

The development of those qualities which are analogous get fulfilled.

Sabbe hi bodhaṅgamā dhammā bodhipakkhiyā niyyānikalakkhaṇena ekalakkhaṇā, te ekalakkhaṇattā bhāvanāpāripūriṁ gacchanti. 

 

8.16

This is combining with development.

Ayaṁ bhāvanāya samāropanā. 

 

9.1

Therein, what is combining with abandoning?

Tattha katamā pahānena samāropanā? 

 

9.2

 

While dwelling contemplating the body in the body – vipallāsa (distortion/mistakenness) of taking something that is ‘asubha’ (unfruitful unbeautiful) as ‘subha’ (fruitful beautiful) is abandoned;

the mental physical food (kabaḷīkāro) gets comprehended by him;

one becomes un-attached to the sensual-grasping;

one becomes disassociated with the yoke of sensuality;

one gets separated from the body of covetousness bond;

one is un-intoxicated with the intoxication of sensuality;

one crosses over the flood of sensuality;

one is un-pierced by the dart of passion;

there is comprehension of the sustaining of consciousness by associated form;

the passion for the form-element is abandoned;

one does not go the wrong way due to desiring.

Kāye kāyānupassī viharanto “asubhe subhan”ti vipallāsaṁ pajahati, kabaḷīkāro cassa āhāro pariññaṁ gacchati, kāmupādānena ca anupādāno bhavati, kāmayogena ca visaṁyutto bhavati, abhijjhākāyaganthena ca vippayujjati, kāmāsavena ca anāsavo bhavati, kāmoghañca uttiṇṇo bhavati, rāgasallena ca visallo bhavati, rūpūpikā cassa viññāṇaṭṭhiti pariññaṁ gacchati, rūpadhātuyaṁ cassa rāgo pahīno bhavati, na ca chandāgatiṁ gacchati. 

 

10.1

While dwelling contemplating the sensation in the sensation –

vipallāsa (distortion/mistakenness) of taking something that is ‘dukkha’ (suffering) as ‘sukha’ (happiness) is abandoned;

the mental physical food of contact (phassa āhāra) gets comprehended by him;

one becomes unattached to the becoming-grasping;

one becomes disassociated with the yoke of becoming;

one gets separated from the body of ill-will bond;

one is not intoxicated with the intoxication of becoming;

one crosses over the flood of becoming;

one is not pierced by the dart of ill-will;

there is comprehension of the sustaining of consciousness by associated sensation;

the passion for the sensation-element is abandoned;

one does not go the wrong way due to disliking.

Vedanāsu vedanānupassī viharanto “dukkhe sukhan”ti vipallāsaṁ pajahati, phasso cassa āhāro pariññaṁ gacchati, bhavūpādānena ca anupādāno bhavati, bhavayogena ca visaṁyutto bhavati, byāpādakāyaganthena ca vippayujjati, bhavāsavena ca anāsavo bhavati, bhavoghañca uttiṇṇo bhavati, dosasallena ca visallo bhavati, vedanūpikā cassa viññāṇaṭṭhiti pariññaṁ gacchati, vedanādhātuyaṁ cassa rāgo pahīno bhavati, na ca dosāgatiṁ gacchati. 

 

11.1

While dwelling contemplating the mind in the mind –

vipallāsa (distortion/mistakenness) of taking something that is ‘anicca’ (not getting according to desire impermanent) as ‘nicca’ (getting according to desire permanent) is abandoned;

the food of consciousness (viññāṇa āhāra) gets comprehended by him;

one becomes unattached to the view-grasping;

one becomes dis-associated with the yoke of view;

one gets separated from the body of adherence to rites and rituals bond;

one is not intoxicated with the intoxication of view;

one crosses over the flood of view;

one is not pierced by the dart of conceit;

there is comprehension of the sustaining of consciousness by associated perception;

the passion for the perception-element is abandoned;

one does not go the wrong way due to fear.

Citte cittānupassī viharanto “anicce niccan”ti vipallāsaṁ pajahati, viññāṇaṁ cassa āhāro pariññaṁ gacchati, diṭṭhupādānena ca anupādāno bhavati, diṭṭhiyogena ca visaṁyutto bhavati, sīlab­b­ata­parāmāsa­kāya­ganthena ca vippayujjati, diṭṭhāsavena ca anāsavo bhavati, diṭṭhoghañca uttiṇṇo bhavati, mānasallena ca visallo bhavati, saññūpikā cassa viññāṇaṭṭhiti pariññaṁ gacchati, saññādhātuyaṁ cassa rāgo pahīno bhavati, na ca bhayāgatiṁ gacchati. 

 

12.1

While dwelling contemplating the phenomena in the phenomena –

vipallāsa (distortion/mistakenness) of taking something that is ‘anattā’ (not having control not-self) as ‘attā’ (having control self) is abandoned;

the food of intention (manosañcetana āhāra) gets comprehended by him;

one becomes unattached to the ‘doctrine of self’-grasping;

one becomes dis-associated with the yoke of ignorance;

one gets separated from the body of adherence to ‘this is only true’ bond;

one is not intoxicated with the intoxication of ignorance;

one crosses over the flood of ignorance;

one is not pierced by the dart of delusion;

there is comprehension of the sustaining of consciousness by associated formations;

the passion for the formation-element is abandoned;

one does not go the wrong way due to folly.

Dhammesu dhammānupassī viharanto “anattani attā”ti vipallāsaṁ pajahati, manosañcetanā cassa āhāro pariññaṁ gacchati, attavādupādānena ca anupādāno bhavati, avijjāyogena ca visaṁyutto bhavati, idaṁ­saccā­bhi­ni­ve­sakā­ya­ganthena ca vippayujjati, avijjāsavena ca anāsavo bhavati, avijjoghañca uttiṇṇo bhavati, mohasallena ca visallo bhavati, saṅkhārūpikā cassa viññāṇaṭṭhiti pariññaṁ gacchati, saṅkhāradhātuyaṁ cassa rāgo pahīno bhavati, na ca mohāgatiṁ gacchati. 

 

[image: Vipallasa-Chart-3]

 

12.2

This is combining with abandoning.

Ayaṁ pahānena samāropanā. 

 

13.1

Therefore said Venerable Mahākaccāyana –

Tenāha āyasmā mahākaccāyano— 

 

14.1

“Those phenomena which are of a (the same) root, 

“Ye dhammā yaṁmūlā, 

 

14.2

and those phenomena which are shown by the Sage to be of same meaning – 

Ye cekatthā pakāsitā muninā; 

 

14.3

those (phenomenas) are to be combined – 

Te samāropayitabbā, 

 

14.4

this is the Samāropana hāra.”

Esa samāropano hāro”ti. 

 

14.5

The Samāropana hāra has been elucidated.

Niyutto samāropano hāro. 

 

14.6

And the classification of hāras has ended. 

Niṭṭhito ca hāravibhaṅgo. 
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Saṅkhāra are our response to sensory inputs. The initial response (in the purāṇa kamma stage) happens without us being aware and determined by the unbroken saṁyojana and gati at that moment; these saṅkhāra belong to the saṅkappa category. The conscious response occurs in the nava kamma stage, where vacī saṅkhāra plays a critical role. Abhisaṅkhāra generation plays a role in both stages.

Saṅkhāra Only Refers to Immoral Actions, Speech, and Thoughts

1. The word saṅkhāra comes from “saŋ” + “khāra” or actions that involve “saŋ” (rāga, dosa, or moha); see “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)”. All saṅkhāra arise in the mind.

▪Attachment to sensory experiences is the root cause of generating thoughts with rāga, dosa, or moha. Such thoughts also lead to immoral speech and actions, which bring their results (vipāka) in the future.

▪Immoral thoughts could be mano saṅkhāra or vacī saṅkhāra. Vacī saṅkhāra are the more potent and cause immoral speech and actions. 

▪By the way, “kāya saṅkhāra”, in most cases, does not refer to kamma accumulation via bodily actions; here, “kāya” does not refer to the physical body. I may have stated so in old posts, but I will explain this in upcoming posts.

2. Only mano saṅkhāra arises automatically when a new sensory input occurs at the “purāṇa kamma” stage. That happens without us being aware of it, and will be automatic if the corresponding saṁyojana are intact. Those mano saṅkhāra have a special name, saṅkappa. For example, as long as kāma rāga saṁyojana is not broken, kāma saṅkappa will arise automatically. That is stated by “Saṅkappa rāgo purisassa kāmo” in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63).” 

[Here are some notable suttas where saṅkappa is a central theme:​

🧠 1. MN 117 – Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (The Great Forty) [WebLink: suttacentral: Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (MN 117)]

▪Context: This discourse provides an in-depth analysis of the Noble Eightfold Path, distinguishing between the mundane and supramundane paths.​

▪Relevance to saṅkappa: It elaborates on sammā-saṅkappa (right intention), describing it as intentions of renunciation, non-ill will, and harmlessness.​

🧘 2. MN 19 – Dvedhāvitakka Sutta (Two Kinds of Thought) [WebLink: suttacentral: Devedāvitakka Sutta (MN 19)]

▪Context: The Buddha recounts his practice before enlightenment, categorizing thoughts into those that lead to affliction and those that do not.​

▪Relevance to saṅkappa: The term vitakka (thought) is closely related to saṅkappa, and the sutta discusses the cultivation of wholesome intentions.​

🗣️ 3. AN 4.14 – Saṅkappa Sutta (Intentions) [WebLink: suttacentral: Saṅkappa Sutta (AN 4.14)]

▪Context: This discourse lists four types of intentions that lead to the arising of unwholesome states.​

▪Relevance to saṅkappa: It directly addresses the role of intentions in ethical behavior and mental development.​

🧘‍ 4. SN 45.8 – Maggaṅga Sutta (Factors of the Path) [WebLink: suttacentral: Maggaṅga Sutta (SN 45.8)]

▪Context: This sutta outlines the factors of the Noble Eightfold Path.​

▪Relevance to saṅkappa: It includes sammā-saṅkappa as a crucial component of the path leading to liberation.​

🧘 5. DN 22 – Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta (The Great Discourse on the Foundations of Mindfulness) [WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta (DN 22)]

▪Context: This comprehensive discourse details the practice of mindfulness.​

▪Relevance to saṅkappa: In the contemplation of the mind, the presence or absence of thoughts of renunciation, non-ill will, and harmlessness (sammā-saṅkappa) are observed.​

]

▪The automatic arising of kāma saṅkappa cannot be avoided if the mind has not eliminated kāma rāga saṁyojana. That is not possible with sheer willpower; one must comprehend that the “distorted kāma saññā” is the root cause for kāma rāga. This is why ancient yogis like Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta could not eliminate kāma rāga.

▪If the sensory input is strong, the mind advances to the “nava kamma” stage, where conscious thinking with vacī saṅkhāra occurs. Those conscious thoughts lead to new kamma accumulation via the mind, speech, and bodily actions. Ancient yogis like Āḷāra Kālāma were able to suppress the nava kamma stage by isolating themselves in deep jungles, but until the purāṇa kamma stage is stopped from arising, kāma rāga saṁyojana will never be broken.

▪For details, see “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation .”

Arahants Generate only “Pure Saṅkhāra”

3. Any living being without a magga phala is a satta (in Pāli, the singular is “satto”). As one attains higher magga phala, one’s mind will move away from the “satta state.” An Arahant has fully overcome the “satta state”.

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Satta Sutta (SN 23.2)”: “Rādha, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of material form (rūpa), there is clinging (satto), strong clinging (visatto) for form, and then an ignorant living-being (satto) is spoken of. Similarly, when there is desire (chanda), rāga, and a perception of high value (nandī) of vedanā … saññā … saṅkhāra … viññāṇa, then an ignorant living-being (satto) is spoken of.” 

▪In other words, as long as there is upādāna for pañcakkhandhā (i.e., as long as there is pañcupādānakkhandhā), there is an “ignorant living being” or a “satta.” That living being has not comprehended the “real nature of this world” or “yathābhūta ñāṇa.”

▪See “Five Aggregates and Tilakkhaṇa – Introduction” for details.

4. However, since an Arahant also experiences sensory inputs with vedanā, saññā, etc., it may appear that an Arahant also generates saṅkhāra. 

▪An Arahant experiences citta saṅkhāra (devoid of rāga, dosa, moha, but with “distorted saññā”) in the “kāma dhātu” stage. 

▪However, the mind of an Arahant will not advance to the “kāma bhava” where the mind attaches to that “distorted saññā” and citta saṅkhāra turn into mano saṅkhāra with rāga, dosa, moha. See the chart and discussion in #6 (and #4) of “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.”

▪Such citta saṅkhāra that arises in an Arahant are also called “suddha (pure/undefiled) saṅkhāra”: “WebLink: suttacentral: Vajirā Sutta (SN 5.10).” This is a short and succinct sutta. The English translation is incorrect, especially for the verse, “Suddha saṅkhāra puñjoyaṁ, nayidha sattupalabbhati,” which says, “(an Arahant) who generates suddha saṅkhāra is not a satta.”

▪Thus, all saṅkhāra generated in an Arahant are kammically neutral. All others can generate saṅkhāra with kammic consequences. Buddha Dhamma is concerned with only those with kammic consequences.

Saṅkhāra Arise With Sañcetanā – Connection to Kammic Energy

5. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.61),” the Buddha declared, “Cetanāhaṁ, bhikkhave, kammaṁ vadāmi. Cetayitvā kammaṁ karoti—kāyena vācāya manasā” OR “It is defiled intention that I call kamma. After making a defiled intention, one engages in kamma generation with the body, speech, and mind.

▪In almost all cases, “cetanā” in the suttās refers to “sañcetanā” or “defiled intention.”

▪“Cetanā” means “to construct a citta” with cetasika. Certain cetasika called sobhana cetasika (beautiful mental factors) lead to “moral/good” cittās. On the other hand, asobhana cetasika (non-beautiful mental factors) lead to “immoral/bad” cittās.

▪See “Cetasika (Mental Factors).”

▪Which type of cetasika are incorporated into a citta depends on one’s unbroken saṁyojana and gati at that moment.

Sañcetanā Arise Due to “Distorted Saññā” 

6. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Upādānaparipavatta Sutta (SN 22.56)”, the Buddha equated saṅkhāra to sañcetanā.

▪There, the Buddha pointed out that saṅkhāra refers to the six types of “defiled intentions”: rūpa sañcetanā, sadda sañcetanā, gandha sañcetanā, rasa sañcetanā, phoṭṭhabba sañcetanā, dhamma sañcetanā.

▪That is consistent with the fact that sañcetanā (defiled intentions) arise due to “distorted saññā”, as we have discussed in many posts (see, for example, “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇhā).”)

▪Six types of “distorted saññā” arise via the six types of sensory inputs, as stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Rūpasaññā Sutta (SN 25.6)”:  “Rūpasaññā, bhikkhave, aniccā vipariṇāmī aññathābhāvī; sadda saññā, gandha saññā, rasa saññā, phoṭṭhabba saññā, dhamma saññā.” That is why they are all “aniccā vipariṇāmī aññathābhāvī,” which is explained in the post “Aniccaṁ Vipariṇāmi Aññathābhavi – A Critical Verse.”

▪I have systematically addressed how this “distorted saññā” is built into our bodies as well as to the external objects, and that is why even Arahants experience it with all six types of sensory inputs; but since they have comprehended how it arises via Paṭicca Samuppāda, their minds are not fooled by it: “Worldview of the Buddha.”

▪It is critical to see all these “interconnections.” It is a good idea to keep notes where one can add/revise such interconnections while reading new posts. The more “interconnections” one can see, the better one understands.

Sañcetanā Lead to Three Types of Saṅkhāra

7. All our defiled thoughts (cittās) initially arise based on vedanā/saññā that occur automatically and without us even noticing. The mind is like an automated machine (“Mind Operates Like a Machine According to Nature’s Laws”) in this initial stage called the “purāṇa kamma” stage. Here, “purāṇa” means “initial” and “purāṇa kamma” means “base-level of kamma generation.” 

▪Such initial saṅkhāra (which arise without us even noticing) that arise in the “purāṇa kamma” stage have a special name of saṅkappa.

▪If they are strong enough, we generate more potent vacī saṅkhāra consciously and willingly in the “nava kamma” stage. This is where javana cittās that can generate potent kammic energies arise. This is where we consciously generate kamma via mind, speech, and body (i.e., generate mano, vacī, and kāya kamma).

▪See “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation” for details. 

▪All types of saṅkhāra that arise in either the “purāṇa kamma” or the “nava kamma” stage are abhisaṅkhāra. Here, “abhi” does mean “strong” but “subtle and involving rāga, dosa, or moha. They do not arise in an Arahant. Let us briefly look into the definition of abhisaṅkhāra.

8. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Khajjanīya Sutta (SN 22.79)” explain saṅkhāra in another (related) way. 

▪“Kiñca, bhikkhave, saṅkhāre vadetha?” means “bhikkhus, why do we call them saṅkhāra?” (as in many cases, the English translation of “saṅkhāra” as “choices” is wrong; as we discussed above, in the “purāṇa kamma” stage, we don’t have the ability to “choose.”)

▪The answer is: “Saṅkhatamabhisaṅkharontīti kho, bhikkhave, tasmā ‘saṅkhārā’ti vuccati.” Most times, Pāli words are lumped together. We can see the meaning once we separate words in “saṅkhatamabhisaṅkhārontīti” as “saṅkhatam abhisaṅkhārontī ti.” As we know, a “saṅkhata” is a “prepared” by the mind and belongs to the world; an Arahant does not make any “saṅkhata.” 

▪Here, what is being “prepared” is a “defiled citta.” Initial “defiled cittās” arise in the “purāṇa kamma” stage. They are further defiled in the “nava kamma” stage. In both cases, abhisaṅkhāra generation (with rāga, dosa, or moha) is responsible, regardless of whether it happens automatically or consciously.

▪Note that “suddha saṅkhāra” of an Arahant (discussed in #4 above) is NOT abhisaṅkhāra.

Puññābhi, Apuññābhi, and Āneñjābhi Saṅkhāra

9. Everything in the world is a “saṅkhata,” “prepared” by the mind. The initial stage of that preparation happens in the mind with the generation of kammic energy in the javana citta. Then such kammic energies lead to rebirths in “good” and “bad” realms. That kammic energy creates not only the living beings, but also the environment that sustains them. That is the deeper aspect of Buddha’s teachings. See “Worldview of the Buddha.”

▪The types of abhisaṅkhāra can be divided into three categories based on that basis.

▪Those abhisaṅkhāra that lead to rebirths in the four lowest realms (apāyās) are apuñña abhisaṅkhāra. 

▪Those that lead to rebirths in the human, Deva, and rūpa loka Brahma realms are puñña abhisaṅkhāra. 

▪Then there is a third category that leads to rebirths in the four arūpa loka Brahma realms called āneñja abhisaṅkhāra (āneñjābhisaṅkhāra).

▪See “Kamma are Done with Abhisaṅkhāra – Types of Abhisaṅkhāra” for details.

Why Do “Good Saṅkhāra” Also Arise With Avijjā?

10. “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6)” explains the step “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” as, “Tattha katame avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro.”

Translated: “What is meant by ‘avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā?’ It means Puññābhisaṅkhāra, apuññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra.”

▪So, how can puññābhisaṅkhāra and āneñjābhisaṅkhāra arise due to avijjā, if they are “good saṅkhāra?”

▪This CRITICAL point differentiates “living a moral life” from “working towards Nibbāna.”

Avijjā Is Ignorance About the Four Noble Truths!

11. One can be engaged in “moral deeds” and cultivate anariya jhāna without comprehending the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa.

▪That is why ANY living being living today has been born in the higher realms (as well as in suffering-filled lower realms) an uncountable number of times. 

▪Some of us are living in a good realm today, but we will not be released from future rebirths in the apāyās until we comprehend the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa.

▪That is the CRITICAL point to understand.

The Way to Purify the Mind

12. As we can see from the above discussion, the mind is not pure UNTIL the automatic generation of saṅkappa (initial mano saṅkhāra) is stopped from arising in the “purāṇa kamma” stage. Anusaya and “defiled gati” would have been removed from the mind when that is accomplished.

▪That is achieved by being mindful at all times and following the three critical steps in meditation: (1) stopping bad vacī saṅkhāra, (2) cultivating good vacī saṅkhāra, and — most importantly — (iii) comprehending the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa.

▪Comprehending the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa makes one understand the dangers in the rebirth process. With the understanding, one’s goal will change from “enjoying life” to “seeking Nibbāna.”

▪For that to happen, one must “see” the hidden dangers in sensory pleasures. Then the “tendency to attach” will decrease. 

▪ That is why Sammā Diṭṭhi (comprehending Buddha’s worldview) is the first step. The deeper aspects are discussed in “Worldview of the Buddha.”

13. The following “wise words” summarize the foundation for “cleansing the mind”:

▪Watch your conscious thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra) – they become words.

▪Watch your words – they become immoral deeds/actions.

▪Watch your actions – they become habits (gati.)

▪Watch your habits – they become your character (stronger gati.)

▪Watch your character – it becomes your destiny via strengthening saṁyojana.

Once controlling conscious thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra) is attained to some extent, it becomes easier to comprehend the deeper aspects of Buddha’s teachings, attain Sammā Diṭṭhi, and become a Sotāpanna.
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Viññāṇa is more than being aware (i.e., consciousness). Even vipāka viññāṇa arises with attachment to “distorted saññā.” Then, if the attachment in the initial vipāka viññāṇa is strong, it grows into a kamma viññāṇa, creating new potent kammic energy. It is necessary to understand this two-step attachment process to cultivate Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā.
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Viññāṇa Arises With a Sensory Input

1. In deep sleep, our mind is in a “holding state” called “bhavaṅga state.” The mind is there but not active, so we are unaware of any sensory inputs. 

▪Suppose a person wakes up to the sound of an alarm. That is the start of a “sota viññāṇa.” It is only a sound that wakes up the mind from its “holding state.” It comes in as just a sound, but based on it, he immediately starts thinking about any important events scheduled for today, and then gets ready to go to work.

▪Thus, the mind starts with a single sensory experience. But it “expands” rapidly into further thoughts about it and branches into other related areas. 

▪That is how a narrow initial experience (vipāka viññāṇa) expands and becomes an aggregate or a bundle, called viññāṇakkhandha. 

▪During that “expansion,” the mind may generate kammic energy if it keeps attaching to that initial vipāka viññāṇa and enters the “nava kamma” stage; see the chart above.

▪Not everything we see daily leads to the “nava kamma” stage. Furthermore, even though not strong kammic energies are created in the “purāṇa kamma” stage, the mind gets automatically defiled upon entering the “purāṇa kamma” stage. We will discuss that below.

2. When a new sensory input comes in, the mind initiates a “new viññāṇa” with a “snapshot” of it.

▪Suppose a teenager, X, sees a beautiful woman. It would be a “new viññāṇa.” It starts with a snapshot of a woman’s figure coming to mind. The chart above shows the critical steps involved.

▪The process starts at the “kāma dhātu” stage for anyone born in the kāma loka, including Arahants. The difference between an Arahant and an average human (puthujjana) is the following: While the mind of a puthujjana automatically gets to the “bahiddha viññāṇa,” an Arahant’s mind remains in the “kāma dhātu” stage.

▪Once getting into “kāma loka” with the bahiddha viññāṇa, the mind of a puthujjana will keep attaching at least to the “ajjhatta viññāṇa” stage. If the sensory input is strong (i.e., taṇhā is strong,) the incremental attachment continues to the “nava kamma” stage. In Paṭicca Samuppāda, this transition happens at the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step.

▪Also see “A Sensory Input Triggers (Distorted) Saññā and Pañcupādānakkhandha.”

Viññāṇa Can be Moral or Immoral 

3. The mind keeps attaching the viññāṇa, which is said to grow because it keeps looking into ways of extending the “pleasure” experienced with the sensory input, in our example of a young boy (X) enjoying the sight of a beautiful woman.

▪Up to the “nava kamma” stage, the “growth of viññāṇa” is relatively small, as indicated by the slight slope in the growth of viññāṇa in the above chart. The downward slope is used to indicate an “immoral viññāṇa” (“viññāṇa with kāma rāga” in the case of X) that could lead to immoral thoughts, speech, and actions (kāya, vacī, mano kamma in the chart).

▪If the sensory input (say the sight of a Buddha statue) leads to good moral thoughts (and possibly moral deeds), a “moral viññāṇa” would result, and two upward lines would indicate that (not shown in the above chart); both types are shown in many other posts including “Sotāpanna Stage from Kama Loka.” Even such “moral viññāṇa” moves a mind away from Nibbāna; all viññāṇa, starting with attachment to “distorted saññā,” takes a mind away from Nibbāna. See “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna).”

▪To move toward Nibbāna, one must overcome the “distorted saññā.” We will address that briefly below. It is discussed in detail in “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā)” and in even more detail in the “Worldview of the Buddha” section. One needs to set aside a day or two to review these posts; just reading a post or two while eating lunch will not be enough. 

Arahants Do Not Generate Viññāṇa

4. As shown in the above chart, the mind of an Arahant will not move to the “bahiddha viññāṇa” inside “kāma loka.” Their minds will remain in the “kāma dhātu” state as shown in the above chart.

▪An Arahant would not generate viññāṇa at any time. The word “viññāṇa” means “absence of ñāṇa” or “absence of wisdom about the true nature of the world.” Specifically, it refers to the absence of knowledge about how the “distorted saññā” triggers the accumulation of kamma; once one comprehends that, one becomes a “sandiṭṭhiko” or a Sotāpanna. However, “saŋ generation” completely stops only at the Arahant stage; see “Sandiṭṭhiko – What Does It Mean?”

▪If an Arahant does not generate viññāṇa, how would they experience the sensory inputs? The seeing (or eye consciousness) by an Arahant is expressed as “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati” or “seeing without the arising of any defilements (even though the sight has embedded distorted saññā).” For example, an Arahant would also see a beautiful woman as such (just as X in #2, #3 above); however, since an Arahant fully comprehends that “the beauty of the woman” is a false/distorted saññā generated by the mind, their minds would not attach to that sight.

▪This is why the Buddha advised Bāhiya to train to be like an Arahant: “diṭṭhe diṭṭhamattaṁ bhavissati, sute sutamattaṁ bhavissati, mute mutamattaṁ bhavissati, viññāte viññātamattaṁ bhavissatī’ti.” Miraculously, wise Bāhiya understood it within minutes. That was not an accident or a fluke. He had cultivated wisdom (fulfilled pāramitā) in his previous lives. In next week’s post [see ‘Diṭṭhe Diṭṭhamattaṁ Bhavissati’ – Connection to Saññā], I will discuss the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bāhiya Sutta (KN Ud 1.10)”.

Two Types of Viññāṇa Arise Due to “Distorted Saññā”

5. The two types of viññāṇa (as vipāka and kamma viññāṇa) are not categorized as such in the suttās. However, it is easier for us to understand how the mind works by treating how viññāṇa develops from the vipāka viññāṇa stage to the kamma viññāṇa stage (which occurs only if the mind attaches to the ārammaṇa strongly enough to get to the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step in Paṭicca Samuppāda). Many suttās discuss the “purāṇa kamma” and “nava kamma” stages, which correspond to the vipāka viññāṇa and kamma viññāṇa.

▪As we discussed in “Free Will in Buddhism – Connection to Saṅkhāra,” we don’t have control over the vipāka viññāṇa (in the purāṇa kamma stage), but we do have control over the potent kamma accumulation with kamma viññāṇa in the nava kamma stage. 

▪In the post “Is Cakkhu Viññāṇa Free of Defilements?” we discussed why even the vipāka viññāṇa is defiled. Even before we realize it, our minds attach to the “distorted saññā” if unbroken saṁyojanās exist. One has to understand that to become a “sandiṭṭhiko”; see “Sandiṭṭhiko – What Does It Mean?” 

▪This is why Arahants would not experience even the vipāka viññāṇa! They are conscious and experience sensory inputs like puthujjana. Still, their minds will not attach to the “distorted saññā” because they have broken all ten saṁyojana that bind one to the rebirth process.

▪If one or more of the ten saṁyojana remain intact, a mind automatically attaches to that “distorted saññā” without conscious thinking. See #9 of “Saññā – What It Really Means” and “A Sensory Input Triggers (Distorted) Saññā and Pañcupādānakkhandha.” 

Growth/Expansion of Viññāṇa into Eleven Types

6. Even though the mind starts with a single ārammaṇa (say, X seeing a beautiful woman, in #2 above), it “runs off” in many directions if the sensory input is attractive enough.

▪In the example of X, his mind would first recall similar sights he had experienced before; if that woman is known to him, he would unconsciously recall some past experiences with her. Thus, viññāṇa expands to include “past experiences.” If he plans to get to know her, viññāṇa would include such future plans. Thus, the viññāṇa will immediately expand (even in the “purāṇa kamma” stage).

▪In fact, viññāṇa includes 11 types: “yaṁ kiñci viññāṇaṁ atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ ajjhattaṁ vā bahiddhā vā, oḷārikaṁ vā sukhumaṁ vā hīnaṁ vā paṇītaṁ vā yaṁ dūre santike vā,..” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Adukkhamasukhī Sutta (SN 24.96).” The English translation has many errors, starting with translation of viññāṇa as “cosnciousness.”

▪In the above verse, atītānāgatapaccuppannaṁ refers to the past (atīta), future (anāgata), and current (paccuppanna) components of the growing viññāṇa.

▪Note that the ajjhatta and bahiddha viññāṇa we discussed above are two components of viññāṇa in the above verse (ajjhattaṁ vā bahiddhā vā.) We will discuss all 11 types included in “viññāṇakkhandha,” which is simply referred to as “viññāṇa” in many suttās, including the above sutta.

▪This is why “viññāṇa” is much more complex than mere “consciousness.”

Growth of Viññāṇa Accelerates in the “Nava Kamma” Stage

7. Once a mind strongly attaches to a sensory event (like in the example of X above), we become conscious about thinking, speaking, and taking actions about it. In the example of X, he will start consciously planning how to build a relationship with the woman. That is when the “nava kamma” stage begins, as indicated in the above chart.

▪The transition to the “nava kamma” stage starts with the rising of kāmacchanda (kāma chanda or “desire for kāma”) in the “purāṇa kamma” stage.

▪The next step of “kāma pariḷāha” means one’s mind becomes agitated and asks to “take action” immediately. A sense of urgency arises to take action.

▪Then, one would start the investigating (pariyesana) stage. In the case of X, he may start asking others who the woman is and make plans to see her again as soon as possible. 

▪All those “expand the viññāṇa (which include expectations)” in the “nava kamma” stage, as shown in the chart by the larger slope in the growth of viññāṇa. It culminates with more thoughts (planning), including speech and physical actions. That is indicated by kāya, vacī, and mano kamma in the chart.

▪Thus, the initial viññāṇa (which started as just a “seeing event”) expands to become a viññāṇakkhandha or a “heap of viññāṇa.”

Stopping Viññāṇa Requires Bypassing “Distorted Saññā”

8. It should be apparent from the above discussion that one must bypass the “distorted saññā” to avoid “automatic transition” to (bahiddha) viññāṇa. 

▪A Sotāpanna — for the first time ever — overcomes the “distorted saññā” while contemplating the anicca nature of the world. 

▪When one starts comprehending the origin of the “distorted saññā” (i.e., the Buddha’s worldview), one’s mind begins to be released from the “distorted saññā” gradually.

▪As a Sotāpanna Anugāmi, one’s mind begins to try to overcome the “distorted saññā” and to move into the “Satipaṭṭhāna Bhūmi.” This is indicated in the chart below. [bhūmi : [f.] ground; earth; region; stage; plane.]
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First Experience of Sammā Sati (Satipaṭṭhāna Bhūmi) Without “Distorted Saññā”

9. A puthujjana experiences the “distorted saññā-free” Sammā Sati (in Satipaṭṭhāna Bhūmi) for the first time when attaining the Sotāpanna stage. At the Sotāpanna phala moment, the mind overcomes the “distorted saññā” associated with the kāma loka (or the “distorted saññā” associated with the rūpa loka if in a jhāna) and moves to the Satipaṭṭhāna Bhūmi. [bhūmi : [f.] ground; earth; region; stage; plane.]

▪A Sotāpanna can “get back to” the Satipaṭṭhāna Bhūmi by cultivating Satipaṭṭhāna. 

▪If a Sotāpanna starts cultivating Satipaṭṭhāna, he can return to the Satipaṭṭhāna Bhūmi without too much effort (but it is not trivial). With practice, they can get there and stay there to engage in Vipassanā to attain higher magga phala.

▪See “Loka and Nibbāna (Āloka) – Complete Overview” for more details.

▪I have discussed this critical step in several posts, including “Sensory Inputs Initiate “Creation of the World” or “Loka Samudaya”,” “A Sensory Input Triggers (Distorted) Saññā and Pañcupādānakkhandha,” and “Kāma Saññā – How to Bypass to Cultivate Satipaṭṭhāna.” Reading them is a good idea when there is enough time to contemplate.
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Kamma Viññāṇa is the link between mind and matter. Majje Sutta clearly states that nāma is at one end, rūpa is at the other end, with viññāṇa in the middle. [WebLink: suttacentral: Majjhe Sutta (AN 6.61)]

Vipāka Viññāṇa Versus Kamma Viññāṇa

1. In the previous post in this series, we discussed that there are two types of viññāṇa: vipāka viññāṇa and kamma viññāṇa; see, “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪We don’t have control over vipāka viññāṇa, but we do have control over kamma viññāṇa (via controlling our saṅkhāra,) and that is why it is possible to attain Nibbāna.

▪We cannot do anything about the vipāka viññāṇa. Even in an Arahant, they arise as kamma vipāka; he/she will also see, hear, etc., like anyone else.

▪Vipāka viññāṇa can arise via any of the six sense doors, i.e., as cakkhu, sota, ghāṇa, jivhā, kāya, or mano viññāṇa. Based on those, WE initiate new kamma viññāṇa, as we discussed in the above-mentioned post. This process is analyzed in detail in “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?.”

▪What we can — and need to do — is to stop “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” — specifically strong vacī and kāya abhisaṅkhāra — leading to new strong kamma viññāṇa. Kamma viññāṇa ALWAYS arise first as mano viññāṇa.

Controlling Kamma Viññāṇa

2. Ānāpāna and Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā involve controlling kamma viññāṇa by being mindful of the mano saṅkhāra that AUTOMATICALLY arise and controlling them with vacī and kāya saṅkhāra that we consciously generate. The basis of this critical fact is discussed in “Root of All Suffering – Ten Immoral Actions.”

▪This means that during formal meditation, we only control our vacī saṅkhāra (conscious thoughts) since we do not move our bodies or speak.

▪However, during all waking hours we need to control both vacī and kāya saṅkhāra (i.e., our conscious thoughts, speech, and bodily actions); see, “Root of All Suffering – Ten Immoral Actions.”

▪Please do not ignore the initial posts in the “Living Dhamma” section, such as the above mentioned post. It is impossible to grasp complex posts like this one without that basic knowledge.

Paticca Samuppāda Has Kamma Viññāṇa

3. In Paṭicca Samuppāda it is the kamma viññāṇa that comes into play in, “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa,” NOT the vipāka viññāṇa.

▪All saṅkhāra are generated in our minds. While mano saṅkhāra arise automatically, we CONSCIOUSLY generate vacī and kāya saṅkhāra, leading to kamma viññāṇa; see, “Root of All Suffering – Ten Immoral Actions.”

▪This is why saṅkhāra are food for the viññāṇa, specifically for the kamma viññāṇa.

4. Furthermore, the next step in Paṭicca Samuppāda is “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa.” As you can see, this is where the connection to rūpa is made. We will discuss that in detail below.

The KEY POINT is that kamma viññāṇa is not totally mental: The mind — when attached to something — will create energy (i.e., a kamma bīja or a dhammā) that will be recorded in the kamma bhava.

▪Then in the future, that dhammā can come back to the mana indriya and trigger a mind-sense event via “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.” that we discussed in “What are rūpa? – Dhamma are rūpa too!.”

▪Then, in the latter part of that citta vīthi, more kamma viññāṇa are created; see, “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?.”

▪Thus it is a feedback process that gets strengthened with time.

Kamma Viññāṇa Make Kamma Bīja

5. That kamma viññāṇa can be building up a kamma bīja (or a dhammā) in the kamma bhava overtime via the Paṭicca Samuppāda process: “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa”, “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana”, “saḷāyatana paccayā phassa”, “phassa paccayā vedanā”, “vedanā paccayā taṇhā”, “taṇhā paccayā upādāna”, and “upādāna paccayā bhava.” 

▪Then under suitable conditions (see, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya”), that kamma bīja (or a dhammā) can come back — as a vipāka — and start that process all over again; see, “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?.”

▪A dhammā with energy or a kamma bīja created previously can come back to the mind as a vipāka viññāṇa via “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.”

▪Every time one generates vacī or kāya saṅkhāra relevant to that viññāṇa,  that makes viññāṇa stronger. 

Nāmarūpa Are Precursors to Rūpa Created by the Mind

6. As viññāṇa gets stronger, “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” makes nāmarūpa stronger. This nāmarūpa is the first stage of a rūpa that is created by the mind, with the viññāṇa acting as the intermediary.

▪It is also important to remember that dhammā includes kamma bīja, and nāmagotta (any record of anything that a given person has done.) So, we can also recall events that have nothing to do with kammic energy, for example, remembering talking to someone or seeing something or solving a math problem; see, “Difference Between Dhammā and Saṅkhāra.”

7. For example, an alcoholic has a “viññāṇa for drinking.” He (she) constantly thinks about drinking and will build up a “drunk existence (bhava)” which comes back to his mind as a dhammā to trigger more thoughts about drinking.

▪Until he breaks that loop by willfully controlling his thoughts and actions involving drinking, that viññāṇa will grow with time.

▪The only way to break that habit of drinking is to be mindful of the bad consequences of drinking and to forcefully suppress any thoughts about drinking (vacī saṅkhāra) and abstain from drinking (kāya saṅkhāra).

Kamma Viññāṇa Is the Link Between Mind and Matter

8. What we discussed above is quite important. Kamma viññāṇa is the link between mind and matter. It is energy made by the mind. A kamma viññāṇa creates tiny amounts of matter (rūpa) below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage. It is important to fully understand this point for one to grasp the meaning of “mano pubbaṅgamā dhammā….” This is how the mind (mano) creates dhammā via viññāṇa. 

▪This is confirmed in the WebLink: suttacentral: Majjhe Sutta (AN 6.61), where it is stated that nāma is at one end, rūpa is at the other end, with viññāṇa in the middle: “nāmaṁ kho, āvuso, eko anto, rūpaṁ dutiyo anto, viññāṇaṁ majjhe, taṇhā sibbinī;” [“Name (nāma), friends, is one end; form (rūpa) is the second end; consciousness (viññāṇa) is in the middle; and attachment (taṇhā) is the seamstress.” For attachment sews one to the production of this or that state of existence. It is in this way that a bhikkhu directly knows what should be directly known; fully understands what should be fully understood; and by doing so, in this very life he makes an end of suffering.]

▪This has a deep meaning. It is the mind that “binds” nāma and rūpa to make nāmarūpa; see “Nāmarūpa Formation.”

▪It would be helpful to follow the preceding posts in the “Living Dhamma” section.

9. The goal of a given mind is to extract sense pleasures from the outside world, which is made of rūpa both above and below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage; see, “Our Two Worlds: Material and Mental.”

▪We all are familiar with sense enjoyment via the five physical senses. But the most enjoyment we experience is through the sixth sense, the mind.

▪The five physical senses only bring in imprints of the five types of “solidified rūpa”: rūpa rūpa, sadda rūpa, gandha rūpa, rasa rūpa, and phoṭṭhabba rūpa (in other words, sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and body touches).

▪The mind enjoys all those sense imprints that come in. The mind can also enjoy thinking about past sensory experiences and any planned future events. The “fine rūpa” involved here are “dhammā”; see, “What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!.”

Connection to Dhammā

10. How does the mind enjoy past sense experiences or future expected experiences? The answer to this question leads us to the concept of dhammā, which are rūpa that are below the suddhaṭṭhaka, and thus are really energies.

▪Just like we “bring in” external rūpa (or rūpa rūpa or vaṇṇa rūpa) with our eyes, external sounds with our ears, etc, we bring in external dhammā through the mana indriya, as explained in “What are rūpa? – Dhamma are rūpa too!.” [vaṇṇa : [m.] colour; appearance; colour of the skin; sort; caste; a letter; quality.]

▪The mind makes some dhammā via kamma viññāṇa! That kamma viññāṇa had created a dhammā that got deposited in the kamma bhava as kamma bīja or dhammā with energy. This is the connecting piece of the puzzle. We discuss this in different ways to grasp this key idea.

▪All dhammās, including nāma gotta and kamma viññāṇa (also called kamma bīja,) are in the nāma loka; see “Our Two Worlds: Material and Mental.”

Rūpa Generation Process

11. The point is that “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” starts the “rūpa generation process,” and the “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” completes it.

▪In Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles leading to rebirth, this nāmarūpa is the blueprint for the new existence via “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana,” a new set of indriya are formed. In the case of human birth, this is the single cell (zygote); see, “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪In Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles operating during a lifetime, this nāmarūpa gives rise to new sensory events via “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana,” where existing indriya become āyatana for a new sensory event.

▪Note that our indriya (cakkhu, sota, ghāṇa, etc.) do not always act as āyatana. Only when we act with lobha, dosa, and moha does the indriya becomes āyatana and lead to new kamma.

Connection to Gati (Habits/Character)

12. In many posts at the site, we have discussed how our gati lead to the creation of viññāṇa for certain things we crave (and dislike); see, for example, “2. Viññāṇa (Consciousness) can be of Many Different Types and Forms” and “3. Viññāṇa, Thoughts, and the Subconscious.”

▪We have also discussed how such viññāṇa arise due to our gati, see, for example, “Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control,” “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Āsavā).”

▪So, gati and kamma viññāṇa are related to each other, feed on each other, and enhance each other.

We Don’t Have Control Over Vipāka Viññāṇa

13. Vipāka viññāṇa are the results of the previous kamma and cannot be stopped. What we need to stop is kamma viññāṇa that AUTOMATICALLY arise due to our gati; see, “Avyākata Paṭicca Samuppāda for Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

▪Now we are essentially putting together the pieces of a puzzle to develop the Buddha’s worldview to illustrate how the mind creates the world. Key pieces to the puzzle are in various sections of the website. In the “Living Dhamma” section, all those components start from the essential components.

▪The picture will become more precise with the next post in the series, “Kamma Viññāṇa and Nāmarūpa Pariccheda Ñāṇa.”
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Introduction

1. I have seen several discussion forums discuss the verse, “viññāṇāṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ..”. Many say, “There is controversy about the precise meaning of this enigmatic phrase.” See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Viññāṇa anidassana: the state of boundless consciousness.”

▪The most common translations say, “Consciousness is non-manifest (sometimes as consciousness without surface), infinite, radiant all around.”

▪Such incorrect translations then led to another drastic error: saying that “anidassana viññāṇa” is the same as the “pabhassara citta” and even as bhavaṅga. All these are astonishingly wrong!

What Is Viññāṇa?

2. Viññāṇa is a central and critical concept to understand. I have started an in-depth discussion of viññāṇa in an advanced subsection of the “Living Dhamma” section: “Viññāṇa Aggregate.”

▪In this post, I describe a meaningful translation to the verse, “viññāṇāṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ..” that is consistent with all the suttā in the Tipiṭaka. I would welcome any evidence to the contrary.

▪Now, we are getting into deep concepts. I urge you to read the related posts mentioned above first. Depending on one’s background, grasping these concepts may take time.

▪One needs to read the posts in the subsection “Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa,” of which “Viññāṇa Aggregate” is a part. If one does not understand those concepts, one could read earlier posts in the “Living Dhamma” section. It is designed to go from simple to profound.

What Does Anidassana Mean?

3. First, let us find the meaning of “anidassana” from the Tipiṭaka. The word nidassana means an ‘illustration’ is visible. Anidassana implies something that is not visible.

▪For example, dhammā impinge on the mana indriya and give rise to mano viññāṇa via “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.” Those dhammā also cannot be seen; dhammā are just energies lying below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

▪These dhammā are “anidassanaṁ appaṭighaṁ dhammāyatana pariyāpanna rūpaṁ” or “cannot be seen, cannot be touched, and belong to the dhammāyatana”; see, “What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!.”

4. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Kakacūpama Sutta (MN 21): “..Seyyathāpi, bhikkhave, puriso āgaccheyya lākhaṁ vā haliddiṁ vā nīlaṁ vā mañjiṭṭhaṁ vā ādāya. So evaṁ vadeyya: ‘ahaṁ imasmiṁ ākāse rūpaṁ likhissāmi, rūpapātubhāvaṁ karissāmī’ti. Taṁ kiṁ maññatha, bhikkhave, api nu so puriso imasmiṁ ākāse rūpaṁ likheyya, rūpapātubhāvaṁ kareyyā”ti? “No hetaṁ, Bhante.” “Taṁ kissa hetu”? “Ayañhi, Bhante, ākāso arūpī anidassano. .”

Translated: “..Bhikkhus, a man may come along bringing off white, yellow, or dark green or crimson colors, and say: “I will draw shapes in the sky; I will make material shapes appear.’ What do you think about this, monks? Could that man draw pictures in the sky with those colors?” “No, Bhante. It is not possible to draw shapes in the empty sky that are visible, that can manifest as figures.”

5. In the “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Nibbāna-The Mind Stilled” series, Bhikkhu Kaṭukurunde Ñāṇananda has provided more evidence that “anidassana” means “something that is not visible” or “something that does not manifest”; see, Sermons 7 and 8 in Volume II, which can be found under “Published work” section at, “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Katukurunde Ñāṇananda Thera.” [WebLink: PDF File: seeingthroughthenet.net: Books by Bhikkhu Kaṭukurunde Ñāṇananda]

▪However, his explanation of viññāṇa is critically wrong, as I explain below. That is a common mistake that I see in many current interpretations. See, “Anidassana, Appaṭigha Rūpa Due to Anidassana Viññāṇa.”

Viññāṇa Is More Than Consciousness

6. Even in Theravāda textbooks, Viññāṇa is translated as “consciousness” or “awareness.” But it is much more than that. Viññāṇa represents much more: “our hopes and desires that we want from this world.” That is a critical point — that makes the connection between mind and matter (rūpa).

▪We believe that things in this world will provide us with long-lasting happiness. Thus, we do vacī and kāya saṅkhāra to achieve them. Then, “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa”  leads to the cultivation of a corresponding viññāṇa.

▪Viññāṇa (especially kamma viññāṇa) means without ñāṇa. When following the Noble Path, one comprehends the Three Characteristics of nature (anicca, dukkha, anatta). Then, one realizes the unfruitfulness of having such false hopes, i.e., cultivate paññā.

7. That is quite clear from Paṭicca Samuppada: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra; saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa; viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa, nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana, saḷāyatana paccayā phasso, phassa paccayā vedanā, vedanā paccayā taṇhā, taṇhā paccayā upādāna, upādāna paccayā bhavo, bhava paccayā jāti, jāti paccayā jarā, marana, soka-parideva-dukkha-domanassupāyāsā sambhavan’ti.” [Avijjāpaccayā saṅkhārā, saṅkhārapaccayā viññāṇaṁ, viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpaṁ, nāmarūpapaccayā saḷāyatanaṁ, saḷāyatanapaccayā phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā taṇhā, taṇhāpaccayā upādānaṁ, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā jāti, jātipaccayā jarāmaraṇaṁ sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupāyāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.]

▪All future suffering arises because we act with avijjā (i.e., generate abhisaṅkhāra) to achieve pleasurable worldly things and thereby create viññāṇa.

Two Types of Viññāṇa

8. Each citta of a human — which exists only for a billionth of a second — is contaminated in 9 stages. Then it is added to the viññāṇakkhandha! See; “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

▪ A kamma viññāṇa is a contaminated citta. Those arise via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” However, vipāka viññāṇa are just consciousness or “awareness”; see, “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪The contamination of a citta manifests in saññā and vedanā.”

▪See details in “Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa.”

9. It is stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Saṅgīti Sutta (Dīgha Nikāya 33)”: “Tividhena rūpasaṅgaho—sanidassanasappaṭighaṁ rūpam, anidassanasappaṭighaṁ rūpaṁ, anidassanaappaṭighaṁ rūpaṁ.” [Sanidassanasappaṭigha = Sanidassana Sappaṭigha. Only light falls into this category as it can be “seen” and “detected with instruments.” Anidassanasappaṭigha = Anidassana sappaṭigha. Sadda (sound), gandha (odor particles), rasa (taste particles), and phoṭṭhabba (matter responsible for the touch) cannot be seen but can be detected with instruments. Anidassanaappaṭigha = Anidassana Appaṭigha. Only dhamma rūpa belongs to this category since that cannot be seen or detected with any instrument. Scientists are unaware of this category.]

Translated: “Threefold classification of rūpa (matter) – visible and graspable, invisible and graspable, invisible and ungraspable.”

▪Three types of rūpa are sensed with the six sense faculties – the five physical senses and the mana indriya.

▪Those rūpā detected with the mana indriya are dhammā: “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ”; see, “What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!.”

▪These are the rūpa of the third kind: invisible and ungraspable (anidassan aappaṭighaṁ): “anidassanaṁ appaṭighaṁ dhammāyatana pariyāpanna rūpaṁ”; see, “What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!.”

▪Those rūpā of the third kind are same as nāmarūpa that arise due to viññāṇa: “Kamma Viññāṇa and Nāmarūpa Paricceda Ñāṇa.”

▪That is explained systematically in the subsection: “Nāma & Rūpa to Nāmarūpa.”

Viññāṇa Is The Link Between Mind and Matter

10. Viññāṇa is also the link between mind and matter, even though it is in the “nāma” or mind category” most of the time.

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga, nāma is defined as only the first three khandha: “Tattha katamaṁ nāmaṁ? Vedanākkhandho, saññākkhandho, saṅkhārakkhandho—idaṁ vuccati “nāmaṁ.” This is a clear indication that viññāṇa khandha does not really belong in the “nāma or mind category.”

▪Even though vipāka viññāṇa is conclusively in the “nāma” category, kamma viññāṇa have energies, and thus fall into the rūpa category. Sometimes, viññāṇa is not included in the “nāma” category for this reason.

▪The post “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means” pointed that out. You may want to read that first. As that post pointed out, kamma viññāṇa are different from vipāka viññāṇa in that kamma viññāṇa have energies embedded in them.

▪Solid confirmation is in the WebLink: suttacentral: Majje Sutta (AN 6.61), where the Buddha stated that nāma is at one end, rūpa is at the other end, with viññāṇa in the middle: “nāmaṁ kho, āvuso, eko anto, rūpaṁ dutiyo anto, viññāṇaṁ majjhe, taṇhā sibbinī;” [“Name (nāma), friends, is one end; form (rūpa) is the second end; consciousness (viññāṇa) is in the middle; and attachment (taṇhā) is the seamstress.” For attchment sews one to the production of this or that state of existence. It is in this way that a bhikkhu directly knows what should be directly known; fully understands what should be fully understood; and by doing so, in this very life he makes an end of suffering.]

Viññāṇa Is The Cause For Rebirth and Suffering

11. The fundamental nature of viññāṇa as the cause for suffering is clearly stated in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dvayatānupassanāsutta (Sutta Nipata 3.12)”:

“Yaṁ kiñci dukkhaṁ sambhoti,

Sabbaṁ viññāṇapaccayā;

Viññāṇassa nirodhena,

Natthi dukkhassa sambhavo.”

Translated: “Whatever suffering that arises, all that arises due to viññāṇa; When arising of viññāṇa is stopped, suffering due to new existences cannot arise.” Note that viññāṇa here refers specifically to kamma viññāṇa discussed in #8 above.

▪That should lay to rest any arguments about viññāṇa being the same as Nibbāna, pabhassara citta, or bhavaṅga. 

▪A critical point that I have been trying to make is that when one sees such dramatic contradiction somewhere, one should be skeptical about that source’s trustworthiness. That is the only way to make progress.

Brahmanimantanika Sutta (MN 49)

12. The phrase “viññāṇāṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ.” appears in the WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmanimantanika Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya 49). I will first provide the essential parts of the Sutta relevant to the meaning of this verse.

Here is the essence of the Sutta in plain English:

At one time, the Buddha saw that the following wrong view came to the mind of the Baka Brahmā (who is the leader of the Mahā Brahma realm; see “31 Realms of Existence”): “My existence is permanent, it is stable, it is eternal, and is not liable to passing away.”

To correct the wrong view of the Baka Brahmā, vanishing from near the great sāl-tree in the Subhaga Grove at Ukkaṭṭhā, the Buddha appeared in that Brahma-world.

Baka Brahmā saw the Buddha coming, welcomed him, and told him: “Idañhi, mārisa, niccaṁ, idaṁ dhuvaṁ, idaṁ sassataṁ, idaṁ kevalaṁ, idaṁ acavanadhammaṁ, idañhi na jāyati na jīyati na mīyati na cavati na upapajjati. Ito ca panaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇaṁ natthī’ti.”

Translated: “This existence, good sir, can be maintained to my liking; it is stable, it is eternal. It encompasses all and is not liable to pass away. It is neither born nor does it age, die, or pass away. There is no further release from this existence.”

The Buddha replied: “You are ignorant. You say your existence can be to your liking, but that is not so. It is not permanent as you say…” (yatra hi nāma aniccaṁyeva samānaṁ niccanti vakkhati, addhuvaṁyeva samānaṁ dhuvanti vakkhati). 

▪By the way, it is essential to note that the Pāli word for “permanent” is “dhuva” and not “nicca.”

The Buddha added, “..although you say there is no further release, there is indeed a permanent release” (“santañca panaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇaṁ “natthaññaṁ uttari nissaraṇan”ti vakkhatī’ti.”

▪Then there is an account of how Māra the Deva, having entered a particular company of Brahmā, spoke to encourage the Brahma. I will skip that account to get to the crux of the matter.

Baka Brahmā then replied to the Buddha: “But, good sir, I say “nicca” because it is so, I say “stable” because it is stable, I say “eternal” because it is eternal. There is no more suffering,…I have escaped from the cravings for pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo dhātu.” (Meaning he has overcome taṇhā for sensual pleasures available in the kāma loka comprised from the four (cattāro) mahā dhātu).

The Buddha told the Baka Brahma that he knew that the Baka Brahma had transcended the kāma loka and was fully aware of his powers. The Buddha added that there were things in this world that the Brahma was unaware of. (1) There are higher Brahma realms, (2) Baka Brahma himself was in the Abhassara Brahma realm, died there and was now reborn in this lower Brahma realm. The Buddha told the Baka Brahma: “You neither know nor see those higher realms, but I know and see them.”

Here is the relevant part of the Sutta where the Buddha tells Baka Brahma: ”Pathaviṁ kho ahaṁ, brahme, pathavito abhiññāya yāvatā pathaviyā pathavattena ananubhūtaṁ tadabhiññāya pathaviṁ nāpahosiṁ, pathaviyā nāpahosiṁ, pathavito nāpahosiṁ, pathaviṁ meti nāpahosiṁ, pathaviṁ nābhivadiṁ…”

Translated: Brahma, knowing pathavi to be just pathavi (devoid of life), knowing the true nature of pathavi, I do not take pathavi to be me. (No attachment to things in the kāma loka made out of the (condensed versions of) cattāro (four) mahā bhūta).”

▪Then he repeated the same verse for the other three mahā bhūta of which the bodies of beings in kāma loka are made of āpo, tejo, vāyo.

Finally, he summarized it all in the following verse, which we discussed in the post: “Viññāṇaṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ, taṁ pathaviyā pathavattenaananubhūtaṁ, āpassa āpattena ananubhūtaṁ, tejassa tejattena ananubhūtaṁ, vāyassavāyattena ananubhūtaṁ, bhūtānaṁ bhūtattena ananubhūtaṁ, devānaṁ devattenaananubhūtaṁ, pajāpatissa pajāpatittena ananubhūtaṁ, brahmānaṁ brahmattenaananubhūtaṁ, ābhassarānaṁ ābhassarattena ananubhūtaṁ, subhakiṇhānaṁ subhakiṇhānaṁ subhakiṇhattena ananubhūtaṁ, vehapphalānaṁ vehapphalattena ananubhūtaṁ, abhibhussa abhibhuttena ananubhūtaṁ, sabbassa sabbattena ananubhūtaṁ..”

Translated: “Viññāṇa is unseen, infinite, and leads to the rebirth process for all. With viññāṇa (defiled consciousness), one cannot comprehend the real nature of pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, bhūta, deva, pajāpati brahma, ābhassara brahma, subhakiṇha brahma, vehapphala brahma, etc., i.e., everything in this world (sabba).”

▪See, “Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean.” Also, note that viññāṇa referred to in the above verse and in #11 is “kamma viññāṇa” and NOT “vipāka viññāṇa”; see, “Abhisaṅkhāra Lead to Kamma Viññāṇa.”

Then, the Buddha concluded: “Thus, Brahmā, I am not merely on an exact equality with you regarding super-knowledge; I am indeed higher in knowledge.”

Then Brahma challenged the Buddha, saying that he would disappear and that if the Buddha were of higher knowledge, the Buddha should try to find him. But he was unable to hide from the Buddha.

Then the Buddha said, “Now I am vanishing from you, Brahmā. Find me if you can.” Of course, Brahma could not find the Buddha and thus had to concede defeat.

That is the essence of that long sutta relevant to this discussion.

There Is No Refuge In Any of The Thirty One Realms

13. We must realize that, indeed, the Mahā Brahmā has a very long lifetime: of a quarter of the age of our universe (several billion years).

▪Furthermore, Brahmās do not have solid bodies like ours, so they are not subject to diseases or bodily pains. They live a peaceful life until the end of their bhava. So it is no surprise that the Baka Brahma thought he had overcome all suffering by getting rid of the human body. See the post on “Body Types in 31 Realms – Importance of Manomaya Kāya” for details on the bodies of beings in other realms.

▪Of course, Brahmā can still have future births in the apāyā. Unless they had attained at least the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna, they have only suppressed kāma rāga and have not removed any of the ten saṁyojana.

▪That should give us a lot to think about our suffering-causing body that lasts only about 100 years! There is absolutely nothing to be proud of one’s physical body or to feel that it is worthwhile to take this foul body to be “mine.” That is one way to get rid of sakkāya diṭṭhi.

▪The question is not whether there is a “self” or not. Is it wise to think that it is worthwhile to have the perception of a “self”and do things only for the pleasure of the “self”? If born a dog, would that dog have the same “self”?  But if one does lowly deeds that a dog does (say defecating in public, having sex with children, etc.), one could be born a dog. The wrong perception of an “unchanging self” can lead to immoral actions and suffering in future lives. 

14. I hope this post, together with the post “Anidassana, Appaṭigha Rūpa Due to Anidassana Viññāṇa,” makes  it clear what viññāṇa is, and what is meant by the famous verse, “viññāṇāṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ.”

 Also, see “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu.”
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Like several other Pāli words, rūpa conveys different meanings in different contexts. However, in most cases, rūpa refers to “rūpa upādānakkhandha” that arises in the mind upon experiencing an external rūpa.

Introduction

1. We can clear up many misconceptions by realizing that pañcupādānakkhandha (pañca upādāna khandha) is a mental process. All the terms in pañcupādānakkhandha arise in the mind.

▪It is clear that the latter four components (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) arise in the mind.

▪So, we must look carefully at the “rūpa” component of pañcupādānakkhandha.

▪When we understand that, we can see why pañcakkhandha (pañca khandha) NEVER arises in a puthujjana or even any Noble Person below the Arahant stage. In all situations, it is the pañcupādānakkhandha (pañca upādāna khandha) that automatically arises with any sensory input, as shown below.

Mind Sees Rūpa Upādānakkhandha, Not the External Rūpa

2. This may come as a surprise to many. In the suttās, the Buddha almost always used the word “rūpa” to indicate “rūpa upādānakkhandha” (multiple mental images that arise in the mind upon seeing an ‘external rūpa’). 

▪Consider a “seeing event” where A sees X approaching. With just one look at X, A can recognize X as his friend. Instantly, a joyful emotion arises in A, and he smiles.

▪Even though it is a simple example of a “sensory input,” we can learn much by examining what happens in A’s mind upon seeing X. 

▪Recognition is an unimaginably fast mental process. First, the mind must match what is seen with prior experiences; otherwise, recognition is impossible. Thus, A’s mind must go through past experiences with X to recall past experiences where they had mutually good experiences.

▪See “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).”

3. That means, A’s mind would have gone through at least the most recent interactions with X. It happens so fast that we are unaware that the mind is doing such a scan. Suppose A’s mind recalled, for example, how they went to a party the previous night and had a good time. The mind would recall scenes from the party (without us being aware), who else was there, and the activities that took place there. All those are mental images of not only people and things he saw there, but the emotions he felt are also included. 

▪This is why “seeing X” is more than just seeing a “snapshot” of X. It involves “past mental images of X” and also “emotions involved in those activities.” 

▪In other words, recognizing someone or something as a “seeing event” requires recalling past experiences. This is an automatic process that happens without us realizing it. 

▪It is accomplished with the saññā, a cetasika (mental factor), which arises with every citta. 

Saññā – Based on Prior Experience

4. The 1980 comedy movie “The Gods Must Be Crazy” provides a good example of how saññā of a worldly object is established in the mind via familiarity and experience (“preconditioning.”)

▪The movie stars Xi, a hunter-gatherer of the Kalahari Desert, whose tribe discovers an old-fashioned Coca-Cola bottle dropped from an airplane. 

▪Since the tribe is fully isolated from the modern world, they have no idea about Coke or even glass bottles. Thus, they were utterly confused when they saw the glass bottle. They initially thought it was a gift from the Gods. 

▪The following clip, up to 1 minute, is enough to get the idea. The rest is related to other aspects of the movie storyline. 

WebLink: Youtube: Coca-Cola bottle dropped from gods? | The Gods Must Be Crazy
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Yathābhūta – True Nature of Bhūta 

1. Yathābhūta is usually translated as “true nature” (close to the true meaning but does not provide the essence of it.) Some people think that implies that bhūta means “nature”; others translate bhūta as “becoming.” Both are wrong.

▪In yathābhūta ñāna, “yathā” means “true nature,” and ñāṇa means wisdom. Thus, it means “wisdom about the true nature of this world made of four types of bhūta: pathavi, āpo, tejo, and vāyo. 

▪Everything in this world (alive and inert) is made of bhūta.

▪As discussed in “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka” these bhūta have origins in mind, specifically in javana citta. In summary, that means we live in a world made up of our minds and suffer immensely. That suffering goes away when one fully understands that.

2. Bhūta is a Sinhala word as well as a Pāli word. It means a “ghost,” i.e., "not real” or “an illusion.” That deeper meaning is associated with the four elemental “bhūta”: pathavi, āpo, tejo, and vāyo. That is also why a gandhabba is called a “ghost” too: “Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept.” Also, see #5 below.

▪One cannot ever see mahā bhūta individually. The smallest unit of matter is a suddhaṭṭhaka, which consists of the four elemental bhūta AND vaṇṇa, gandha, rasa, and oja. Thus, a suddhaṭṭhaka (“suddha” + “aṭṭha” where “suddha” is pure or fundamental and “aṭṭha” is eight) means “pure octad” or “pure unit of eight components.” The formation of a suddhaṭṭhaka is discussed in “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.“

▪Note that the four elemental bhūta (paṭhavī, āpo, tejo, and vāyo) are the primary rūpa. All others, including vaṇṇa, gandha, rasa, and oja, are derived from them and are called upādāya rūpa. Those arise due to taṇhā for the primary rūpa.

The origin of Suddhaṭṭhaka (and thus the World) is the Mind

3. As mentioned in that post, bhūta originates in “gati” (one’s character/habits). When one cultivates a certain gati, that can lead to the creation of bhūta (suddhaṭṭhaka) produced in javana citta according to abhisaṅkhāra.

▪To understand these keywords, one needs to know about gati (I have sometimes spelled it as gathi, the way it is pronounced.) For example, see “Gati, Bhava, and Jāti. “

▪Modern science struggles to distinguish between pure energy and tangible matter; see the Reference below. That demarcation happens at the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

Mind Energy to Matter

4. A suddhaṭṭhaka is much smaller than even a photon (a particle of light,) and the Buddha said that mahā bhūta are actual “smallest units of matter.” That is why he called them bhūta.

▪One can NEVER see them or detect them individually. As we mentioned above, the smallest unit of rūpa or a suddhaṭṭhaka consists of eight subunits, including the four primary bhūta.

▪Furthermore, all eight types of bhūta arise from the gati of living beings; see “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.” A person with rough character qualities is likely to create suddhaṭṭhaka with a higher proportion of pathavi, etc.

5. Billions and billions of suddhaṭṭhaka are combined to lead to the mahā bhūta stage of rūpa. Brahmās have bodies made of mahā bhūta. Only Brahmā can see such fine rūpa.

▪Large aggregates of mahā bhūta combine to form the denser “dhātu stage” of rūpa. The bodies of Devas are at a lighter dhātu stage, and human bodies are denser.

▪Forum participant Dosakkhayo has compiled a figure showing the formation of suddhaṭṭhaka and how their condensation leads to denser objects.  You can download it here: “Evolution of Rūpa.” Much merits to him!

[image: Density of Rūpa Chart]Density of Rūpa Chart



Difference Between “Live Matter” and “Inert Matter”

6. Here, I mean by “live matter,” the bodies of sentient beings. By “inert matter,” I mean “mindless objects” in the world, like rocks and plants. Both types originate via the kammic energy created by the mind. That process is Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS.) 

▪I have only explained the arising of living beings (i.e., new bhava/jāti) via PS: “Paṭicca Samuppāda.” In the future, I will write about the other aspect. Arising of anything in this world can be explained by PS.

▪All mater that we see are made of such dense dhātu. Rocks have dhātu that have mostly pathavi. Water mostly has āpo. Fire mainly contains tejo, and wind mostly vāyo. Thus,  earth, water, fire, and wind are called pathavi, āpo, tejo, and vāyo.

Some suddhaṭṭhaka “Acquire Life”

7. A suddhaṭṭhaka is inert. It acquires “life” when energized by the mind in creating “kammaja rūpa.” That energy is in rotation (paribramana) and spin (bramana). When that embedded energy runs out, rotation and spin stop, becoming inert again.

▪For example, a hadaya vatthu for a new existence comes into being as a kammaja rūpa at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. During its lifetime, the hadaya vatthu maintains its spin and rotation. Details at “31 Realms Associated with the Earth.”

▪When the kammic energy is exhausted, its motion stops, and the bhava ends. At that time, a new hadaya vatthu for new bhava is formed by kammic energy. Thus, NOTHING is transferred from “here to there.” Kammic energy creates a new existence in the appropriate realm.

8. The hadaya vatthu is also called “vatthu dasaka” where dasaka means “ten.” That is because the hadaya vatthu or vatthu dasaka has two energy modes (spin and rotation) in addition to the eight parts in the inert suddhaṭṭhaka. Thus the name dasaka (made of ten units). A navaka (discussed below) has only spin and is made of nine units.

▪This added spin and rotation is what gives life to an inert suddhaṭṭhaka. That power or energy is created by javana citta (mind). If a kamma bīja has more energy, it will sustain that bhava (hadaya vatthu) for longer. 

▪The same is true for the five pasāda rūpa (cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, and kāya) formed at the moment of cuti-paṭisandhi. There are two bhāva rūpa (itthi bhāva dasaka and purisa bhāva dasaka) and jīvitindriya rūpa (a navaka; spin or bramana). The post discusses how different modes of rotation and spin give rise to these nine “life forming” basic units: “Gandhabba Sensing the World – With and Without a Physical Body.”

▪By the way, the word kammaja comes from “kamma” + “ja” where “ja” means birth. Therefore, kammic energy creates those nine kammaja rūpa. 

Physical Body Is Inert Without Gandhabba

9. Now, we can see that our heavy physical body, by itself, is inert. The real life is in the gandhabba with the hadaya vatthu and the five pasāda. 

▪At the death of the physical body, this life-sustaining gandhabba leaves the body, and the body becomes lifeless and decays.

▪In the case of an out-of-body experience (OBE), even though the gandhabba leaves the physical body, it is still connected to the physical body (by a “silver cord” in the terminology of astral projection), and that is why the body does not start to decay: “Out-of-Body Experience (OBE) and Manomaya Kāya.”

10. Therefore, in all life forms in the 31 realms, life energy is in the ultra-fine manomaya kāya (“mind-made body”).

▪In kāma loka, the manomaya kāya would have a hadaya vatthu (vatthu dasaka,) bhāva dasaka, and five pasāda rūpa (each of which is a dasaka.) A dasaka is a suddhaṭṭhaka (the smallest unit of matter with eight units) and two modes of vibration and rotation; “dasaka” means a “collection of ten.” Thus, a manomaya kāya in kāma loka would have seven suddhaṭṭhaka-size units.

▪In rūpāvacara Brahma realms, only cakkhu and sota pasāda rūpa are present in addition to hadaya vatthu, kāya dasaka, and bhāva dasaka, i.e., five suddhaṭṭhaka-size units. In the asañña realm, hadaya vatthu is there, but it is shielded by the “physical body,” which has no mana indriya. Thus, it cannot interact with dhammā (or viññāṇa dhātu,) and cittās cannot arise.

▪In arūpāvacara Brahma realms, there is only the hadaya vatthu.

▪This is another critical factor in the yathābhūta ñāṇa: All life forms are like bhūta (ghosts); in essence, life is maintained by an ultra-fine (invisible) body that is impossible to see and has a temporary existence. Any life in any realm is short-lived on the saṁsāric scale. On the saṁsāric scale, trillion years is like a drop of water in the ocean.

Yathābhūta Ñāṇa – Ultimate Truth About the World

11. When someone comprehends what we discussed above about the true nature of matter that exists in this world, one is said to have the yathābhūta ñāṇa. That is the “knowledge about the true nature of things that comprise our world.”

▪However, just reading about them is just the start. That ñāṇa grows as one comprehends the finer details.

▪Yathā means true nature. Yathābhūta means the true nature of matter (or the true nature of bhūta,) which arises via the MIND. Of course, finer details need a good understanding of Abhidhamma.

▪However, it is sufficient for most purposes to have a rough idea.

12. This is also why the Buddha said, “mano pubbangamā dhammā, mano settā manomayā” in the famous Dhammapada verse.

▪“Everything in this world has its origins in mind. The mind prepares all”. 

▪See “Manopubbangamā Dhammā...”

13. This yathābhūta ñāṇa about the fundamental nature of our body also helps to get rid of the “ghana saññā” about our bodies. Humans value their dense bodies because they believe an unchanging “self” exists in the physical body.

▪Those with uccheda diṭṭhi (like most current scientists and philosophers) believe that our physical body (and its brain) is all there.

▪Those with sāssata diṭṭhi believe that there is a mental body that lives forever.

Yathābhūta Ñāṇa Helps Dispel Sakkāya Diṭṭhi

14. Buddha discovered that both are wrong views. There is a mental body, but it drastically changes from bhava to bhava. One could be a deva or a human for the time being, but the next bhava could be in an apāyā.

▪Nothing in our physical body is worth being taken as “mine.”

▪When one comprehends this fact, sakkāya diṭṭhi (which is one of four conditions to attain the Sotāpanna stage) is removed.

▪This aspect is discussed in “WebLink: suttacentral: Mūlapariyāya Sutta (MN 1),” “WebLink: suttacentral: Kaccānagotta Sutta (SN 12.15),” AND “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Hatthipadopama Sutta (MN 28),” among others.

▪However, it is just one way to remove sakkāya diṭṭhi. Don’t worry if you don’t comprehend sakkāya diṭṭhi this way.

Ananubhūtaṁ – Inability to See the Real Nature of Things in the World

15. Now we see that the precursors for all matter in this world (bhūta) are mind-made and have a transient existence. They are “bhūta” or “ghosts.” And since everything else is made of them, what we consider “solid, tangible things” in this world are really “ghost-like.”

▪The knowledge of this underlying “ghost-like” nature is called “yathābhūta ñāṇa.” With that knowledge, one looks at the world according to that correct view, called “anu bhūtaṁ.”

▪When one is unaware of this true nature, it is called “na anu bhūtaṁ,” which rhymes “ananubhūtaṁ,” just like “na āgāmi” becomes “Anāgāmi.” It is to note that many key Pāli words are composed that way: anatta is “na” + “atta”; see, “Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?.”

▪Ānantariya is “na” + “an” + “antara.” Words like this cannot be analyzed grammatically. This is why current Pāli experts incorrectly interpret such words (and cannot interpret many keywords).

▪The word “ananubhūtam” comes in several critical suttā, including the ones mentioned above in #12.

16. One good example is the famous “WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmanimantanika Sutta (MN 49)”: “Viññāṇaṁ  anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ, taṁ pathaviyā pathavattena ananubhūtaṁ,  āpassa āpattena ananubhūtaṁ,  tejassa tejattena ananubhūtaṁ,  vāyassavāyattena ananubhūtaṁ,  bhūtānaṁ bhūtattena ananubhūtaṁ, devānaṁ devattena ananubhūtaṁ, pajāpatissa pajāpatittena ananubhūtaṁ, brahmānaṁ brahmattena ananubhūtaṁ, ābhassarānaṁ ābhassarattena ananubhūtaṁ, subhakiṇhānaṁ subhakiṇhānaṁ subhakiṇhattena ananubhūtaṁ, vehapphalānaṁ vehapphalattena ananubhūtaṁ, abhibhussa abhibhuttena ananubhūtaṁ, sabbassa sabbattena ananubhūtaṁ..”

Translated: “Viññāṇa is unseen, infinite, and leads to the rebirth process for all. With viññāṇa, one cannot comprehend the real nature of pathavi, āpo, tejo, vāyo, bhūta, deva, pajāpati brahma, ābhassara brahma, subhakiṇha brahma, vehapphala brahma, etc. and everything in this world (sabba)”.

▪One has a defiled consciousness or viññāṇa until one attains the Arahantship. Until then, one cannot fully comprehend the real “ghost-like” nature of everything in this world, i.e., one’s yathābhūta ñāna is not complete.

▪We will discuss the first part of the verse “Viññāṇaṁ anidassanaṁ anantaṁ sabbato pabhaṁ..” in the next post. This short phrase is commonly mistranslated.  See “Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

17. Another major sutta where it appears is “WebLink: suttacentral: Saḷāyatana Vibhaṅga Sutta (MN 137)”: “Rūpānaṁ tveva aniccataṁ viditvā vipariṇāmavirāganirodhaṁ, ‘pubbe ceva rūpā etarahi ca sabbe te rūpā aniccā dukkhā vipariṇāmadhammā’ti evametaṁ yathābhūtaṁ sammappaññāya passato uppajjāti somanassaṁ.”

▪Loosely Translated: “Any rūpa that has existed or is in existence now has a “ghost-like transient nature.” That is why they change unexpectedly (vipariṇāma) and have an anicca nature. Comprehending this true nature brings joy to one’s mind (somanassa).”

Importance of Comprehending “Saññā Vipallāsa”  

18. Comprehension of “distorted saññā” and “saññā vipallāsa” plays a significant role in cultivating “yathābhūta ñāṇa.”

▪See “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).”

Reference (Scientific Theories of Matter)

1. Scientists have now verified the illusive nature of matter on a small scale. They thought the atom to be the smallest possible division of matter until 1897, when J.J. Thomson discovered the electron. An atom consists of protons, neutrons, and electrons. Subsequently, protons and neutrons turned out to have structure too. But their sub-units (quarks, etc.) cannot be detected individually).

▪With the advent of quantum mechanics, the distinction between matter and energy has blurred. The mass of a particle depends on its speed. Photons or “particles of light” have zero mass at rest, i.e., zero rest mass. It is typical to state the mass of an elementary particle in terms of energy units.

▪All of the above is consistent with the rūpa’s elusive nature (bhūta) in Buddha Dhamma.

2. Furthermore, it is impossible to determine an elementary particle’s exact position (Heisenberg uncertainty principle.) For example, it is only possible to say that an electron can be within a specific region of space. Thus, an electron is like a ghost. Scientists cannot precisely measure its location at any time.

▪The situation is even worse for a photon, a particle of light. When a photon is released, one can only find it later by stopping it at a detector. It is IMPOSSIBLE to state the exact path of the photon from the source to the sensor. It could have been anywhere in between. The same applies to an electron, even though it has a non-zero rest mass.

▪Some refer to the above observations as “quantum weirdness.” Microscopic particles are as elusive as ghosts.
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All our conscious thoughts start with one of the six senses getting input from the external world. We detect six types of rūpa “out there” in the world with those six sense faculties. Dhammā represents the sixth type of rūpa that “cannot be seen or touched” (anidassana/appaṭigha.) These are not included in the 28 types of rūpa.

Dhammā Are Subtle Rūpa Below Suddhaṭṭhaka 

1. Many people think rūpa means just “material things” that we can see in the world, but anything we sense through our six senses is a rūpa. I will systematically explain this.

▪Those things that we detect with our five physical senses are what we can call “dense rūpa” made of suddhaṭṭhaka, i.e., they are made of mahā bhūta (paṭhavī, āpo, tejo, vāyo) and are located in ākāsa dhātu; see, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka.”

▪Such rūpa that we detect with the mana indriya are called “dhammā.” These are just energies and have not condensed to the suddhaṭṭhaka level, i.e., they are below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

▪It is good to remember that Dhamma refers to a doctrine (like in Buddha Dhamma,) and dhammā (with a long “a”) refers to such fine (or subtle) rūpā.

▪Let us discuss those two types of rūpa in detail first.

The Six Sense Faculties Detect Six Types of Rūpa

2. All things that we experience through our SIX senses are rūpa. However, only the first five types of sensory inputs come through the five physical senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body). Science is unaware of the SIXTH one, called mana indriya (located in the brain.)  But all six are clearly stated in the Cha Chakka Sutta, as discussed below.

▪All six types of rūpa are EXPERIENCED by the mind, i.e., with citta (thoughts) with cetasika (mental factors) in them. 

▪For details of how the mind experiences the sensory inputs that come through the six “sense doors,” see “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

Dense Rūpa Made With Suddhaṭṭhaka

3. Those we experience through our FIVE physical senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and the body) are “dense rūpa.” They have suddhaṭṭhaka made of the four great elements or “cattāro mahā bhūta.”

▪Those five kinds of rūpa are all in our “material world,” the world we experience with the five physical senses. 

▪We touch with our body or see with our eyes the rūpa familiar to everyone. They are “rūpa rūpa” or “vaṇṇa rūpa” (varna rūpa in Sinhala or Sanskrit) to distinguish from the other four types.

▪However, we need light to “see” those “rūpa rūpa.” Light consists of tiny particles called photons. Those photons have tiny masses due to their energies.

4. Now, let us look at the other four types of rūpa that we detect with our ears, noses, and tongues.

▪It is easy to see that what we taste is also “rasa rūpa,” i.e., solid food or liquids.

▪Scents are very small particulates detected with the nose. So, they are also “rūpa.” [gandha rūpa]

▪When we hear sounds, our ears detect disturbances in the air caused by that sound. Sound, therefore, involves energy, just like light. Sometimes sound energy is attributed to energy packets called “phonons.”

Dense Rūpa Are in Kāma and Rūpa Loka

5. Therefore, the detection of rūpa in kāma loka and rūpa loka involves matter or energy, and all those are above the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

▪Yes. The light particles or photons are also made of suddhaṭṭhaka.

▪They are above the suddhaṭṭhaka stage, so one can see how minute a suddhaṭṭhaka is; it is much, much smaller than an atom in modern science.

▪For example, a photon in the visible range (a suddhaṭṭhaka) is a billion times less massive than a hydrogen atom, the smallest atom. That is like the mass difference between a grain of sand and an average airplane.

▪A suddhaṭṭhaka could be a billion times smaller than that photon.

Science Verified Light as a Type of Rūpa Recently

6. That is another example of how Buddha was ahead of modern science 2500 years ago. He had categorized all five “objects” sensed by the five physical senses as “rūpa” made up of suddhaṭṭhaka. Only about 100 years ago, with the advent of quantum mechanics, science identified photons as particles.

▪Even many physicists did not accept the particle nature of light until the single-photon detection experiments of Grainger, Roger, and Aspect in 1986:  Grainger et al.-Experimental Evidence for a Photon Anticorrelation Effect-1986.

▪It is now accepted that light is made up of particles called photons. See “Quantum Mechanics and Dhamma.”

Experiencing Dhammā Requires Only the Mind

7. Now, let us consider what else we experience other than those detected with the five physical senses. Imagine someone trapped in a cell with soundproof walls, no light inside, and nothing in that room except its walls.

▪That person can only touch the walls. He cannot see, hear, smell, or taste anything.

▪But touch is not the only sensory experience he has. He can think about anything he wants to. He can think about past events and what can take place in the future.

▪Those thoughts do not come at random but due to kamma vipāka. Of course, one can willingly recall them too. They are one’s memories and future hopes, among others. That is the part that most people don’t even consider.

8. As we discussed above, those are the finer rūpa detected by the mind lie below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage. They are detected by the mana indriya in the brain (another fact unknown to science) and subsequently sensed by the mind.

▪Kamma bīja — generated by our minds (via our thoughts) — are also part of dhammā. They bring kamma vipāka back from time to time. We think of these as “random thoughts” that come to us about things and people.

▪Such dhammā are not coarse enough to be “seeing” even with abhiññā powers and do not make contact with the other five coarse senses. Thus they are called, “anidassanaṁ appaṭighaṁ dhammāyatana pariyāpanna rūpaṁ.”

▪Here, “anidassana” means “cannot be seen,” and “appaṭigha” means “cannot be touched or sensed with even the finest instrument.” And, “dhammāyatana pariyāpanna rūpam” means “rūpa that belong to dhammāyatana”; see, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.”

Five Physical Senses and the Mana Indriya

9. We see a person when light reflected off that person comes to our eyes. A sound is heard when the air disturbances due to that sound reach our ears. We smell a scent when tiny particulates of scent reach our noses. When food particles make contact with our tongues, we taste the food.

▪So, we have five physical “sensors” on our bodies to detect those five sensory inputs. They are eyes, ears, noses, tongues, and our bodies. They are called cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, and kāya indriya.

▪The sixth sense that we have is called the mana indriya. It is located in the brain, but I have not yet been able to identify it with the known components of the brain. Of course, scientists do not think about it that way. That is how the Buddha described it.

10. We detect “dhammā” with the mana indriya, like pictures with cakkhu indriya or sounds with sota indriya (ears). But all these sensory inputs are “felt” by the mind  (hadaya vatthu) located close to the physical heart; see, “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪Such dhammā are also rūpa in Buddha Dhamma, but they are even finer (subtle) than those light particles or photons.

▪“Dhammā” are just energies that lie BELOW the suddhaṭṭhaka stage. We cannot detect them with even the most advanced scientific instruments.

▪That person locked up in an isolated room can generate thoughts about his past or future. That involves dhammā and the mana indriya.

Dhammā Are Kamma Bīja

11. Just like the dense rūpa that we detect with our five physical senses are in kāma loka and rūpa loka. Dhammā (which are the same as kamma bīja) are in the viññāṇa plane; see “Our Two Worlds: Material and Mental.”

▪This mano loka is also called “bhava” because that is where one’s kamma bījā are (see #8.) We all have numerous kamma bīja that can give rise to various bhava at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.  The strongest kamma bīja is selected for a new bhava at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

▪Of course, kamma vipāka during a given life can also arise due to “smaller kamma bīja,” as mentioned above.

▪When kamma bīja lose their energies over a long time, they become just “records” [nāmagotta] of what happened. Now they cannot bring any more vipāka, but become only “memories.”

12. So, these dhammā (or kamma bīja) are rūpa that are below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage, and are in our “mano loka” or “mental world,” as opposed to dense rūpa that are in our “material world” or “rūpa loka.”

▪The “mental world” [viññāṇa dhātu] is all around us, just like the “material world,” but of course, we cannot “see it,” just like we cannot “see” all those signals from radios, televisions, and cell phones are all around us.

▪But we know that those radio, television, and cell phone signals are there because we can receive them with our radios, TVs, and cell phones. Similarly, we receive those “dhammā” with our mana indriya.

▪One may be engaged in some task, say washing dishes in the kitchen, but suddenly, a thought may come to mind about a friend far away or some incident at work may come to mind. That is due to “dhammā” impinging on mana indriya due to kamma vipāka.

▪Also, we can recall such memories at our will too.

Six Types of Sensory Experiences – Chachakka Sutta (MN 148)

13. Chachakka Sutta (MN 148) (Ref. 1) describes the sensory interactions with all six senses; see “Chachakka Sutta – Six Types of Vipāka Viññāṇa.”  For example, a “seeing event” is a sensory input through the eyes: “cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññāṇaṃ, “i.e., “eye-consciousness arises when a rūpa rūpa (with the aid of light) impinges on the eyes.”

▪Similarly, hearing is due to: “sotañca paṭicca sadde ca uppajjati sotaviññāṇaṃ, “etc., for other physical senses of ghāna (smell), jivhā (taste), and kāya (body).

▪Finally, the detection of dhammā with the mana indriya is stated as “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṃ.“

Abhidhamma Description

14. We can state the above using the Abhidhamma language for those familiar with Abhidhamma. According to Buddha Dhamma, EVERYTHING in existence can be put into four ultimate realities (paramattha dhamma):

▪Thoughts (citta)

▪Thought qualities or mental factors (cetasika)

▪Matter (rūpa), (includes energy or dhammā.)

▪Nibbāna

Here, “paramattha dhamma” does not refer to “dhammā” (or “causes” or “kamma bīja.”) 

▪ One must be able to grasp the meaning of a word based on the context. ‘For example, “right” in “Turn right” and “You are right” mean very different things!

15. Dhammās (kamma bījas) eventually lead to the formation of dense rūpa, which we enjoy with our five physical senses.

Such dense rūpa have finite lifetimes (they are impermanent). Besides, they change unpredictably during their existence, called vipariṇāma lakkhaṇa.

▪But no matter how hard one tries, one cannot maintain such dense rūpa to one’s satisfaction [anicca.] Thus, such dense rūpa leads to more suffering than any pleasure.

▪Five types of dense rūpa are in our “rūpa loka,” and the less dense dhammā are in our “mano loka”; see “Our Two Worlds: Material and Mental.”

▪A sentient being exists to experience such dense rūpa and hopes to enjoy them with the mind (with citta and cetasika). That is the basis of existence in a sentence.

Sabbe Dhammā Anattā

16. The Buddha said, “sabbe dhammā anattā,” i.e., “all dhammā are without essence at the end” and must be given up to attain Nibbāna. But that cannot be done by sheer willpower: One has to comprehend the true nature — Tilakkhaṇa — to see the fundamental and true nature of all rūpa, including dhammā.

▪We make our world by creating dhammā on our own. That is a critical point that I will try to explain in future posts in this “Living Dhamma” section.

▪The basis for making dhammās are our thoughts with javana citta. A javana citta generates “kamma bīja,” and they give rise to future kamma vipāka. So, kamma bīja are dhammā. They are very tiny packets of energy below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

▪But some javana (especially in jhāna samāpatti) can create energies above the suddhaṭṭhaka stage, i.e., they can produce tangible rūpa. That is how one with abhiññā powers can “create” physical objects.

17. Any rūpa (including kamma bīja) that one makes for oneself cannot be maintained to one’s satisfaction.

▪Any rūpa with energy will eventually be destroyed, or that energy will wear out. Furthermore, any such rūpa can and will change unexpectedly while in existence, that is the vipariṇāma characteristic and is a root cause of suffering.

▪The only dhammās that are “permanent” are nāma gotta, records of our saṅkhāra, which do not have energy in them; “Nāmagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane).”

18. When one sees the perils of this rebirth process (after one grasps the Tilakkhaṇa), one stops making those causes via abhisaṅkhāra and also gives up the craving (taṇhā) for them, which leads to Nibbāna.

▪Nibbāna results when all those causes are removed; no rūpa can arise. Hence, Nibbāna is permanent. No more suffering!

Reference

1. The six sense inputs (āyatana) and the six types of rūpa we experience with them are discussed in several suttā. For example, in the “Cha Chakka Sutta (MN 148)”:

“Cha ajjhattikāni āyatanāni veditabbānī’ti—iti kho panetaṃ vuttaṃ. Kiñcetaṃ paṭicca vuttaṃ? Cakkhāyatanaṃ, sotāyatanaṃ, ghānāyatanaṃ, jivhāyatanaṃ, kāyāyatanaṃ, manāyatanaṃ. ‘Cha ajjhattikāni āyatanāni veditabbānī’ti—iti yaṃ taṃ vuttaṃ, idametaṃ paṭicca vuttaṃ. Idaṃ paṭhamaṃ chakkaṃ. (1)”

“Cha bāhirāni āyatanāni veditabbānī’ti—iti kho panetaṃ vuttaṃ. Kiñcetaṃ paṭicca vuttaṃ? Rūpāyatanaṃ, saddāyatanaṃ, gandhāyatanaṃ, rasāyatanaṃ, phoṭṭhabbāyatanaṃ, dhammāyatanaṃ. ‘Cha bāhirāni āyatanāni veditabbānī’ti—iti yaṃ taṃ vuttaṃ, idametaṃ paṭicca vuttaṃ. Idaṃ dutiyaṃ chakkaṃ. (2)”

▪Thus, there are six (Cha) internal āyatana (ajjhattikāni āyatanāni) and six external (bāhirāni āyatanāni).

▪The sixth internal āyatana is manāyatana, and it detects dhamma (called manāyatana, just like sadda or sound is called saddāyatana).

A more in-depth analysis of dhammā is at, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.”
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Nāmarūpa can have very different meanings based on the context. Here, we will discuss the meaning associated with sensory experiences, i.e., those that are associated with vipāka viññāṇa.
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Literal Meaning of Nāmarūpa

1. In most sutta translations (to English), “nāmarūpa” is translated as “name and form.” That is the “literal translation” for nāmarūpa with “name” for “nāma” and “form” for “rūpa.”

▪Literal translation, direct translation, or word-for-word translation is a translation of a text done by translating each word separately without looking at how the words are used together in a phrase or sentence. See “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Literal translation.” This is a dangerous practice by many in translating Pāli suttas into English; see “Elephant in the Room” – Direct Translation of the Tipiṭaka.”

▪That literal translation holds ONLY for a nāmarūpa associated with a vipāka viññāṇa.  For example, if we have a friend named “Jack Smith,” we associate his form (rūpa) with that name. Thus when we see him, we immediately recognize him as “Jack Smith.”

▪All Arahants (or the Buddha) would recognize various people, sounds, tastes, etc., per their previous experiences. For example, the Buddha would not confuse Ven. Ānanda as Ven. Sāriputta. He would have experienced the external world just like we do. 

▪Thus, this type of “nāmarūpa” is NOT associated with avijjā and is NOT the same “nāmarūpa” that appears in “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” in Paṭicca Samuppāda. That type of nāmarūpa is discussed in “Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Nāmarūpa in a Vipāka Viññāṇa Depends on Recognizing a Rūpa

2. When you see a friend, how do you recognize him? The moment you see him, the mind tries to match his figure (rūpa) with all other figures in memory (nāma in nāmagotta preserved in viññāṇa dhātu) and makes the match to identify it to be that friend’s nāmarūpa. This is an extremely fast process, and only a Buddha can explain it with citta vīthis, nāmagotta, viññāṇa dhātu, etc. We will only go through a simple explanation here.

▪A rūpa can be a visual object, a sound, a taste, etc. Nāma is the “name” associated with it. Typically, “nāma” or the name is assigned. The friend’s rūpa matches his given name, say, Jack. 

▪A mug and a bowl, both ceramic, are on a table—their assigned names correspond to their particular shapes. Furthermore, the names depend on the language. If a mug is shown to someone who does not speak English, he would call it by a different name, for example, “Becher” in German. 

▪Thus, to figure out the nāmarūpa associated with a rūpa, one must have had prior experience with it. If a wristwatch is shown to a person in an isolated primitive habitat, he would not know what it is. No nāmarūpa can arise in his mind, and he will be confused about the object.

▪That description covers all types of rūpa, including sounds, tastes, etc.

Arising of Five Aggregates with a Sensory Input

3. It is a good idea to discuss how vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa arise when an internal rūpa makes contact with an external rūpa. That will take the mystery out of those words.

▪Let us consider a tactile (touch) sensation to clarify those terms. You are sitting and relaxing with your eyes closed. Suppose a mosquito bites your arm. You feel that “bodily contact,” which is a bit painful. So, it is a “dukkha vedanā.” Even without seeing the mosquito, you identify it as a mosquito bite, which is the “saññā” (identification.)

▪Some touches (like someone touching your arm) are not associated with a dukkha or sukha vedanā. It is a “neutral vedanā;” you just feel it. But that vedanā gives rise to a recognition that someone touched your arm. That recognition is “saññā.” Thus every sensory event is associated with rūpa (two types: internal and external), vedanā, and saññā.

▪Mano saṅkhāra are defined as “vedanā and saññā.” Thus, every type of contact will generate mano saṅkhāra. In the above example, the overall sensory experience is a kāya viññāṇa (since it was associated with bodily contact).

4. In another example, we can do the following “taste test.” We ask person X to close his eyes and then put a bit of salt on his tongue. That gives rise to a vedanā. He will say that vedanā was due to salt because he recognizes that particular taste and knows its associated English word (salt).

▪That “taste test” follows the same steps. Contact is made with salt (external rūpa) and his jivhā pasāda rūpa (internal rūpa); the latter is a complex process involving the tongue and brain until reaching the jivhā pasāda rūpa. But the same steps of vedanā and saññā follow the contact of the two types of rūpa (internal and external).

▪Thus, we can now see why the five aggregates arise based on sensory interactions and arise in the order of rūpa, vedanā, and saññā. Two rupās (one internal and the other external) make contact giving rise to a vedanā; then that vedanā is recognized with “saññā.”

▪Now, we can also connect to saṅkhāra. 

Mano Saṅkhāra Arise with a Vipāka Viññāṇa

5. In the examples discussed above, we saw that two rūpā make contact to give rise to vedanā and saññā. But mano saṅkhāra are defined as “vedanā and saññā.” Thus all sensory events are associated with mano saṅkhāra.

▪At first glance, it may appear that mano saṅkhāra is not associated with defilements. However, even that initial mano saṅkhāra is defiled to some extent for anyone except Arahants. That is because there could be “saññā vipallāsa” (or “defiled saññā”) associated with any sensory event. 

▪Yet, that level of defilement is weak. It cannot give rise to rebirths or even strong kamma vipāka during life. (Note: An Arahant would also feel all those sensations. However, the mano saṅkhāra of an Arahant is free of defilements since there is no “saññā vipallāsa.”) But an Arahant will experience the “distorted saññā” but will not get to the “defiled saññā” stage with attachment; see “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).”)

Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandhā)

6. The overall sensory experience is viññāṇa. Thus, now we see that all five steps in the sensory event are complete to yield rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa (the five aggregates.)

▪With each sensory experience, our five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā) grow. 

▪In the above cases, viññāṇa is vipāka viññāṇa, i.e., they arose due to the contact between an internal rūpa with an external rūpa (a sensory input.)

▪Details at “Arising of Five Aggregates Based on an Ārammaṇa,” “Memory Records – Critical Part of Five Aggregates,” and “Where Are Memories Stored? – Viññāṇa Dhātu.”

Some Insights on Nāmarūpa In Vipāka Viññāṇa

7. To recognize anything in the external world, we must have had previous experiences with it. Let us take a simple example to clarify.

▪Suppose X goes to work in a new company in a city he has never even visited. On the first day in the office, he would not know anyone. But a few weeks later, he will be able to see a co-worker (say, Y) and instantly recognize who it is. That recognition is saññā. 

▪However, that recognition requires more than the saññā cetasika. It involves all six “universal cetasika.” They are phassa (contact);   vedanā (feeling);  saññā (perception);  cetanā (volition); Ekaggatā (One-pointedness);  jīvitindriya (life faculty);  manasikāra (memory). For details, see “Cetasika (Mental Factors)” and “Saññā – What It Really Means.”

▪Let us briefly discuss the complex process responsible for “recognizing a person/sound/taste, etc.”

8. After a few weeks, X would have had many interactions with Y. All those interactions are added to X’s five aggregates (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.) In the first week, X would have been introduced to Y, and X could associate Y’s form (rūpa) with Y’s name (say, Jack.)

▪Every time X interacted with Jack, different aspects of Jack (tone of voice, mannerisms, etc.) would be incorporated into the five aggregates of X. In particular, those past interactions are now recorded in X’s nāmagotta or “memory records.” 

▪Therefore, when X sees Jack (his rūpa), it instantly brings back memories of past interactions (recorded mainly as vedanā and saññā). We have discussed that vedanā and saññā are “mano saṅkhāra.” Thus, mano saṅkhāra arises in the mind of X upon seeing Jack’s figure approaching him.  

▪We can go a step further. Suppose others have told X that Jack can get angry quickly. Those words of others are also in nāmagotta and recalled within a split second. Thus vacī saṅkhāra may arise in X, saying to himself to be careful not to “trigger Jack” by saying something Jack may not like. Various mental factors (cetasika) that arise with cittā (including those “universal cetasikā” mentioned in #7) help this complex process of recognizing people, sounds, tastes, etc.

▪I have discussed this with examples in “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta)” and “The Amazing Mind – Critical Role of Nāmagotta (Memories).”

▪Now, let us discuss how a response to a sensory event can lead to the accumulation of kamma. 

Attachment to a Sensory Input  Leads to Kāya and Vacī Abhisaṅkhāra

9. In the example of #3 above, the mosquito bite could be painful, and anger may arise in you. The immediate thought could be to kill the mosquito and ensure it would not bite again. That conscious thought to kill the mosquito is a vacī saṅkhāra. Then you may slap the mosquito with the other hand. Moving the hand involved kāya saṅkhāra. They are also vacī and kāya abhisaṅkhāra since they involve anger, a defilement.

▪Furthermore, the decision to kill the mosquito was a kamma viññāṇa. As you see, saṅkhāra and viññāṇa go together: “(abhi)saṅkhāra paccayā (kamma)viññāṇa” starts the kamma accumulation, and “(kamma)viññāṇa paccayā (abhi)saṅkhāra” will generate more abhisaṅkhāra, in this specifically kāya abhisaṅkhāra, to strike the mosquito.

▪This time, the initial mano saṅkhāra developed into a vacī saṅkhāra with an intention/expectation. That expectation was to kill the mosquito. That is an abhisaṅkhāra, and it led to a kamma viññāṇa. That involved different types of “nāmarūpa” arising in mind; see “Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪On the other hand, an Arahant would not kill the mosquito. Instead, the reaction to the pain could be to fan with the other hand to get the mosquito off. Thus no abhisaṅkhāra or kamma viññāṇa would arise in an Arahant.

Accumulation of Five Aggregates with Vipāka and Kamma Viññāṇa

10. Now you can see how various types of vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa can arise when an internal rūpa contacts an external rūpa. You can see that additions to the five aggregates occur with EACH sensory contact between an internal and an external rūpa.

▪The initial reaction of the mind to such a sensory event (ārammaṇa) is a vipāka viññāṇa. In the above example of a mosquito bite, it was a painful feeling together with the saññā.

▪But in some cases, we RESPOND to such vipāka viññāṇa by taking actions or at least thinking about taking defiled actions (both count as new kamma).

▪The angry thought and the decision to kill the mosquito arose in kamma viññāṇa.

▪Of course, both initial sensory experience (vipāka viññāṇa) and one’s responses to it (kamma viññāṇa) are recorded as the five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā): rūpakkhandha, vedanākkhandha, saññākkhandha, saṅkhārakkhandha, and viññāṇakkhandha.

Contemplate with Examples

11. It is necessary to contemplate such examples and understand the meanings of mano saṅkhāra, vipāka viññāṇa, kamma viññāṇa, etc. Teachers use terms like vipāka viññāṇa and kamma viññāṇa to simplify and clarify concepts. See “Sutta Interpretation – Uddesa, Niddesa, Paṭiniddesa.”

▪It is foolish to ask for “Tipiṭaka references” for such terms. Of course, if such terms lead to contradictions, one should bring up such issues. There are no such contradictions.

▪One can never learn (or teach) by engaging in debates because, most of the time, it is unfruitful to discuss things with people whose minds are “closed off.”

▪During discussions in other forums like Dhamma Wheel, after a few attempts, I gave up trying to reason with people who could not think logically.
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“Nāmarūpa” associated with Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda are “mental impressions of rūpa” created by the mind in javana citta with avijjā, abhisaṅkhāra, and kamma viññāṇa. 
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One Type of Nāmarūpa Arise in a Sensory Event (i.e., in Vipāka Viññāṇa)

1. When we see a figure, we can immediately identify that person as John, Jane, etc. Here, “nāma” and “rūpa” in “nāmarūpa” consists of the name of the person and their physical body.

▪These are vipāka viññāṇa, and they come through the six senses as sensory inputs (ārammaṇa): eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind. Thus, a vipāka viññāṇa can be cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya, or mano viññāṇa.

▪In another example, when we hear a song, we can assign a “name (nāma)” to the song (if we have heard it before); the sound itself is the “sadda rūpa.”

▪We discussed this type of nāmarūpa in the previous post, “Nāmarūpa in Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

A Different Type of Nāmarūpa Arise in Our Response to a Vipāka Viññāṇa

2. The response to a sensory input arises in mind only as mano viññāṇa.

▪If the mind attaches to that sensory input (ārammaṇa) via greed, anger, or ignorance, then the mind establishes an expectation for future action with kamma viññāṇa (which arises in mind as mano viññāṇa.)

▪With that expectation, kamma accumulation starts with a Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) process that describes “bhava” and “jāti” within a lifetime. It is Idappaccayatā PS. I have discussed it in Ref. 1 and Ref. 2.

▪Let us briefly discuss a different type of nāmarūpa that arise in that Idappaccayatā PS.

Example of Nāmarūpa In Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda

3. Suppose you need to buy a car and see an appealing car parked on the street. You may instinctively say to yourself, “This is the car I like to buy, but not this color.” Then an impression of that car — in the color you like — arises in your mind. That “mental impression of the desired car” is a nāmarūpa created in your mind in your javana citta! Such nāmarūpa are also associated with vacī abhisaṅkhāra. 

▪Even though you may have had a vague idea of buying a car, now you have established a kamma viññāṇa (an expectation) of buying a particular car. Every time you see a car similar to the one you have in mind, you think a bit more about buying the car with more abhisaṅkhāra and kamma viññāṇa arising in your mind. 

▪Even though you may not realize it, there is a kammic energy created in each of the javana cittās associated with such kamma viññāṇa. That energy will stay in viññāṇa dhātu as an expectation (Ref. 3) until you either buy that car or give up that expectation if you realize that you don’t have enough money to buy it.

4. Some expectations give rise to intense “kammic energies,” and others may not have any residual effect to bring vipāka at later times. Even Arahants generate expectations for daily activities, but those only get those “tasks done.” No kammic energies are created with such actions. 

▪On the other hand, expectations that arise with lobha, dosa, and moha (or mundane versions of alobha, adosa, and amoha) generate kammic energies that remain in viññāṇa dhātu and can bring vipāka in the future (Ref. 3.) 

▪Those kammic energies are referred to as “kamma bīja” or “dhammā,” depending on the context (Ref. 4.)

Kammic Energy Accumulation Happens with Kamma Viññāṇa

5. Kammic energy accumulation occurs ONLY in javana cittās with lobha, dosa, and moha (or mundane versions of alobha, adosa, and amoha), as mentioned in #4 above.

▪The worst defilements of lobha, dosa, and moha COULD arise if one has not even begun to grasp the Four Noble Truths/Paṭicca Samuppāda/Tilakkhaṇa. Then, if the sensory input is strong enough (e.g., a hefty bribe), one could engage in highly immoral deeds that will generate potent kammic energy to “power up” existence in an apāya. The “javana power” involved in such cittās is very high. In many such heinous crimes (killing, for example,) energy from that javana power can also make visible changes to one’s body. The face becomes dark and brutal to look at, and the body may start shaking.

▪On the other hand, javana power in mundane versions of alobha, adosa, and amoha can lead to a pleasant face, and one’s demeanor becomes calm. Such kammic energies lead to rebirths in the “good realms” with much less suffering. In the highest Deva realms, for example, there is hardly any suffering during life. However, if one had not attained at least the Sotāpanna Anugāmi stage, one would have all four types of anusaya left, and thus future rebirths in apāyās remain a possibility.

Is It “Me” Attaching to an Ārammaṇa?

6. This is a critical issue to think about. We will discuss this in more detail later; I don’t want to emphasize it here. But think about the following.

▪We FEEL that a sensory experience (seeing a person, for example) happens “in one shot.” It feels as if I see person X in one look at X.

▪However, the Buddha described the sensory experience of a living being (not just humans) as a mechanical process. 

▪“Seeing a person” happens in a series of discrete events that takes place so rapidly that we are fooled into thinking it happens in “one shot.”

▪That is why the Buddha called viññāṇa a magician. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Pheṇapiṇḍūpama Sutta (SN 22.95).”

Vipāka Viññāṇa to a Kamma Viññāṇa – Basic Process

7. I have discussed this process in Ref. 5. The following is a figure from that post. It is not necessary to fully understand the terms in the figure. I will explain them in detail in future posts.

[image: Avyakata-PS-3]

8. The essential points are the following.

▪A “citta vīthi” or a “stream of cittās” with 17 cittās starts with the Ab citta when a sensory input (a cakkhu viññāṇa in this case) comes to mind.  

▪The first seven cittās analyze and accept the sensory input. At the eighth citta (V), the mind automatically decides (without conscious thinking) how to act on that sensory input. Seven javana cittās flow ONLY IF the mind decides to “take action” with lobha, dosa, and moha (or mundane versions of alobha, adosa, and amoha.) That decision is based on one’s gati at that time. 

▪Understanding the sensory input and taking preliminary action may take a few seconds. Hundreds of such citta vīthi may flow through the mind in a split-second. We experience only their cumulative effect, not each citta vīthi.

▪We become aware of our actions AFTER the mind starts to take action. That is why it is critical “to be mindful.” If we realize that we are taking an unwise action, we must immediately stop that action. “Being mindful” requires an effort, and that is what is involved in Ānāpānasati (and Satipaṭṭhāna) Bhāvanā. See Ref. 6.

Kamma Accumulation In Javana Citta with Abhisaṅkhāra and Nāmarūpa Generation

9. Kamma accumulation happens throughout our lives, even moment-to-moment. Some are trivial, and others can bring future rebirths in an apāya by even an action that takes only moments. For example, we have heard about people being shot in “road rage” situations or even in arguments among family members. 

▪A brief description of such moment-to-moment kamma accumulation (via Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda) is described in Ref. 1, and an extensive discussion is in Ref. 2. Both those did not have an analysis based on citta vīthi. I only briefly introduced that in #7 and #8 above. Buddha Dhamma is profound, and I will take an incremental approach to introduce these more profound concepts.

▪Kammic energies accumulated via numerous Idappaccayatā PS processes bring rebirths via Upapatti PS, as described in Ref. 7.

▪Nāmarūpa formation in both types of Paṭicca Samuppāda is described, with examples, in Ref. 8. It is a good idea to read that to understand nāmarūpa formation.

▪In all these situations, both abhisaṅkhāra and nāmarūpa formations with kamma viññāṇa play critical roles. 

It Is Dangerous to Translate the Terms in Paṭicca Samuppāda Directly

10. In the next post, we will discuss the nāmarūpa formation involved in the Upapatti PS and how that leads to yet another type of nāmarūpa formation to result in a “person with a physical body.”

▪I have purposely tried to make this post short. It has a lot of information because it takes a lot of background material to understand fully. 

▪Those who have read the website for a long time (and thus have read various posts on different topics) may have a good idea. 

▪Learning Buddha Dhamma is a never-ending process. As you can see, I keep revising posts as I gain more understanding. The hardest part is to get hold of a fundamental concept that convinces oneself of the value of Buddha Dhamma. Then one can start building on that.

11. Many people are afraid even to look at Pāli verses. But it is necessary to get an understanding of words like “viññāṇa” and “nāmarūpa” (all 11 terms in PS) and use the Pāli words with that understanding. Those words have multiple meanings depending on the context and should NEVER be translated into English, for example, as “consciousness” and “name and form.”

▪For example, “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in the uddesa (summary) form in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Sutta (SN 12.1)” should NEVER be translated as “Ignorance is a condition for choices.”

▪In the niddesa (utterance) in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vibhaṅga Sutta (SN 12.2),” saṅkhāra is a bit more explained: “Tayome, bhikkhave, saṅkhārā—kāyasaṅkhāro, vacīsaṅkhāro, cittasaṅkhāro.”

▪However, even that is not enough to get the meaning in the context of Paṭicca Samuppāda. Detailed explanations (paṭiniddesa) of “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” are scattered in various suttas. A better, but still not comprehensive, explanation is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44).” I have linked to the correct marker where the explanation of saṅkhāra (in the context of PS) starts.

▪“WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6)” explains the step “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” as, “Tattha katame avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro.”

▪All the above explanations are correct and need to be understood. However, until one understands the final version of the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6),” one’s understanding of “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” is not complete. Some people complain that I write too many posts. But all I am trying to do is to break up this vast analysis into understandable pieces. See, for example, “Mental Aggregates” for several posts on saṅkhāra and other terms.

All posts in “Buddhism – In Charts.”
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Nāmarūpa has different meanings for inert objects and sentient beings. Current English translations of Tipiṭaka suttas only say nāma means name and rūpa means form!

Nāmarūpa Associated with Inert Objects

1. Nāmarūpa of an inert object is very different from that of a sentient being.

▪For example, for an inert object, “nāma” refers to the “name” given to it based on its shape (for a visual object.) A ball of clay can be molded into the shape of a bowl, plate, mug, etc.

▪The object’s name cannot be changed without breaking the item. A mug can no longer be called a mug if it breaks; thus, the nāmarūpa of an inert object does not change until the rūpa breaks into parts. 

▪An inert object does not have mental aspects (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa), so “nāma” is used only as a “label” for identifying it. 

Three Types of “Nāmarūpa” Associated with a Human

2. “Nāma” (name) of a sentient being is not just associated with just the shape; they have “mental aspects” associated with them. 

▪Sentient beings in different realms have “bodies” with differing complexities. Humans and animals have the highest complexities, with an additional stage of a manomaya kāya (gandhabba) making a series of “dense bodies” during their existence. Let us focus on a human for this discussion. Just after the death of a dense body, a human’s “form” remain the same. But the mental aspects (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) are no longer associated with that dead body. Thus, a human’s nāma can be separated from its physical form (rūpa.) 

▪However, the “primary body” of that human (manomaya kāya) survives the death of the “dense body.”  It emerges from the dead body and remains with that invisible body (and the mental aspects) until pulled into a womb. It can make many “dense bodies” during its lifetime. The “rūpa” part of the gandhabba is the hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) and a set of pasāda rūpa. 

▪But that human gandhabba also dies at some point at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. But that is not the end because a moment later, a new manomaya kāya with a new hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) and a set of pasāda rūpa is created by kammic energy. (That manomaya kāya may or may not lead to a “dense body,” depending on the realm it was born into.)

▪The above process continues non-stop until dying as an Arahant at some point.

3. Thus, we can see that three primary types of “nāmarūpa” can be associated with a sentient being. 

i.The first type of nāmarūpa helps create “dhammā” (energy to combine nāma and rūpa) in the Idappaccayatā PS.

ii.The second type of nāmarūpa arises in Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda, where nāma and rūpa combine to form the basis of human life (hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa.) This is the “mental body” or “gandhabba” produced by kammic energy!

iii.When that gandhabba “descends to a womb” later and merges with a zygote, that is the third type of nāmarūpa (that leads to the formation of a “dense human body.”) This last step is there only in the human and animal realms.

▪The mental aspects (nāma) continue as the four mental aggregates (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) and never separate from the rūpa (rūpakkhandha) at any point.

▪That process stops only at the death of an Arahant.

Significant Differences Between Nāmarūpa of Inert Objects and Sentient Beings

4. As we saw in #1 above, nāma and rūpa of the nāmarūpa of an inert object can be separated. That happens when the rūpa breaks into parts. If a mug breaks, it can no longer be called a mug. 

▪However, as we saw in #2 and #3, the nāmarūpa of a sentient being can be genuinely separated only at the death of an Arahant. That is equivalent to breaking an inert object. Thus, for a living being, the “real break” of nāmarūpa happens only at the death of an Arahant. 

▪That is the “complete separation from this world of 31 realms” (i.e., complete cessation of suffering) or “full Nibbāna” or “Parinibbāna.”

▪Until then, the physical form of that lifestream can break and take different forms. However, the nāmarūpa stream continues as the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha.)

▪In addition, there are other subtle types of nāmarūpa associated with sentient beings. 

Nāmarūpa as “Mental Impressions of Rūpa”

5. an entirely different category of nāmarūpa involved in kamma accumulation (or the creation of “dhammā” per #3(i) above.) That is yet another aspect of nāmarūpa critical to understand. 

▪In Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS), a wholly different and unique type of nāmarūpa comes into play. We discussed that in the previous post, “Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.” 

▪They are “impressions of nāmarūpa associated with external rūpa.” They arise in one’s mind! It is a good idea to re-read “Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪As discussed in that post, kammic energies are created during that process. Such kammic energies will stay in viññāṇa dhātu as “dhammā” until their vipāka appear.

▪Some of these kammic energies grow and can bring future rebirths via Uppatti PS. That involves yet another type of nāmarūpa.

6. As we can see, “dhammā” are the precursors to all existences! Furthermore, “dhammā” are created by the mind (in javana citta), as we saw in “Nāmarūpa in Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪That is why the Buddha stated, “Manopubbaṅgamā Dhammā..”

▪Now, let us start from the “dhammā” stage and go through the three stages in #3 above.

Nāmarūpa in Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda

7. In Uppatti PS, a new type of nāmarūpa is created by kammic energy with a strong “dhammā” (kamma bīja) making contact with the mind at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. That is the “invisible body” (rūpa) with a hadaya vatthu and a set of pasāda rūpa.

▪Depending on the realm of birth, it could be Brahma, Deva, etc. Those who start a new existence in the human or animal realm have a unique name of gandhabba.

▪They all have associated nāmarūpa, i.e., a set of subtle rūpa (hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa) and associated nāma (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.)

▪A sentient being is ALWAYS associated with the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha.)

▪Note that even though a new set of hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa is created at the paṭisandhi moment, it is the continuation of an existing pañcakkhandha.

▪Then there is yet another type of nāmarūpa created when a gandhabba “descends to a womb.”

Another Type of Nāmarūpa for Animals and Humans

8. In the third step, that gandhabba “descends to a womb” and merges with a zygote generated by an egg and a sperm. This is described in the  “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahātaṇhāsaṅkhaya Sutta (MN 38).” 

▪A better English translation is in “WebLink: suttacentral: The Greater Discourse on the Destruction of Craving (MN 38)” under the section “The Round of Existence: Conception to Maturity” as follows: “Bhikkhus, the descent of the embryo takes place through the union of three things. Here, there is the union of the mother and father, but the mother is not in season, and the gandhabba is not present—in this case, no descent of an embryo takes place. Here, there is the union of the mother and father, and the mother is in season, but the gandhabba is not present—in this case, too, no descent of the embryo takes place. But when there is the union of the mother and father, and the mother is in season, and the gandhabba is present, through the union of these three things, the descent of the embryo takes place.”

▪This “seed of a human with a physical body” has a denser rūpa and is assigned a name (human baby). Upon leaving the womb, that baby grows into a particular physical form (rūpa.)  

The “Essence” of a Human is the Gandhabba (Hadaya Vatthu and Pasāda Rūpa)

9. The set of ajjhatta rūpa (hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa) defines a living being.  It is also the primary type of nāmarūpa because it can generate nāma without the dense human body! 

▪“Nāma” arises at the “seat of the mind” (hadaya vatthu) with the help of the five pasāda rūpa. Each pasāda rūpa is a “doorway” to the hadaya vatthu. For example, when a vaṇṇa rūpa makes contact with the cakkhu pasāda rūpa, an impression of that vaṇṇa rūpa is transferred to the hadaya vatthu.

▪We can see that this primary type of nāmarūpa (ajjhatta rūpa) has the remarkable ability to generate nāma or “mental attributes”: vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and vipāka viññāṇa.

▪This set of ajjhatta rūpa is called the “mental body” or gandhabba. It has the unique ability to generate nāma upon interactions with the five types of external rūpa.

▪Hadaya vatthu and each of the pasāda rūpa are the sizes of a suddhaṭṭhaka, which is unimaginably tiny. See #12 below.

10. Some living beings, particularly the Brahmas in the highest 20 realms, have only such a “mental body.” They do not have dense physical bodies like humans or animals.

▪Rūpāvacara Brahmas in the first 16 Brahma realms have hadaya vatthu and two pasāda rūpa (cakkhu and sota.) Thus they can only see and hear.

▪Arūpāvacara Brahmas in the four arūpāvacara Brahma realms have only the hadaya vatthu. They cannot see or hear either. But they can think!

Internal (Ajjhatta) Rūpa Are Not Inert

11. The critical observation is that the set of internal rūpa (hadaya vatthu and the set of pasāda rūpa) are not inert. That set is the “mental body” or “manomaya kāya.“

▪Internal rūpa are the ONLY rūpa that can give rise to nāma (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, vipāka viññāṇa.)

▪The Pāli word “nāma” can mean “to bend/adjust” (in Sinhala, නම්‍යතාවය.) The internal rūpā generated by kammic energy is compatible with that existence. For example, a ball of clay can be molded into the shape of a mug. That mug is given the same “mug” because of its shape. That meaning holds for the “nāma” of an insert rūpa.

▪Our dense physical bodies (like plants) are made of inert matter. “Consciousness” arises ONLY in the “mental body.”

▪This is why current “Artificial Intelligence” (AI) efforts will NEVER lead to “consciousness” or “sentience.” AI will be able to speed up processes but will never be “sentient,” i.e., will never be able to generate nāma (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa.)

Size of a Suddhaṭṭhaka

12. Any “rūpa” (experienced with the five physical senses) is above the suddhaṭṭhaka stage. A suddhaṭṭhaka is the smallest “rūpa” defined by the Buddha.

▪Thus, a “rūpa” can be light, sound, food particles, particles that carry odors (scents), or physical touch experienced by the body.

13. The easiest way is to look at particles of light or photons.

▪A photon in the visible range is about 2 eV in energy units.

▪In comparison, the “mass” of a proton (roughly the mass of the smallest atom) is about 938 MeV or roughly a billion eV.

▪Therefore, a photon in the visible range is about a billion times smaller than an atom. A suddhaṭṭhaka is smaller than any particle detected by scientists. Thus, a suddhaṭṭhaka has energy much less than 2 eV and is more than a billion times smaller than an atom.

▪Of course, the Buddha could not give such an analogy those days since people knew nothing about atoms and photons. We are fortunate to be able to make such comparisons these days.

14. Such unimaginably small energies can be created by javana citta in our minds when “energized” by lobha, dosa, or moha. Yet it has abilities unmatched by any force in the universe. This is “mind power.” There are many popular books about the “power of the mind,” but they do not know that the origin of mind power is javana citta!

▪As we have discussed, a hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) or a pasāda rūpa (like cakkhu, sota,..kāya responsible for the detection of the five types of external rūpa) is a single suddhaṭṭhaka each.

▪For example, a cakkhu pasāda rūpa that detects light is a single suddhaṭṭhaka. A hadaya vatthu (seat of the mind) is a single suddhaṭṭhaka.

15. Our physical bodies (that are hugely bigger) are just inert shells “powered by” such an unimaginably tiny set of hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa.

▪One analogy is to consider an oak tree and a seed that gives rise to it. That tiny seed gets all the “material” from the earth and grows into a huge tree.

▪In the same way, a tiny gandhabba (with a set of hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa) has the “blueprint for the physical body.” It grows by taking in food, first from the mother and then eating.

▪Ironically, the most critical set of nāmarūpa consists of several suddhaṭṭhaka-size entities (manomaya kāya.)
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Nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa explains how the rebirth process can be ended.

What Does Pariccheda Mean?

1. Nāmarūpa can have a few different (but related) meanings depending on the context, i.e., where it is used. But the most important meaning is associated with the “nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa.”

▪When one has the nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa, one understands how the mind is related to the matter, i.e., how viññāṇa acts as the critical link between mind and matter. 

▪Here “pari” means “complete” or “comprehensive”; “uccheda” means to “cut off” or “eradicate.” Thus  nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa, means the knowledge or understanding how nāmarūpa are generated via kamma viññāṇa at the “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” step in  Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS).

▪The two previous posts in this series provided more related information. This post wraps up that discussion; see “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means” and “Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter.”

A Sotāpanna Has Nāmarūpa Pariccheda Ñāṇa

2. In the context of nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa, nāmarūpa refers to how living beings in different realms have rūpa corresponding to their mental attributes, i.e., nāma.

▪For example, a dog also has consciousness (viññāṇa), feelings (vedanā), perception (saññā), and thinking (saṅkhāra) differently than a human. It does not have an upright body like a human because the kamma that led to “dog bhava” was done with a “crooked deed.” i.e., with lobha, dosa, and moha.

▪Humans would have higher “mental qualities” and an upright physical body. A Brahma has an invisible trace of matter as a “body” and will have mental aspects different from a human or a dog.

▪The same lifestream can be born with nāmarūpa associated with any of the 31 realms in this world. That takes place according to Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS.) 

▪When one understands how one’s thoughts, speech, and actions can lead to births in different realms, one has nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa, and one is a Sotāpanna. With that understanding, a Sotāpanna knows that the rebirth process can be ended, thus the name nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa.

Different Types of Nāmarūpa

3. It is also important to note that nāmarūpa can be of several varieties:

▪When written as two words (nāma rūpa,) nāma refers to mental attributes, and rūpa relates to matter. There, nāma rūpa refers to mind AND matter.

▪With viññāṇa, nāma COMBINES with rūpa and creates nāmarūpa — imprints for future rebirths — which eventually lead to fully-formed living beings. This happens at the “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” step in uppatti PS.

▪Such nāmarūpa are very fine rūpa, which are below the suddhaṭṭhaka stage created by viññāṇa in uppatti PS and are part of dhammā. Thus nāmarūpa are distinct from the more dense rūpa that we experience with the five physical senses; see, “What are rūpa? – Dhammā are rūpa too!.”

▪We also talk about nāmarūpa, referring to visuals in our minds; these are also related to the fine rūpa.  For example, an alcoholic will visualize scenes of a drinking party they plan to attend. That comes in Idappaccayatā PS; see, “Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Kamma Viññāṇa Create Nāmarūpa

4. Here, it is significant to note that in PS, it is the “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” step that separates the previous steps involving the mind from those involving rūpa.  Now we have “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana,” affecting internal rūpa (the sensory faculties.)

▪Then those salāyatana make contact with external rūpa with samphassa (“defiled contact”): “salāyatana paccayā phassa.”

▪That gives rise to samphassa-jā-vedanā, a defiled vedanā. It has gone beyond just a nāma, i.e., vedanā (acknowledgment of an event.) It is associated with a nāmarūpa.

▪If that vedanā lead to samphassa-jā-vedanā, then the Akusala-Mūla PS process proceeds with “taṇhā paccayā upādāna,” and we start generating vacī saṅkhāra with avijjā. Then Akusala-mūla PS process re-starts at the “avijjā paccayā (abhi)saṅkhāra.” See “Taṇhā Paccayā Upādāna – Critical Step in Paṭicca Samuppāda” and “Difference Between Taṇhā and Upādāna” for details.

▪So, we can see that kamma viññāṇa plays a crucial role in bridging nāma with rūpa. It is imperative to read and understand the above two posts.

Kamma Viññāṇa Creates a Human Gandhabba

5. Kamma viññāṇa with kammic energy are created in javana citta. That kammic energy may start small but can grow with repeated generations of abhisaṅkhāra and grow to become a kamma bījā that can give rise to a new bhava. That kamma bījā then gives rise to a very subtle mental body  (gandhabba), providing the “seed” for the dense physical body.

▪That happens at the “upādāna paccayā bhava” step giving rise to a gandhabba, which is a very tiny rūpa that is a “packet of energy.”

▪Then at the “bhava paccayā jāti” step, gandhabba enters a womb and starts a new physical body.

▪Just like a tiny seed can grow into a massive tree by taking in water and nutrients from the soil, an unimaginably small gandhabba gives rise to the heavy human body by taking in food. The only difference is that while a gandhabba or a human has a mind, a seed or a tree does not.

A Human Body Arises from a Human Gandhabba 

6. Our solid physical body starts with a gandhabba — smaller than the first cell made by the reunion of mother and father (zygote) — descending to a womb and taking hold of that zygote in the womb. We recall that the Buddha also called this event “a viññāṇa descending to the womb”; see below and also “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” The posts in this series show us why the “gandhabba descending” can also be called “(kamma)viññāṇa descending.”

▪The complex process of this single zygote growing into an adult human is discussed in “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪Therefore, the “seed” to bring up this physical body of several hundred pounds (tens of kg) was the kammic energy created in the paṭisandhi viññāṇa, which gave rise to a gandhabba consisting of just a few suddhaṭṭhaka.

A Gandhabba Is a Set of “Energized Suddhaṭṭhaka”

7. This primary mechanism of how a suddhaṭṭhaka — the smallest unit of matter (billion times smaller than an atom in modern science) — is created with the mind was discussed in the post, “The Origin of Matter – Suddhaṭṭhaka” in the Abhidhamma section. But in this subsection on nāmarūpa, we are talking about it with a more simple, fundamental analysis that everyone can understand (if they have grasped the fundamentals.)

▪Furthermore, those with abhiññā powers can intensify the kammic energy in javana citta in jhānā (specifically in jhāna samāpatti) and create matter directly too. We can compare that to the difference between a regular lamp that puts out a bit of light and a laser that puts out intense light that can cut through metal; see “Javana of a Citta – The Root of Mental Power.”

▪When we dive deeper into Buddha Dhamma, we can see that some phenomena that seem “supernatural” (like creating a flower using mind energy) are indeed possible. But that ability to create matter requires purifying the mind to very high levels.

Gandhabba Descending to a Womb

8. The Buddha described how the paṭisandhi viññāṇa (which is the same as the gandhabba) “descends” to the womb of the mother and starts the process in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Nidāna Sutta (DN 15)” where he has the following exchange with Ven. Ānanda:

“Viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpan’ti iti kho panetaṁ vuttaṁ, tadānanda, imināpetaṁ pariyāyena veditabbaṁ, yathā viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpaṁ. Viññāṇañca hi, ānanda, mātukucchismiṁ na okkamissatha, api nu kho nāmarūpaṁ mātukucchismiṁ samuccissathā”ti? “No hetaṁ, bhante.” “Viññāṇañca hi, ānanda, mātukucchismiṁ okkamitvā vokkamissatha, api nu kho nāmarūpaṁ itthattāya abhinibbattissathā”ti? “No hetaṁ, bhante.” “Viññāṇañca hi, ānanda, daharasseva sato vocchijjissatha kumārakassa vā kumārikāya vā, api nu kho nāmarūpaṁ vuddhiṁ virūḷhiṁ vepullaṁ āpajjissathā”ti? “No hetaṁ, bhante.” “Tasmātihānanda, eseva hetu etaṁ nidānaṁ esa samudayo esa paccayo nāmarūpassa—yadidaṁ viññāṇaṁ.”

Here is the English translation:

“It was said: ‘With consciousness as condition, there is nāmarūpa (normally translated as mentality-materiality;  which in this case is the gandhabba).’

How that is so, Ānanda, should be understood in this way: If consciousness (Viññāṇañca) were not to descend (na okkamissatha) into the mother’s womb, would that nāmarūpa take shape in the womb?”

“Certainly not, venerable sir.”

“If, after descending (okkamitvā) into the womb, consciousness were to depart (vokkamissatha), would that  nāmarūpa be generated into this present state of being?”

(Note: this happens in the case of a natural termination of pregnancy (i.e., a miscarriage), where the gandhabba comes out of the womb on its own because it is not a suitable match).

“Certainly not, venerable sir.”

“If the consciousness of a young boy or girl (kumārakassa vā kumārikāya vā) were to come out, would that  nāmarūpa grow up, develop, and reach maturity?”

“Certainly not, venerable sir.”

“Therefore, Ānanda, this is the cause, source, origin, and condition (eseva hetu etaṁ nidānaṁ esa samudayo) for nāmarūpa, namely, defiled consciousness/kamma viññāṇa (yadidaṁ viññāṇaṁ).

9. Therefore, it is pretty clear that the kammic energy of the paṭisandhi viññāṇa “descends” to the womb and gives rise to the physical body. gandhabba is another term for paṭisandhi viññāṇa descending to the womb; it is also called “manomaya kāya.” Note that the sex of the baby is already defined at the gandhabba stage.

▪Sometimes the gandhabba in a human body can come out in a stressful situation; see “Out-of-Body Experience (OBE) and Manomaya Kāya.” The Buddha compared a gandhabba coming out of a physical body to a sword being pulled out of the sheath. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).”

Paṭisandhi Does Not Happen in a Womb

10. The erroneous concept of a paṭisandhi taking place in a womb is nowhere in the Tipiṭaka. Note that in the above verse in #8, the term okkanti is used to describe the descent of the paṭisandhi viññāṇa to the womb, and the word “paṭisandhi” is not there. Paṭisandhi took place in the previous life, at the end of that bhava; see “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

▪Furthermore, if paṭisandhi took place in the womb, a human bhava would last only until death. Then, since human bhava is so rare, rebirth accounts cannot be accounted for (children recall their previous human lives only several years before). See “How the Buddha Described the Chance of Rebirth in the Human Realm.“

▪Some criticize the concept of a gandhabba, saying it is a Mahāyāna concept about an “antarā bhava.” Of course, there is no antarā bhava, i.e., no gap exists between two adjacent “bhava.” Cuti (end of one bhava) is followed by grasping the next bhava in the next thought moment; see “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

11. A human gandhabba may be born with a human body many times before the kammic energy for the human bhava runs out, and they are born in another existence (as a deva, animal, etc.); see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪During that whole time, the human gandhabba lives moving from one body to another and spending the time “in-between successive human bodies” in para loka;  see “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Para Loka).”

▪I keep repeating things because these are essential points. The “Search” box on the top right is an excellent resource for finding relevant posts if there are still questions. The Pure Dhamma – Sitemap is another good resource.

Mano Pubbangamā Dhammā – Paṭisandhi viññāṇa (Gandhabba) Created by Mind

12. This connection between mind and matter (nāma and rūpa) — combined via viññāṇa to create nāmarūpa — is what the Buddha meant when he said that “mano pubbangamā dhammā,” i.e., “the mind is the precursor to all dhamma.”

▪When one understands that point, one is said to have the “nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa.”

▪We have all the significant components essentially in place now, and there may be some who can see the “whole picture” at least vaguely. But more minor pieces still need to be added to clarify the picture.

▪However, the picture will not be clear if a critical piece is not understood. Please do not hesitate to comment if you have questions. Even if it is clear to me, I may not be conveying it optimally, and I can improve it with your input.

Grasping Concepts Is Critical

13. I must emphasize that one could be a Sotāpanna and may not even know about the term “nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa.” 

▪What is needed for the Sotāpanna stage is a grasp of Paṭicca Samuppāda. That also means comprehending Tilakkhaṇa, the anicca nature of this world. Thus, a Sotāpanna may not have even heard about the term “nāmarūpa pariccheda ñāṇa” but would KNOW the concept.

▪The details discussed in this subsection dispel doubts about Buddha Dhamma’s consistency and illustrate that it can explain mental phenomena to profoundly deep levels. Furthermore, it can give confidence to those who doubt the validity of critical concepts in Buddha Dhamma (laws of kamma, rebirth, gandhabba, etc.).
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An experience-based process of practicing Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism) is discussed with English discourses. Belief in rebirth process is not needed at beginning.

oSubsection: Essential Buddhism

▪Four Noble Truths – Suffering and Its Elimination

▪Introduction to Citta, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, and Viññāṇa

▪Viññāṇa – Consciousness Together With Future Expectations

▪Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa

▪Viññāṇa and Saṅkhāra – Connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda

▪Breath Meditation Is Addictive and Harmful in the Long Run

▪Ānāpānasati Eliminates Mental Stress Permanently

▪Ānāpāna and Satipaṭṭhāna – Fundamentals

▪Sati in Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna – Two Meanings of Sati

oSubsection: Living Dhamma – Overview

▪Living Dhamma – Introduction

▪Peace of Mind to Nibbāna – The Key Step

▪Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth (with first Desanā “The Hidden Suffering that We All Can Understand”; desanā title different from post title)

oSubsection: Dhamma with Less Pāli

▪Buddha Dhamma for an Inquiring Mind – Part I

▪Root of All Suffering – Ten Immoral Actions (with the Desanā “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).”

▪Is Suffering the Same as the First Noble Truth on Suffering?

▪Dhamma, Saṅkhāra, Sankata, Rūpa, Viññāṇa, Gati, Āsava, Anusaya

▪Complexity of the Mind – Viññāṇa and Saṅkhāra

▪Citta, Mano, Viññāṇa – Nine Stages of Mind Contamination

oSubsection: Living Dhamma – Fundamentals

▪What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika

▪Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities (with Desanā 2)

▪Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life (with Desanā 3)

▪How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts? (with Desanā 4; in two parts)

▪Noble Eightfold Path – Role of Sobhana Cetasika

▪Getting to Samādhi (with Desanā 5)

▪Sexual Orientation – Effects of Kamma and Gati (Saṅkhāra)

oSubsection: Mundane Sammā Samādhi

▪Micchā Diṭṭhi – Connection to Hetu Phala (Cause and Effect) (with Desanā 6)

▪Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda (with Desanā 7)

▪Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda II (with Desanā 8)

oSubsection: Transition to Noble Eightfold Path

▪Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?

▪Sīla, Samādhi, Paññā to Paññā, Sīla, Samādhi

▪Ye Dhammā Hetuppabhavā.. and Yam Kiñci Samudaya Dhammam..

oSubsection: Samādhi, Jhāna (Dhyāna), Magga Phala

▪Samādhi, Jhāna, Magga Phala – Introduction

▪Vitakka, Vicāra, Savitakka, Savicāra, and Avitakka, Avicāra

▪Jhānic Experience in Detail – Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2)

▪Ascendance to Nibbāna via Jhāna (Dhyāna)

▪Paññāvimutti – Arahanthood without Jhāna

▪Mundane versus Supramundane Jhāna

▪Nirodha Samāpatti, Phala Samāpatti, Jhāna, and Jhāna Samāpatti

oSubsection: Mental Body – Gandhabba

▪Our Mental Body – Gandhabba

▪Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka

▪Antarabhava and Gandhabba

▪Ānantariya Kamma – Connection to Gandhabba

▪Mental Body (Gandhabba) – Personal Accounts

▪Abnormal Births Due to Gandhabba Transformations



▪Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage

▪Working of Kammā – Critical Role of Conditions
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Comments/questions at the puredhamma discussion forum: “WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Forums.” The registration process and guidelines are at: “WebLink: puredhamma.net: Pure Dhamma Discussion Forum Guidelines.” I can also be reached via email: lal@puredhamma.net.
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Four Noble Truths are discussed. The Buddha said, “my teachings have not been known in this world previously.” It is about stopping future suffering. 

Introduction

1. The First Noble Truth is about the suffering we can stop from arising.

▪The second describes how suffering arises from our cravings (which we manifest via saṅkhāra that we generate willingly, as we have discussed; see, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means”). I will write a simpler version in the next post.

▪The Third Noble Truth says we can stop future suffering by eliminating those cravings. That REQUIRES an understanding of the broader worldview of the Buddha with the rebirth process within the 31 realms.

▪The Fourth Noble Truth is the path to acquiring that understanding by “learning and living” that Dhammā (following the Noble Eightfold Path).

2. The Buddha said, “my Dhammā has not been previously known in this world.”

▪What is new about knowing that there is suffering around us? Everybody knows there is suffering from old age, diseases, poverty, etc. One does not have to be a Buddhist to see that.

▪So, we need to figure out “what is new” about suffering explained in the First Noble Truth.

The First Noble Truth – What is Suffering

3. I have discussed the First Noble Truth in the post, “Essence of Buddhism – In the First Sutta.” Summary:

“Birth is suffering, getting old is suffering, getting sick is suffering, dying is suffering. Having to associate with things one does not like is suffering, and so is separation from those things one likes. If one does not get what one likes (icchā), that is suffering – in brief, the origin of suffering is the craving for the five aggregates of rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa (pañcupādānakkhandha). All we crave in this world are represented by pancupādānakkhandha (upādāna or craving for the pañcakkhandha). [saṅkhittena means through overthrown by defilements, khitta : [pp. of khipati] thrown; overthrown; casted away; upset.] 

▪(Here, I have translated upādāna as craving. However, the word upādāna CANNOT BE translated by just one word. It is a good idea to grasp the meaning. See,  “Concepts of Upādāna and Upādānakkhandha.”)

▪There is a deeper meaning in part, “If one does not get what one likes (iccha), that is suffering.” That is connected to the anicca nature.

4. Just as in science, something comes about due to causes. Our present life as humans has come about due to causes (kamma) done in the past. Some of those were “good kamma,” which is why we can enjoy some pleasures. Bad kammā has led to instances of suffering.

▪But there are lower realms, including the animal realm, where suffering is much higher. Bad kammā lead to such births.

▪Suffering in the four lowest realms is real suffering. That is what we first need to focus on.

▪And all that suffering arises because we crave things in this world because of our avijjā (not comprehending the Four Noble Truths).

5. Seeing this hidden suffering is indeed difficult. When the Buddha attained Buddhahood, he was worried about whether he could convey these deep ideas to most people.

▪It is natural to seek pleasure and happiness. Some people act immorally, seeking such pleasures. The consequences of such immoral acts are not apparent. We can see a stone thrown up and coming down, but we cannot see any bad consequences to the drug dealer who seems to be enjoying life.

The Second Noble Truth – Causes for Future Suffering

6. The cause of future suffering is indicated indirectly in the First Noble Truth: Craving sensory pleasures. Suppose we do immoral things to get such sensory pleasures. The worst outcomes (rebirths in the apāyā) will result.

▪For example, person X may kill another person to get money or marry his wife. Even though X may accomplish that goal and “enjoy life” for even 100 years, that is nothing compared to the millions of years of future suffering X will go through due to his immoral action.

7. When a fish bites the bait, it does not see the suffering hidden in that action. Looking from the ground, we can see the whole picture and know what will happen to the fish if it bites the bait. But the fish cannot see that whole picture and thus does not see the hidden suffering. It only sees a delicious bit of food.

▪In the same way, if we do not know about the wider world of 31 realms (with the suffering-filled four lowest realms), we only focus on what is easily accessible to our six senses.

▪To comprehend suffering through repeated rebirths, one needs to comprehend that most suffering is encountered in the 4 lowest realms (apāyā); see, “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma” at puredhamma.net.

▪Thus, stopping suffering requires one to be mindful of one’s actions and stop doing bad vacī and kāya saṅkhāra (i.e., immoral thinking, speech, and deeds).

8. Therefore, the “previously unheard truth about suffering” that the Buddha revealed is the suffering hidden in sense pleasures. The level of suffering depends on what we do (vacī and kāya saṅkhāra) to get those pleasures. If they are immoral, then the worst suffering in the apāyā will result.

▪We believe that those sensory pleasures are to be valued and enjoyed. That is because we do not immediately see the consequences of our harmful actions that we do to get those sensory pleasures.

▪For example, if one rapes a woman to get enjoyment for a short time, one could be spending millions of years as an animal in the future because of that immoral action.

▪However, it may not be easy to grasp this point. One needs to advance step-by-step; see, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?.”

▪The first step to reducing suffering in the future is to avoid doing evil deeds (kamma) via thoughts, speech, and bodily actions (again, these are associated with mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra).

▪Therefore, we create our own future happiness via puñña abhisaṅkhāra (good saṅkhāra) or future suffering via apuñña abhisaṅkhāra (bad saṅkhāra).

The Third Noble Truth – How to Stop Future Suffering

9. As discussed above, such suffering can arise in this life due to our own (apuññābhi) saṅkhāra (which we generate to satisfy our cravings).

▪In the same way, one can stop ALL FUTURE SUFFERING by controlling our saṅkhāra.

▪We attach to things with greed and hate via saṅkhāra, because of our ignorance of the Four Noble Truths (avijjā). As we have discussed, this is the first step in Paṭicca Samuppāda leading to “the whole mass of suffering”: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra.”

10. The Third Noble Truth is about what can be achieved by systematically removing those causes.

▪ Nirāmisa sukha increases from the point of embarking on the Path and has four levels of PERMANENT increases starting at the Sotāpanna stage and culminating at the Arahant stage. See, for example, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”

11. To stop the rising of “bad saṅkhāra” we need to do two things: (1) remove avijjā by learning true Dhamma, and (2) make use of our free will to get control of our saṅkhāra (this is the basis of Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna).

▪A systematic way to achieve this is stated in the Fourth Noble Truth.

The Fourth Noble Truth – The Way to Stop Future Suffering

12. The second Noble Truth describes those CAUSES we need to work on. The root causes are greed, hate, and ignorance, but they need to be removed mainly via understanding the Three Characteristics (Tilakkhaṇa) and also via removing our bad sansāric habits; see a series of posts starting with, “Habits, Goals, Character (Gati)” to “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavas.”

▪The way to achieve this is to follow the Noble Eightfold Path: Sammā Diṭṭhi (understanding what is embedded in the Four Noble Truths), and then thinking (saṅkappa), speaking (vācā) , acting (kammanta), living one’s whole life that way (ājīva), striving harder (vāyāma), getting to the right mindset (sati), and finally to samādhi.

13. When we follow the Noble Eightfold Path, nirāmisa sukha arises first, and then various stages of Nibbāna.

▪Nirāmisa sukha starts when one lives a moral life (see “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)” and follow-up posts).

▪The root causes of immoral behavior are greed, hate, and ignorance. We can reduce ignorance to the level of the Sotāpanna stage just via comprehending the Three Characteristics of “this world of 31 realms,” i.e., anicca, dukkha, anatta; see, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta – Wrong Interpretations,” and the follow-up posts. It is that powerful.

Why Is It Hard to See the “Hidden Suffering”? – Time Lag

14. The main problem in clearly seeing the “cause and effect of mind actions” is that the results of those actions have a time delay and that the time delay itself is not predictable.

▪In contrast, it is easy to predict what will happen with material things (moving an object, a vehicle, a rocket, etc.). The success of physical sciences is due to this reason. Once the underlying laws are found (laws of gravity, laws of motion, electromagnetism, nuclear forces, quantum mechanics, etc.), one has complete control.

15. But the mind is very different. To begin with, no two minds work the same way. Under a given set of conditions, each mind will choose to act differently. With physical objects, that is not so; under a given set of conditions, what will happen can be predicted accurately.

▪Effects of some actions (kamma) may not materialize in this life and sometimes may come to fruition only in many lives down the road (but with accumulated interest).

▪Even in this life, mental phenomena are complex: This is why economics is not a “real science.” It involves how people sometimes act “irrationally” for perceived gains. No economic theory can precisely predict how a given stock market will perform.

16. This “cause and effect” that involves the mind is the principle of kamma and kamma vipāka in Buddha Dhamma.

▪But unlike in Hinduism, Kamma is not deterministic, i.e., not all kamma vipāka have to come to fruition; see, “What is Kamma? Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

▪Suitable CONDITIONS must be there to bring good or bad kamma vipāka to fruition. That is why kamma is not deterministic, and we can stop ALL future suffering.

▪We need to get rid of avijjā and taṇhā, two critical steps in Paṭicca Samuppāda. That is how Aṅgulimāla overcame all that bad kamma of killing almost 1000 people.

We Can Eliminate Only a Part of the Suffering Encountered in This Life 

Finally, let us look into what kind of suffering can be stopped from arising and gain confidence in Buddha Dhamma. One does not need to believe Buddha’s teachings blindly.

17. There are two types of vedanā (feelings); see, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways.”

▪First is due to kamma vipāka. 

▪The second is mental suffering due to saṅkhāra (via attachment to sensual pleasures and friction (paṭigha) due to things we don’t like). This could lead to depression.

18. This life is the RESULT of past kamma. Once life starts, it cannot be stopped until “its kammic energy” is exhausted. This life WILL end up in old age, decay, and eventual death.

▪Therefore, if someone has aches and pains due to old age, it is impossible to get rid of them other than to use medications or therapy to lessen and manage the pain.

▪Even the Buddha had back pain due to old age and had a severe stomach ache at the end.

▪One may get injured, come down with a disease, etc.

▪All these are due to kamma vipāka.

19. On the other hand, it is possible to stop the second type (“mental suffering”) that arises due to our own way of thinking (again, our own vacī saṅkhāra).

▪Therefore, we can EXPERIENCE the relief from suffering (called nirāmisa sukha) in this life itself.

▪The suffering (or vedanā) that a living Arahant has eliminated is called “samphassa jā vedanā.” This is what leads to depression in some people.

▪Here, “samphassa” is “saŋ” + “phassa,” or “contact with one’s defilements (saŋ)”; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

Humans Have Free Will to Eliminate Future Suffering

20. The life we have as humans is a RESULT of a past good deed – a dog’s or an ant’s life results from a past deed by that sentient being.

▪And what happens to us in this life is a COMBINATION of what we have done in the past (kamma vipāka) AND what we do in this life.

▪What happens to an animal is MOSTLY due to kamma vipāka from the past.

▪The difference between a human and an animal is that the animal has little control over what will happen to it. But human birth is a special one: We have a higher level mind that CAN change the future to some extent, and with possible enormous consequences.

▪We have free will, and animals (or those beings in other lower realms) do not. We can control our saṅkhāra, and they cannot. It is hard to get a human birth. We should not waste this opportunity.
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Introduction

1. The Pāli words citta, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are mistranslated in most current literature as thought, feeling, perception, mental formations, and consciousness, respectively.

▪The last four (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa) are critical concepts in Buddha Dhamma. They represent the four mental aggregates.

2. The word saṅkhāra is generally translated as “mental formations.” It does not convey the meaning at all. Viññāṇa translated as just “consciousness,” and that is simply wrong.

▪Saṅkhāra is associated with “emotions,” so we need to make the connection to emotions. In particular, we get attached to some things and are repulsed by others. In both cases, we generate a wide variety of emotions that lead to three types of saṅkhāra in our minds.

▪They are puññābhisaṅkhāra (puñña abhisaṅkhāra,) apuññābhisaṅkhāra (apuñña abhisaṅkhāra,) and āneñjābhisaṅkhāra (āneñja abhisaṅkhāra.) In simple terms, that means moral thoughts/deeds, immoral thoughts/deeds, and the cultivation of arūpāvacara jhāna. For details, see, “Kamma, Saṅkhāra, and Abhisaṅkhāra – What Is “Intention”?“

Pāli to English Translations – Conventional Meanings

3. The following are the descriptions or definitions that I found online, which seem to be closest to the Pāli words.

Thought (for citta): “an idea or opinion produced by thinking or occurring suddenly in mind.”

Feelings (for vedanā): Normally used together with emotion. For example, a “feeling of joy.”

Perception (for saññā):  recognition. For example, a flower is a “rose” and its color is “red.”

Emotions (for saṅkhāra): Some define emotions as: “joy-sadness, anger-compassion, greed-benevolence, etc. etc..”

Consciousness (for viññāṇa): “the state of being awake and aware of one’s surroundings.” However, this will be true only for “vipāka viññāṇa” as discussed in #14 below.

4. That is all modern psychology says, and there are many overlaps there too. There are no universally accepted definitions for those words yet.

▪On the other hand, the Buddha has provided detailed analyses of the Pāli words citta, saññā, vedanā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪Saṅkhāra arises due to emotions. These emotions are called cetasika typically translated as “mental factors.”

▪Therefore, citta, saññā, vedanā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa SEEM TO correspond to the English words thought, perception, feeling, actions based on emotions, and consciousness. But that can lead to many misinterpretations, as we will discuss below.

We Need to Use Pāli Words Like Citta, Saññā, Vedanā, Saṅkhāra, Viññāṇa

5. That is why it is almost impossible to translate those Pāli words into a single English word. The Sinhala language uses the same words; there are no separate Sinhala words for most of the terms in the Paṭicca Samuppāda including vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.

▪It is much better to learn the meaning of each Pāli word and use that word itself.

▪I will briefly discuss some key features to get a basic idea. Other aspects discussed in: “Pāli Dictionaries – Are They Reliable?.”

Citta and Thought – Not Even Close

6. Cittā arise as a series; a single citta never arises by itself.

▪In a sensing event that involves the five physical senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body), a citta vīthi (or a series of citta) arise with 17 cittā. Note that citta is pronounced, “chiththa” and cittā is the plural of citta. See, ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1.”

▪In the case of cittā arising directly in the mind, the basic citta vīthi has 12-14 citta. But in some exceptional cases, there is no limit to the number of citta that can occur (like in jhāna samāpatti).

▪There can be billions of citta vīthi running within “the blink of eye” according to Abhidhamma. The Buddha said that there is nothing in this universe faster than a citta.

▪After reading this post, you may want to read the previous post, “Amazingly Fast Time Evolution of a Thought (Citta).” That could make things clearer.

Citta and Cetasika

7. So you can see that what we call a “thought” is NOT a single citta. What we experience as a “thought” is the overall effect of a large number of citta vīthi.

▪Each citta arises with at least seven cetasika (mental factors). Vedanā and saññā are two of those psychological factors. Once a “good citta” occurs, many of those arise without changing to “bad citta” in the middle. That is why a “given sensory experience” is just called a citta, even though it may have billions of individual citta.

▪There are 52 mental factors (cetasika) that could arise in a citta (“thought”). Thus, a “thought” can be quite complex.

▪If it is a “moral citta,” then it would have some combination of “good mental factors” such as compassion or “fear of wrongdoing” (hiri). There are 25 of them, and only several of them arise at a given time.

▪If it is an “immoral citta,” it would have “bad mental factors” such as greed and hate. There are 14 of them.

▪Those good and bad mental factors (cetasika) never arise together. See, “Cetasika (Mental Factors).”

Vedanā and Saññā – In Every Citta

8. Vedanā and saññā are two specialized types of cetasika. That is why they are treated separately from other cetasika.

▪Both of those arise with every citta.

▪Vedanā basically “feels” that a sense event is happening. There is a sukha vedanā, dukkha vedanā, or a neutral vedanā (more accurately adhukkhamasukha vedanā) associated with EACH sensory event. Therefore, joy is not a vedanā; see #2 above. There are only three types of vedanā.

▪Saññā is responsible for recognizing what the sense object is, based on one’s prior experience with that object. So, one perceives a rose and that it has the color red, for example.

▪Those are, of course, fundamental descriptions.

9. There are 52 cetasika, including vedanā and saññā. Out of the other 50 cetasika, some are included in “saṅkhāra”; which particular cetasika will be involved will depend on the specific situation. They define whether a citta is good or bad.

▪As we mentioned before, vedanā and saññā arise with all citta, good and bad.

▪When one does an immoral deed, some of those “bad cetasika” (called asobhana cetasika) arise with citta.

▪When one does a moral deed, some “good cetasika” (called sobhana cetasika) arise.

Saṅkhāra Are Our Actions Done With Emotions

10. Cetasika represents the English word “emotions.”

▪When we experience those emotions, they are called “mano saṅkhāra.” They arise automatically, according to our gati.

▪When we start thinking consciously about them, they become vacī saṅkhāra; we also speak with vacī saṅkhāra. Here, vacī pronounced “vachee.”

▪If we do bodily actions with such emotions, then those are done with kāya saṅkhāra.

▪So, we can see that “saṅkhāra” are more than emotions. Saṅkhāra is what we think and do with such sentiments. 

▪It is essential to realize that we have control over vacī saṅkhāra and kāya saṅkhāra, but mano saṅkhāra arise automatically based on our gati.

11. To summarize what we have discussed so far:

▪What we experience (and call a thought), is the overall effect of millions of citta vīthi.

▪Current scientific research says a human can only register sense events lasting at least a hundredth of a second (about ten milliseconds). During that time, millions of citta vīthi would have arisen.

▪The sense object is recognized with the saññā cetasika, and accordingly, a sukha, dukkha, or neutral vedanā arises.

▪Based on that recognition (but simultaneously) a set of good or bad cetasika arise.

▪Based on those good or bad sets of cetasika, the mind generates good, and bad saṅkhāra with which we think, speak, and do things.

Emotions Arise Based on One’s Gati and the Sensory Input

12. Thus mano saṅkhāra arises automatically based on our gati (or gathi) and the particular sensory input. If one likes a specific sensory input (based on one’s gati), then one will start thinking about it.

▪So, we consciously think and speak with vacī saṅkhāra based on those emotions (mano saṅkhāra) that initially arise. If our emotions get high enough, we may take bodily actions based on kāya saṅkhāra.

▪All three types of saṅkhāra arise in mind.

13. I need to emphasize the fact that occurring of a set of good or bad cetasika DOES NOT happen arbitrarily. Nothing happens without a cause.

▪Two key factors determine what kind of cetasika arises for a given sense event: (1) One’s gati (pronounced “gathi”), roughly meaning character/habits, and, (2) the particular sense object. 

▪Pāli words are written differently than normal English words. See, ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 1” and ““Tipiṭaka English” Convention Adopted by Early European Scholars – Part 2.”

▪Gati explained in many posts: “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Āsavā),” “How Habits are Formed and Broken – A Scientific View,” “Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control,” are just a few.

Viññāṇa Is the Overall Experience – Plus Future Expectations

14. Finally, viññāṇa represents one’s overall sensory experience (including vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra). That is only one type of viññāṇa: “vipāka viññāṇa.”

▪Viññāṇa has something in addition to those. One may form a future expectation based on that sensory input. That type is “kamma viññāṇa.”

▪If one gets attracted to a given sensory experience, one may keep thinking about it and initiate an expectation to enjoy it further. “Kamma viññāṇa” is that expectation. That creates a kamma bīja that can bring vipāka in the future.

▪More information at: “Viññāṇa – Consciousness Together With Future Expectations” and “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪Thus, it is wrong to translate viññāṇa as just consciousness (or awareness). Specifically, “kamma viññāṇa” is much more than just consciousness.

Expectations Are Only in Mano Viññāṇa 

15. Viññāṇa can be categorized in another way into six types.

▪We become aware of something in our physical world via cakkhu viññāṇa (seeing), sota viññāṇa (hearing), ghāṇa viññāṇa (smelling), jivhā viññāṇa (tasting), and kāya viññāṇa (touching).

▪Then mano viññāṇa takes over, and will decide to act on it — and if needed — to make “future expectations” or “plans.” (Three manodvāra citta vīthi follow each pañcadvāra citta vīthi per Abhidhamma.) [Read WebLink: PDF Download: Process Of Consciousness And Matter – Bhaddanta Dr. Rewata Dhamma in Chapter III – Mind-Door Cognitive Process (Manodvāra Vīthi) under the topic Consequent Mind-Door Process (Tadanuvattika-manodvāra Vīthi).]

▪Therefore, it is the mano viññāṇa that builds expectations for the future, i.e., “kamma viññāṇa” are ALWAYS mano viññāṇa.

▪To emphasize: Kamma bīja that can bring future vipāka are generated only in  mano viññāṇa. The other five types of viññāṇa only bring in the external sensory input, i.e., they are “vipāka viññāṇa”.

Viññāṇa and Saṅkhāra Feed on Each Other

16. For example, cakkhu viññāṇa is like a camera taking a picture (but is still contaminated by gati.) It is mano viññāṇa (in the kamma viññāṇa mode) that takes actions (generates saṅkhāra) based on that sensory input.

▪If the sensory input is attractive, it will try to get “more of such sensory inputs,” i.e., it will initiate a kamma viññāṇa to “achieve that expectation” via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” For example, let us assume that person X sees a new car and “falls in love with it” and makes a viññāṇa (an expectation, which is mental energy) for it.

▪That kamma viññāṇa to “buy that car Y” will be in the subconscious of X. It will be in his subconscious until either he buys the car or it turns out that there is absolutely no way for him to afford it.

17. Days later, he is driving to work and sees a similar car on the road (that is, of course, a cakkhu viññāṇa).

▪Now that kamma viññāṇa to “buy that car Y” will come back to his mind (triggered by that cakkhu viññāṇa. Then, of course, his mano viññāṇa will take over, and his interest in the car will come to his mind.

▪Then we will start generating vacī saṅkhāra (conscious thoughts) about buying that car and how nice it would drive to work in it, etc.). That is the backward step of “viññāṇa paccayā saṅkhāra.” The Paṭicca Samuppāda step “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” runs backward too; see, “Āsevana and Aññamañña Paccayā.”

▪That, in turn, will provide “more food” for that viññāṇa via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.”

▪Therefore, saṅkhāra and kamma viññāṇa “feed on each other.”

One should contemplate these ideas and apply them to other “real life situations.” That is real “insight meditation” or “vipassanā bhāvanā.” It may take time to get used to the real meanings of these keywords.

Resources

18. A reasonably good idea of the structure of Abhidhamma can be gained by reading Bhikkhu Bodhi’s book, “WebLink: PDF download: A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma.”

▪“WebLink: PDF download: Buddha Abhidhamma – Ultimate Science,” by Dr. Mehm Tin Mon is also a good FREE publication.

▪But both of those authors also translate viññāṇa as consciousness. Furthermore, they have translated citta also as consciousness. There are other translation problems too.

▪However, by reviewing those two resources one can see how in-depth and detailed the mind processes are analyzed in Abhidhamma.

▪The “Abhidhamma” section, together with the “Tables and Summaries” section also provides more information on Abhidhamma. Other resource posts are “Pāli Glossary – (A-K)” and “Pāli Glossary – (L-Z).”
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Nibbāna = Stopping of Kamma Viññāṇa

1. Viññāṇa means “without ñāṇa” or without wisdom, i.e., with ignorance. Viññāṇa could also mean “defiled viññāṇa”, i.e., not knowing the consequences of doing dasa akusala. As we will see, there are two main types of viññāṇa (vipāka viññāṇa and kamma viññāṇa) and both are defiled. 

▪However, it is the kamma viññāṇa that is responsible for creating kammic energies that can bring future rebirths. This is the viññāṇa (“saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa”) in Paṭicca Samuppāda. But vipāka viññāṇa (cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, kāya, and mano viññāṇa) also provide an “incorrect representation of the world.” The Buddha called (any type of) viññāṇa a “magician.” See “WebLink: suttacentral: Pheṇapiṇḍūpama Sutta (SN 22.95).”

▪When one attains Arahanthood when one’s paññā (wisdom) will be optimized and one will have “undefiled or clear viññāṇa.”

▪There are many suttās that clearly state “viññāṇa nirodha,” or stopping the arising of kamma viññāṇa (defiled viññāṇa) leads to Nibbāna.

2. A succinct statement can be found in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dvayatānupassanāsutta (Snp 3.12)”:

“Yaṁ kiñci dukkhaṁ sambhoti,

Sabbaṁ viññāṇapaccayā;

Viññāṇassa nirodhena,

Natthi dukkhassa sambhavo.”

▪Translated: “Whatever suffering that arises, all that arises due to “(kamma)viññāṇa”; With not arising of (kamma) viññāṇa, there is no existence with suffering.”

▪I will introduce the concept of viññāṇa in a simple way. In the simplest form, “kamma viññāṇa” is any type of expectation even without moral/immoral implications. See, “2. Viññāṇa (Consciousness) can be of Many Different Types and Forms.”

▪A deeper explanation in, “Anidassana Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

Vipāka Viññāṇa and Kamma Viññāṇa

3. Viññāṇa includes or encompasses the following: our feelings (vedanā), perceptions (saññā), and a set of individual mental factors (cetasika). They all arise together, and the set of cetasika that arises is dependent on each person’s gati (habits/character). If you are not familiar with Abhidhamma, don’t worry about it. I will take a simple example to illustrate viññāṇa below.

▪Five of the six types of viññāṇa are strictly vipāka viññāṇa. These are the five types of viññāṇa associated with the five physical senses.

▪We become aware of something in our physical world via cakkhu viññāṇa (seeing), sota viññāṇa (hearing), ghāna viññāṇa(smelling), jivhā viññāṇa (tasting), and kāya viññāṇa (touching); these are due to past kamma vipāka. When memories come to mind, they are also vipāka viññāṇa. Therefore, “vipāka viññāṇa” can come in through all six senses.

▪ If we get interested in them, we may start generating mano viññāṇa and doing kamma. Those are “kamma viññāṇa.” Thus, “kamma viññāṇa” can only be mano viññāṇa. Cakkhu, sota, ghāna, jivhā, and kāya viññāṇa are ALWAYS “vipāka viññāṇa.”

▪Let us take a simple example to clarify those basic ideas.

Examples of Two Types of Viññāṇa

4. When a man X sees a young woman (Y), that is called a “seeing event” or cakkhu viññāṇa. It is a vipāka viññāṇa. Suppose the woman has just come to X’s workplace as a new employee.

▪With that cakkhu viññāṇa, X recognizes Y as an attractive female and that is called saññā; X may generate “happy feelings” when seeing Y and that is vedanā; X may also generate lust in his mind and that is a mental factor (cetasika).

▪If X gets interested in Y, then X may also generate lust in his mind with subsequent mano viññāṇa, and start generating mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra; see the previous post. These are “kamma viññāṇa” that arise via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

5. With the establishment of this new kamma viññāṇa, there is now an expectation in X’s mind of getting a date to go out with Y, and may be getting to marry Y someday.

▪That is a mano viññāṇa that stays hidden in X’s mind. It has the expectation of getting an opportunity to have a close relationship with Y.

▪That idea will remain hidden in X’s mind and can re-surface at appropriate times, especially when seeing Y again, or when someone mentions Y’s name for example. This is “viññāṇa paccayā saṅkhāra” in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪The more X will be engaged in generating such saṅkhāra, the kamma viññāṇa will also strengthen; that is the “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

It Is Kamma Viññāṇa That Can “Grow”

6. Thus both “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” and “viññāṇa paccayā saṅkhāra” will be operating back and forth, and will keep strengthening that viññāṇa.

▪This is what is meant in many suttā by saying that “viññāṇa will grow” as one keeps doing saṅkhāra. That refers to kamma viññāṇa.

For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cetanā Sutta (SN 12.38)”: “Yañca, bhikkhave, ceteti yañca pakappeti yañca anuseti, ārammaṇametaṁ hoti viññāṇassa ṭhitiyā. Ārammaṇe sati patiṭṭhā viññāṇassa hoti. Tasmiṁ patiṭṭhite viññāṇe virūḷhe āyatiṁ punabbhavābhinibbatti hoti. Āyatiṁ punabbhavābhinibbattiyā sati āyatiṁ jāti jarāmaraṇaṁ sokaparidevadukkhadomanassupāyāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.”

Translated: “Bhikkhus, what one intends, and what one plans, and whatever one has a tendency towards this focus (ārammaṇa) a basis for the maintenance of viññāṇa. When there is an ārammaṇa there is support for the establishing of kamma viññāṇa. When that viññāṇa is established and has come to growth, there is the arising of future renewed existence (punabbhavā). When there is the future renewed existence, future birth, aging-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, displeasure, and despair come to be. Such is the origin of this whole mass of suffering.”

7. So, let us assume that X has been seeing Y for a few days and may be even got to talk to her a few times (vacī and kāya saṅkhāra are associated with those activities). Each time X interacts with Y, that “kamma viññāṇa for having a close relationship with Y” will grow in X’s mind.

▪Furthermore, X will be thinking about Y often (which is generating vacī saṅkhāra), which will also help make that “kamma viññāṇa for having a close relationship with Y” to grow.

▪That happens via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” step in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

8. Several days later, X finds out that Y is married when her husband comes to meet her at work.

▪He could clearly see that she is happily married and there is no point in even thinking about having a relationship with her.

▪In an instant, X’s “kamma viññāṇa for having a close relationship with Y” will be eliminated (for most people).

▪When the reality of the situation is comprehended by the mind, the corresponding “kamma viññāṇa” will be stopped. This is what is meant by “viññāṇa nirodha.”

Kamma Viññāṇa Can be Stopped from Arising

9. Therefore, it is important to see that a kamma viññāṇa (or an expectation) will be eliminated as soon as one realizes the futility (or the dangers) of that expectation.

▪At a deeper level, all of one’s highly immoral types of kamma viññāṇa will be permanently removed when one will be able to see the futility/dangers of engaging in immoral deeds. That is when one attains the Sotāpanna stage via comprehending Tilakkhaṇa.

▪Next, one’s expectation for seeking pleasures in this world will be totally removed when one realizes the futility — and dangers — of seeking such sense pleasures. That is when one attains the Anāgāmi stage of Nibbāna.

▪Once one becomes an Anāgāmi, one is at a stage where one can start seeing the futility of jhānic pleasures and start getting rid of rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga (or the futility of being born in the rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara realms. That is when one becomes an Arahant.

▪Therefore, the way to Nibbāna is a step-by-step process; see, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?.”

10. There are many types of kamma viññāṇa that we can have. The minor ones are just expectations of getting something done or buying something or getting a new job, etc.

▪Saṅkhāra or “thinking of that expectation and making plans to get it done also by speaking and doing things (that includes vacī saṅkhāra and kāya saṅkhāra)” will make that viññāṇa grow. This comes via the “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” step.

▪In another example, suppose X is thinking about buying a certain type of car. That idea or expectation will be “at the back of his mind” all the time. If he sees a car like that on the road, then that viññāṇa will be awakened, and he will start thinking about it again. Now, one day X buys that car. Then that viññāṇa will also disappear since he will no longer be interested in buying a car. That expectation has been fulfilled.

▪Therefore, a kamma viññāṇa will “take hold in the and grow” only as long as one has a desire AND one believes that it can be fulfilled.

11. I gave those two examples to illustrate the basic concept. But more complex types of viññāṇa can grow based on certain types of activities that X engages in, and those can become paṭisandhi viññāṇa that can lead to rebirths.

▪For example, if X constantly engages in helping others, donating time and money to charities, etc, he would be cultivating the mindset of a deva (even without knowing). Then that “moral viññāṇa” would grow with time and may lead to a rebirth in a deva realm.

▪If one is constantly thinking and planning to make money by exploiting/deceiving others, he/she is doing vacī/kāya saṅkhāra that will be feeding a “bad kamma viññāṇa” that can lead to a birth in the apāyās.

▪Therefore, viññāṇa can be various types.

Kamma Viññāṇa Can Only be Mano Viññāṇa

12. As we discussed in #2, there are five basic types of “vipāka viññāṇa” just bring external sense objects (pictures, sounds, tastes, smells, and touches) to our mind. Vipāka viññāṇa can also bring memories directly to mind (the sixth sense.)

▪Then mano viññāṇa takes over, and will decide to act on it — and if needed — makes “future expectations” or “future plans”. Therefore, it is the mano viññāṇa that has expectations for the future.

▪We ignore most of the things we see, hear, etc. But if we get attracted to something, then we will be going back to see, hear, etc, and may be making other related plans too. That is all done with mano viññāṇa, a “kamma viññāṇa.”

13. Obviously, paṭisandhi viññāṇa is a very important kamma viññāṇa. It can determine future births.

▪This is a complex subject, but when one engages in highly immoral deeds, the paṭisandhi viññāṇa that grows may not be what one desires.

▪For example, suppose X is a serial rapist. He gets a temporary sense of satisfaction by raping women. What he does not know is that he is cultivating a kamma viññāṇa that is appropriate for an animal. So, he could get an animal birth because of that immoral kamma viññāṇa he is cultivating.

▪So, hopefully, you can see the connection between viññāṇa and gati (pronounced “gathi”) too. Gati (character qualities/habits) is an important concept that has been hidden in recent years.

Connection to Magga Phala

14. When one attains the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna, one would see the futility of such immoral and briefly-lived sense pleasures. Then such types of “immoral kamma viññāṇa” would not be cultivated in his mind.

▪In other words, one’s “hidden immoral gati” will be permanently removed at the  Sotāpanna stage.

▪That is comparable to X losing the “viññāṇa for having a close relationship with Y” in #4 to #7 above. In that case, X clearly saw the uselessness of having that viññāṇa, and it died.

▪It would be a good idea to read and understand posts on gati:  “How Habits are Formed and Broken – A Scientific View”; “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein”; “Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control.”

15. I made this discussion simple in order to get two main ideas across, which are:

▪Viññāṇa is a complex concept. This is why it is not appropriate to translate viññāṇa as just “consciousness”. See, “WebLink: puredhamma.net: Search Results for: viññāṇa two meanings.”

▪Mano viññāṇa arise due to saṅkhāra (“saŋ” + “khāra”). We cultivate those via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” in the Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles.

▪This is why “saŋ” is a key root word in Pāli; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Samsāra).”

Incorrect Translations Do Not Distinguish the Two Types of Viññāṇa

16. I hope that those who translate deep suttā word-by-word will at least read these series of posts and make amendments to their ways of translating key suttā that discuss deep meanings. They are no different from the Sāti bhikkhu who could not understand what is meant by viññāṇa in the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Taṇhāsaṅkhaya Sutta (MN 38).

▪One should not be translating such deep suttā (also there is no point in reading them either) until one understands what is meant by viññāṇa. 

17. The WebLink: suttacentral: Kevaṭṭa Sutta (DN 11) is another such sutta (among many others).

▪The key verse there is at the end of the sutta: “Viññāṇaṁ anidassanaṁ, anantaṁ sabbatopabhaṁ Ettha āpo ca pathavī, tejo vāyo na gādhati. Ettha dīghañca rassañca, aṇuṁ thūlaṁ subhāsubhaṁ; Ettha nāmañca rūpañca, asesaṁ uparujjhati; Viññāṇassa nirodhena, etthetaṁ uparujjhatī’”ti.

▪This is explained in detail in, “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

18. As I have said many times, Buddha Dhamma is deep. It takes an effort to learn. Just translating deep suttā word-by-word or just reading those translations will not be of many benefits in the long run.

▪Of course, some suttā can be translated word-by-word, like the WebLink: suttacentral: Kesamutti Sutta or Kālāma Sutta (AN 3.65). Those are basic suttā that provide guidelines to live a moral life. But deep suttā that discuss anicca, anatta, or Nibbāna require a deeper knowledge of the basics like what is meant by saññā, viññāṇa, saṅkhāra, etc.

▪It is best to learn the meanings of these keywords and just use them, instead of translating them as a single English word. I hope you can see why, with the above discussion on viññāṇa.

Also see, “Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa” and “Viññāṇa and Saṅkhāra – Connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda.” These three posts are essential to be understood if one really wants to understand Buddha Dhamma.
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January 11, 2018

1. In a recent post, “Viññāṇa – Consciousness Together With Future Expectations,” I discussed how viññāṇa or “future expectations” are established when one gets attached to something and starts doing saṅkhāra (conscious thinking, speech, and actions) about it.

▪In this post, I will elaborate more on the importance of saṅkhāra and the connection to viññāṇa. In a few posts, I will try to explain how we create our own future suffering by engaging in abhisaṅkhāra or “strong saṅkhāra.”

▪These abhisaṅkhāra are nothing but how we think about, speak about, and take actions on moral/immoral issues. If we do any of the dasa akusala, then we are generating “bad abhisaṅkhāra” or “apuñña abhisaṅkhāra” (abbreviated as “apuññābhisaṅkhāra”).

▪Those apuññābhisaṅkhāra lead to suffering. Therefore, key to stop future suffering is to gradually reduce apuññābhisaṅkhāra and eventually to stop them.

2. In addition to what we discussed in that previous post, another key point is to realize that all our speech and bodily actions are started by the mind.

▪Can you do anything, if you (or your mind) does not want to do?

▪You may be in the middle of doing something (say walking to the kitchen), but you can decide you don’t really want to go the kitchen and instead walk to the living room. If you start saying something, you can stop in mid-sentence if you want to.

▪Some people have strange ideas about humans not having free will. They should try what I just suggested above. It is not that hard to verify.

3. All the progress that science has made is based on the “mind power” of the humans (scientists coming up with breakthrough innovations in their minds). Mind comes first and this is what is expressed in the very first Dhammapada gāthā: “manopubbangamā dhammā..” or “mind is at the forefront.”

▪A child’s future depends on how well he learns. If the mind of the child goes in the wrong direction, he/she could become a drug addict or even a murderer.

▪In the same way, we determine our own LONG TERM future in the rebirth process by the ways in which we think, speak, and act. That is what is really explained in Paṭicca Samuppāda (normally translated as “Dependent Origination”; again, it is much better to use the Pāli term and understand what is really meant by it).

4. From the moment we wake up in the morning, we do nothing but generate saṅkhāra.

▪When we just experience a sense input (seeing, hearing, etc) , “mano saṅkhāra” are automatically generated.

▪The Buddha said, “vedanā, saññā are mano saṅkhāra”: we just experience the sense input by recognizing it and generating a “sukha, dukkha, or neutral feeling about it.”

5. When we start thinking consciously about a particular sense input (what we saw, heard, tasted, etc), we start generating vacī saṅkhāra; we may also speak with vacī saṅkhāra. Here, vacī is pronounced “vachee.”

▪For example, if we see a nice car and start thinking about how nice it would be to own such a car, how we can impress our friends with it, etc, we are fully aware of such thoughts.

▪Such conscious generation of thoughts about “what to do about a given sense input and how to go about it”, for example, are vacī saṅkhāra. Actual speech is also vacī saṅkhāra.

▪The Buddha said, “vitakka, vicāra are vacī saṅkhāra”: stay on the given sense input and generating thoughts about it or related things.

▪Furthermore, we can keep going with such “day dreaming” or we can stop them. If it is something we like, it may be hard to stop thinking about it, i.e., it may take will power.

▪That is what is involved in Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna: stopping bad vacī saṅkhāra.

6. If we just proceed with those vacī saṅkhāra, our emotions may get strong and we may start speaking out (stronger vacī saṅkhāra). If we get “really worked up” we may do bodily actions with such emotions, then those are done with kāya saṅkhāra.

▪For example, let us say two people get into an argument and start shouting at each other. Each person is speaking harsh words (generated via vacī saṅkhāra).

▪Then one of them (person X) gets “really worked up”, loses all restraint, and hits the other person. That “hitting action” was done with kāya saṅkhāra (generating thoughts to raise the hand and hit that person).

7. It is important to realize that both speech and bodily actions are initiated by the mind.

▪In the above example, both people were engaged in generating “bad vacī saṅkhāra,” which are nothing but “bad speech”, the opposite of “Sammā Vācā” or “correct speech.”

▪Then person X took did an even worse thing by hitting the other person. That was a “bad action”, opposite of “Sammā Kammanta.”

▪Therefore, they were both acting with “avijjā” or ignorance of the consequences of their actions. That is “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra,” the first step in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

8. Now, we can see what is meant by “saṅkhāra” (and “abhisaṅkhāra”).

▪In the above example, both vacī saṅkhāra and kāya saṅkhāra generated by person X were “abhisaṅkhāra” or “strong saṅkhāra.”

▪If those two people were just taking about something kammically neutral, say about the weather, then that would involve just “saṅkhāra.”

▪If they were talking about weather, while walking, then that would involve both vacī and kāya saṅkhāra that are NOT of “abhisaṅkhāra” type. That speech and action did not involve generation of “kammic energy.”

9. Therefore, it is important to understand the difference between just saṅkhāra and abhisaṅkhāra. In the suttā, or in Paṭicca Samuppāda, the word “saṅkhāra” is used often without specifically saying whether it is just “saṅkhāra” or “abhisaṅkhāra.”

▪Depending on the context, we should be able to determine whether it is just “saṅkhāra” or “abhisaṅkhāra.”

▪Not only that, but abhisaṅkhāra are also two types: puññābhisaṅkhāra (puñña abhisaṅkhāra or “good deeds”) and apuññābhisaṅkhāra (apuñña abhisaṅkhāra or “bad deeds”).

▪Here by “deeds” we include all three types of saṅkhāra: mano, vacī, and kāya. We should AVOID all three types of apuññābhisaṅkhāra or immoral thoughts, speech, and actions.

10. It is again important to emphasize that mano saṅkhāra arise AUTOMATICALLY based on two things: (1) the sense input, and (2) one’s own gati or gathi (character/habits), as we discussed in the post: “Introduction to Citta, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, and Viññāṇa.”

▪For example, if someone has a bad temper (that is a bad gati), then that person can be made angry by the slightest provocation.

▪On the other hand, there are people who are calm and measured and are not easy to become angry. It will take much stronger provocation to make them angry.

▪In the same way, some people are greedy and are easily attached to tasty foods. Some people are kind and quick to come to help for others in need, etc.

11. The key to making progress in the Path of the Buddha is to cultivate “good gati” and gradually reduce “bad gati.”

▪If one is “quick to anger”, that is a bad gati. One important way to reduce that bad gati is to stop generating vacī and kāya saṅkhāra by will power when they start arising.

▪For example, some people get angry even when they hear the name of a person they do not like. Then they start thinking about all the bad things that person has done in the past. That is generating “bad vacī saṅkhāra.”

▪Even though one may not be saying a single bad word, just consciously think about bad thoughts about another person will feed that bad habit. So, it is important to realize that generating such “silent bad thoughts” is as bad as saying harsh words.

▪Of course actually speaking out (also vacī saṅkhāra) and doing bad things to person (hitting for example), are also bad abhisaṅkhāra.

12. This “feeding bad habits” via (apuññābhi)saṅkhāra generation is explained via the step, “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪When person X has a “grudge against person Y”, person X has a “viññāṇa” or an expectation in his mind to “get back to Y or hurt Y” whenever an opportunity arises. 

▪That viññāṇa “gets food to grow” each time X starts generating bad thoughts about Y, speak against Y, or do something to hurt Y. Those all belong to vacī and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪On the other hand, mano saṅkhāra about Y arise automatically in X’s mind when X sees Y or even when Y’s name is mentioned by someone else. Then X is likely to start generating vacī saṅkhāra or “conscious thoughts about Y.”

▪The key to progress is to STOP such vacī saṅkhāra AS SOON AS one becomes aware of them.

13. Just like a person, an animal, or even a tree would grow when given food on a regular basis, one’s viññāṇa would grow when “it is fed on a regular basis” by generating vacī and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪It works backwards too. If food is reduced, a tree will not grow well. If food and water are totally stopped, the tree will die.

▪In the same way, if one stops feeding a given “viññāṇa” (or a “future expectation”) by stopping vacī and kāya saṅkhāra, that viññāṇa will die with time.

▪In the same way, we want to “feed a good viññāṇa,” say to act kindly towards other people and animals. So, we should INCREASE vacī and saṅkhāra generation: generate more compassionate thoughts and engage in compassionate activities like giving.

14. So, hopefully, we now have a good idea about what saṅkhāra (and abhisaṅkhāra) are and how they lead to good or bad viññāṇa.

▪We will discuss more on viññāṇa in the next post. In the mean time, please do not hesitate to ask questions. It is important to understand these basic concepts.
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February 25, 2019; revised August 28, 2002

1. To review what we have covered in the last few posts in “Essential Buddhism”:

▪A defiled consciousness or viññāṇa has an “expectation” for the future. The “kammic energy” in “kamma viññāṇa” is responsible for “sustaining the rebirth process.” 

▪We do that willingly by generating (abhi)saṅkhāra, i.e., how we think, speak, and act.

▪One who has not understood the First Noble Truth is willingly generating (abhi) saṅkhāra via, “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” which leads then to the cultivation of different types of viññāṇa via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” step. That is how Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles start. They end up in “jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa, soka, parideva, dukkha,..”, the whole mass of suffering!

▪Therefore, “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” lead to all future suffering. We will proceed step-by-step.

2. The five types of viññāṇa can be called “just consciousness,” i.e., without “future expectations.” These are cakkhu viññāṇa (a “seeing event”), sota viññāṇa (a “hearing event”), etc for the five physical sense inputs. One more special case with mano viññāṇa is discussed in #4 below.

▪A “defiled viññāṇa” or “an expectation for the future” is associated only with the mano viññāṇa, which is what is normally referred to in a Paṭicca Samuppāda cycle if a specific type is not mentioned.

▪Therefore, in Paṭicca Samuppāda or any sutta, if a reference is made to viññāṇa, that is referring to “mano viññāṇa” or “mind consciousness.”

▪The mind generates the “kammic power” to create “kammic energy” or “kamma bīja” (“bīja” is pronounced “beeja”); see, “Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka.” [bīja :[nt.] seed; germ; generating element.]

3. Other five types of viññāṇa (e.g., cakkhu viññāṇa, etc.) are only registered in the mind when we see, hear, taste, etc.

▪This is stated as “cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññāṇaṁ” in suttā or Abhidhamma. This normally translates as “eye-consciousness arises when a picture is seen or received by the eyes.” That gives the basic idea but has a deeper meaning. See “Contact Between Āyatana Leads to Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

▪Similarly, hearing happens with “sotañca paṭicca sadde ca uppajjati sotaviññāṇaṁ” (“hearing consciousness arises when a sound is heard or received by the ears”), etc.

4. In addition to the sensory inputs via the five physical senses, we also get sense inputs DIRECTLY to the mind. These are “memories and future hopes” that just come to the mind and are mano viññāṇa. Even though they seem to come to the mind for no reason, it also happens due to the mind DIRECTLY receiving a memory (called dhammā; this dhammā is different from dhamma in Buddha Dhamma).

▪This process is stated as “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ,” or “mind consciousness arises when the mana indriya or the mind receives a dhammā (of a memory).”

▪This event is also “just consciousness,” remembering a past event or a future expectation; for a deeper discussion, see, “What are Dhammā? – A Deeper Analysis.”

5. Therefore, the mind can “receive” six types of “sensory inputs”, i.e., the mind becomes “aware of” or “becomes conscious about” those six types of sense events.

▪Based on those, the mind may “take actions” (to think further, to speak, or to act using the body). Those are called vacī and kāya saṅkhāra. 

▪Such saṅkhāra then leads to a defiled mindset or a “defiled viññāṇa” via the Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) process. Therefore, such “defiled viññāṇa” can arise only via PS processes. 

▪And that happens ONLY IF the mind gets attached to that sense input (an attractive figure, a pleasing sound, tasty food, nice smell, soothing touch, or an important past event (or planned future event). 

6. Please read the above points in #5 carefully until the concept is understood. This is the key to understanding the key Pāli words saṅkhāra and viññāṇa and also the concept of Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪Whenever we willingly grasp something (or get attached to something), whatever results from that action has the corresponding nature. Because one got attached willingly, a similar bhava (existence) will result: i.e., pati+icca leading to sama+uppāda or Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS).

▪Here, “pati+icca” means “getting attached willingly,” and “sama+uppāda” means “giving rise to a corresponding (similar) existence.” [uppāda :[m.] rising; coming into existence; birth.]

7. The “existence” one gets according to one’s saṅkhāra generated according to one’s mindset. As we have discussed before, the first mano saṅkhāra arises automatically based on one’s gati (or gathi) , when one gets attached to a sensory event.

▪Then if one does not act with mindfulness (i.e., does not see the bad consequences of generating such thoughts), one will start generating vacī saṅkhāra. If one’s emotions get strong enough, one could start speaking (more vacī saṅkhāra) and even taking bodily actions (kāya saṅkhāra). A deeper discussion at “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

▪We will first consider a PS process that happens often during a lifetime. This PS process is not discussed in the Visuddhimagga or any current English texts on Buddha Dhamma.

8. In pavutti PS, bhava or existence refers to a “temporary existence” during a given lifetime. Pavutti means “current.” [pavatti : [aor. of pavattati] moved on; proceeded; existed. (f.) happening; incident; news.]

▪In the most fundamental sense, a “greedy state of mind” will result when we get attached via greed, i.e., one develops a habit or gati or bhava corresponding to that state of mind; a “hateful state” (habit/gati/bhava) results via hateful attachment; acts of greed and/or hate are always done with ignorance.

▪The pavutti PS, which describes how we develop certain habits or bhava or gati during a given lifetime. It is often easier to use an example to illustrate these PS cycles.

▪Pavutti PS is important because the habits (gati) cultivated during this lifetime can feed the uppatti PS process leading to future rebirths. [upapatti : [f.] birth; rebirth; approach.][uppatti :[f.] rebirth; coming forth; origin.]

9. Let us examine how a teenager becomes an alcoholic, using the pavutti PS. The teenager becomes friendly with a group of other teenagers who are into drinking. Initially, he may be reluctant to join in, but due to ignorance (avijjā), he joins them and starts drinking.

▪Suppose a good friend or a family member knew about the situation. In that case, they could have prevented the teenager from associating with such bad company, i.e., ignorance could have been dispelled by explaining to him the adverse effects of drinking and associating with such a group.

▪Now we will examine in detail how this happens.

10. The PS cycle thus starts with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra”; due to ignorance of the adverse results, the teenager starts drinking with that group (saṅkhāra = “saŋ + khāra” or actions of accumulating, in this case bad kamma).

▪The more he is involved with such drinking activities, the more he thinks about it and develops a “defiled mindset” or a “defiled viññāṇa” for that activity. This is “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.”

▪This is explained in detail in the previous post: “Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa.”

11. When he begins to like drinking, he starts thinking about it while doing other things. This is “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” step.

▪In this case, nāmarūpa are the mental images associated with that viññāṇa, i.e., the names and shapes of particular alcohol bottles, the places where he normally drinks, the friends who drink with him, etc.

▪He also thinks about the next “event” and visualizes the scene, all these are associated with nāmarūpa. Thus, here nāmarūpa are the mental images of “things” and “concepts” that one would like to enjoy.

▪“Nāma” means “name” assigned to a person/object, and “rūpa” means “spatial profile” associated with that nāma.

▪“Nāmarūpa” are the “mental images” together with the associated feelings (vedanā), perceptions (saññā), saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa, the COMBINED effect of “nāma” and “rūpa.”

12. Now his six senses become “involved” to provide a reality to those nāmarūpa; to provide the desired sensory pleasures. In Pāli terms, the six indriya (senses) become “āyatana.” For lack of a single English word, I will call an “āyatana” an “import/export facility” and get involved in the actions associated with drinking events.

▪Eyes are used as indriya when they are used just to identify things out there. When eyes are used to repeatedly look at an object TO ENJOY IT, then the eyes are used as “āyatana.”

▪His mind is often thinking about the next “event” (where, when, with whom, etc), and he makes necessary preparations for the “event” using all six senses (now āyatanas) compatible with those nāmarūpa (that he is cultivating.)

▪Therefore, this is the “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana” step, where saḷāyatana means the six āyatana. Eyes are now not merely for seeing, they have become an assistant looking for a “good drink” or a “good friend to chat with,” etc.

13. Then we have “saḷāyatana paccayā phassa,” i.e., all six āyatana become actively engaged making contact with relevant sense objects.

▪His eyes are on the lookout for a favorite drink or a favorite person to chat with, etc. Here instead of phassa, it is (more appropriately) called “samphassa” (= “saŋ” + “phassa”), where “saŋ” implies it not just contact, but a “saŋ” contact or “samphassa.” See “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways.”

▪This may be a good time to review the term “saŋ” if you have not already done so: “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

14. Such “samphassa” lead to vedanā (feelings), i.e., “(saŋ)phassa paccayā vedanā.” He experiences “good (but immoral) feelings” with all those sense contacts.

▪Because of such “good feelings,” he gets further attached: “vedanā paccayā taṇhā”; see, “Taṇhā – How We Attach via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance.”

15. Now comes, “taṇhā paccayā upādāna.” Upādāna means “grabbing or getting hold of something automatically,” like an octopus grabbing its prey with all eight legs.

▪In the present case, the teenager wants to re-live this experience and gets immersed in it. When he is experiencing the event, his mind is totally absorbed in it; he does not have the mindset to think about any adverse consequences. This is the critical “habit-forming” or “bhava forming” step.

16. So, the next inevitable step is “upādāna paccayā bhavo”; this particular state of getting drunk becomes increasingly ingrained in his mind. It becomes “a bhava” or “existence” or habit that is important to him. He very much wants to re-live that experience.

▪And that is exactly what he gets: “bhava paccayā jāti.” This “bhava” or the kamma seed is now well established, and he can be born in that state quite easily. All he needs is an invitation from a friend, or even a sight of a bar while travelling, for example.

▪Getting into that state or being “born” there will happen more frequently. So, he gets drunk at every opportunity. See “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and (Repeated) Births Therein” for more details.

17. However, like everything else, any birth is subjected to decay and suffering: “jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa.., eva me tassa dukkhandha samudhayo hoti,” i.e., “the whole mass of suffering.”

▪But in the case of a single drinking event, that state of intoxication comes to an end, possibly with a big headache and a huge hangover. That episode ends with nothing to show for it but a hangover.

▪Even worse, now he is “hooked’; he has formed a bad habit, which only strengthens even more if he does it repeatedly. Because each time, the PS runs, the viññāṇa for that habit gets more fuel, and the bhava gets stronger.

18. The more the teenager gets trapped in that bhava, the more jāti that occurs, i.e., more frequently he will be drunk.

▪And it is not even necessary to participate in a “drinking event” to run another PS cycle. He may be sitting at a desk trying to study, and may start going through the PS cycle MENTALLY.

▪He can start right at “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and be generating vacī saṅkhāra (vitakka/vicāra or planning), thus generating (and strengthening) the viññāṇa for drinking, generating nāmarūpa (visuals of places, friends, alcohol bottles, etc), and thus going through the rest of the cycle: saḷāyatana, samphassa, vedanā, taṇhā, upādāna, bhava, jāti (“living it”), repeatedly.

▪Thus numerous such PS cycles can run at any time, probably increasing their frequency as the bhava or the habit builds up. The stronger the bhava or habit is, it will be harder to break.

▪This is why meditation together with another good habit to work on should be undertaken to replace a bad habit. While in meditation, one can contemplate the adverse consequences of the bad habit.

19. It is important to realize that the above PS cycle does not run to its conclusion when the drinking “event” is over. Rather the cycle can repeatedly run unless it is stopped willfully, deliberately.

▪And the way to do that is to act with “mindfulness” and stop those bad first conscious thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra) that start arising. This is the key to “real Ānāpāna and Satipaṭṭhāna meditations” in Buddha Dhamma.

▪Then one would stop the “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” step. That will stop “bad viññāṇa” from arising or being cultivated by the elimination of “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” step. That will, of course, stop the end result of suffering.

20. If those abhisaṅkhāra cultivated get strong enough, they can also lead to future births. The rebirth process proceeds via the uppatti PS process, which is very similar; see “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

▪Only by cultivating Ānāpāna and Satipaṭṭhāna can we break that cycle of rebirth: “Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, Four Noble Truths.”
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January 15, 2019; revised January 21, 2020; rewritten January 19, 2023

Many people insist that breath meditation “works.” Breath meditation can provide temporary relief. It is informative to look at how breath meditation temporarily reduces stress. Also, it is not a permanent solution to saṁsāric suffering.

Breath Meditation – Not Addressing the Root Causes

1. Doing breath meditation to get “temporary relief” from the “suffering in this world” is like taking an aspirin, Tylenol, or a sleeping pill to relieve a headache. If that headache has a root cause in the onset of cancer in the body, then suppressing the symptoms with aspirins will only allow the tumor to grow. In the same way, breath meditation does nothing to remove the root causes (greed, anger, ignorance) of saṁsāric suffering.

▪One needs to get long-term medical treatment to get rid of cancer. Then the headaches will also subside with those treatments. Thus, addressing the root causes will solve all problems! 

▪In the same way, to stop future suffering from arising, one must remove defilements (greed, hate, and ignorance) from one’s mind. During that process, mental stresses will also subside gradually. Even though this is not a “quick fix,” the gains will last long too.

▪It makes sense to get temporary relief from a symptomatic headache using a pill, but one MUST start working on a long-term solution for the root cause of cancer.

▪In the same way, it is OK to do a bit of breath meditation to deviate the mind from a stressful situation, but it is unwise to use it as a long-term solution. Some people do it for hours, which is a complete waste of time.

2. The problem here is that many people are “addicted” to the breath meditation, just as a drug addict starts an addiction by getting used to “taking a pill” to get to an “ecstatic state of mind” for a few hours.

▪The problem is that the drug addict will have to keep increasing the dose with time to get the “same effect.” 

▪Even though breath meditation is not directly harmful like drug addiction, it is dangerous because it will shift the focus from the primary goal of a permanent solution to the “problem of suffering.”

▪Furthermore, breath meditation can lead to anariya jhāna if one can avoid sensory pleasures. Once they start enjoying jhāna, some even equate that to Nibbāna. It becomes a trap.

▪The Buddha analyzed a given problem in detail to provide a clear picture. So, let us analyze the causes of the agitation of the mind.

The Root Causes of All Suffering

3. The concept of Nibbāna is straightforward: “rāgakkhayo dosakkhayo mohakkhayo—idaṁ vuccati nibbānan”ti. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbānapañhā Sutta (SN 38.1).”

▪However, rāga, dosa, and moha are not always present. They remain as hidden defilements or anusaya. One must follow the Noble Eightfold Path to remove such anusaya from the mind; see “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

▪As long as the seven types of anusaya are not removed, a strong sensory input can “awaken” one or more of the hidden anusaya and make one’s mind perturbed; see #6 of the above post.

▪How can focusing the mind on breath remove any of the anusaya?

Can Breath Meditation Get Rid of Anusaya from a Mind?

4. When pressed with this question, some say, “one needs to do vipassanā following breath meditation.” However, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Ānāpānassati Sutta (MN 118)” directly says: “Ānāpānassati, bhikkhave, bhāvitā bahulīkatā cattāro satipaṭṭhāne paripūreti. Cattāro satipaṭṭhānā bhāvitā bahulīkatā satta bojjhaṅge paripūrenti. Satta bojjhaṅgā bhāvitā bahulīkatā vijjāvimuttiṁ paripūrenti.”

▪Thus, if one engages in the correct Ānāpānassati (and not “breath meditation”), there is no need to do an additional vipassanā step! Ānāpānassati fulfills Satipaṭṭhāna, Satta Bojjhaṅga, and leads to Nibbāna (vijjā vimutti.)

▪This fact, by itself, confirms that “breath meditation” is not Buddha’s Ānāpānassati.

▪The problem is that even the translator did not understand that; thus, the wrong English title for the sutta! “WebLink: suttacentral: Mindfulness of Breathing (MN 118)”

▪ Breath meditation is NOT a Buddhist meditation. Hindus practiced breath meditation even before the Buddha. See “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Pranayama.”

Summary of Ānāpānasati

5. Ānāpāna: “Āna” or “taking in” and “Āpāna” for “discarding.” Depending on what is “taken in”/”discarded,” it can lead to different effects at three levels.

Level 1: For those who have no understanding of Buddha Dhamma: Ānāpānasati means focusing the mind on “breathing in and out.” Of course, that is a crude form of “meditation” for calming the mind. It cannot cleanse a mind—no connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda.

Level 2: Ānāpānasati can be done with “Āna,” or “taking good morals and good habits in,” and “Āpāna,” or “discard bad morals and bad habits.”

➲This step is necessary to set up the background to comprehend the Deeper Buddha Dhamma (Four Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and Tilakkhaṇa) leading to Nibbāna.

Level 3: Noble version of Ānāpānasati to be practiced to get to Nibbāna after comprehending the Four Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta.) That requires learning the correct versions of those from someone who has understood them.           

➲In this version, “Āna” or “taking in” is the Kusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda that leads to Nibbāna. ” Āpāna” or “to discard” is the Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda that sustains the rebirth process (saṁsāra). A summary is in “Distortion of Pāli Keywords in Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

It Is Unwise to Spend Time on “Breath Meditation”

6. There is no question that “breath meditation” can calm a mind and lead to a “state of peace and calm.” If one can abstain from sensual pleasures, it can lead to anariya jhāna too.

▪An excellent example from the Tipiṭaka is Devadatta, who remained a bhikkhu until his death, even though he attempted to take the life of the Buddha. Before that, Bhikkhu Devadatta attained anariya jhāna and mighty iddhi powers too. Using those iddhi powers, he impressed King Ajātasattu. After his attempts on Buddha’s life, he lost the ability to get into jhānā and iddhi powers and was reborn in a niraya (lowest of the apāyā.) 

▪A reasonable summary is in the “Theravāda portrayals of Devadatta” section in the Wikipedia article “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Devadatta.”

▪Furthermore, yogis like Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta attained arūpāvacara samāpatti and were born in the arūpāvacara Brahma realms. But since they had not removed even a single anusaya, they will return to the human realm and may even be reborn in apāyā. Until at least the diṭṭhi anusaya is removed from the mind, rebirth in an apāya remains open. Diṭṭhi anusaya is removed at the Sotāpanna stage, and all seven types of anusaya are removed only at the Arahant stage.

▪That is why it is unwise to spend time cultivating “breath meditation”!

▪But it is informative to look at why people get “addicted” to breath meditation.

How Does “Breath Meditation” Lead to a “Peaceful Mindset”?

7. One aspect of the stress generated is due to too many sensory inputs. 

▪The brain must process all those sensory inputs before sending that information to the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu.) Thus, the brain processing sensory data coming through the six senses is analogous to a computer processing data stream; see “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪Scientists say the brain uses 25% of the energy produced by food. All that energy goes into sensory processing. Just thinking hard about something can be stressful to the brain.

▪For example, when watching a movie, we also hear the dialogue and think about the movie’s plot. If we are eating popcorn, we can touch, smell, and taste popcorn too. The brain must process all those sensory inputs. The brain gets overworked from watching too many movies or television programs. We will likely get a massive headache if we watch even two movies without a break.

8. During a typical day, we get bombarded with sensory inputs. The brain needs to process all that information. An overworked day can lead to a massive headache.

▪Breath meditation stops the mind from exploring all other sensory inputs. Focusing the mind on one ārammaṇa relieves all that stress on the brain. But it does not do anything to eliminate anusaya. 

▪There is also a second way that “breath meditation” can bring temporary relief.

Suppression of Heating of the Mind Due to Greed, Hate, and Ignorance

9. Another type of “heating” happens with greedy, hateful, and ignorant thoughts. Here, not only the brain but the mind itself can become stressed. Even if one focuses on one thing (say anger on someone), the mind gets heated internally, which is called “tāpa” in Buddha Dhamma.

▪Do you remember the last time you got angry? How did that feel? You get hot. The whole body becomes hot and agitated; blood pressure goes up; the face becomes dark because the blood becomes dark (By the way, this is clear evidence that the mind can affect the body).

▪This “burning up” is called “tāpa” in Pāli (pronounced “thāpa”; තාප in Sinhala) and is due to greed, hate, and ignorance. “Ātāpi” means the opposite, “cooling down via getting rid of those defilements.”

▪That is the “fire” discussed in detail in the “WebLink: Ādittapariyaya Sutta (SN 35.28).”

10. When one acts with greed, “heating up” still happens, but to a lesser extent than when one is angry. As a kid, I felt heated and uncomfortable when stealing something at home.

▪The same is true when one acts with ignorance too. One is unsure whether that is the right thing to do; the mind goes back and forth: is this right or wrong? Should I do it or not? That is called “vicikicchā” in Pāli. Because one does not know, one is not confident, one becomes anxious, and the body gets heated up.

11. Focusing on the breath stops both “heating mechanisms” described in #7 through #10. As long as we maintain that “isolation of the mind,” workload on the brain will reduce, and the mind will not get agitated!

▪When people go to “breath meditation retreats,” they do that all day long for several days at a stretch. Thus, by the end of the retreat, the mind seems to be in an excellent “peaceful state.” 

▪Therefore, “breath meditation” is only a temporary solution. (There is no “meditation” involved!) After returning from the retreat, they return to the “rat race” of daily activities. The agitation of the mind comes back, and they look forward to attending another retreat!

▪That is not different from taking aspirin to relieve a headache caused by cancer (see #1 above.)

Correct Ānāpānasati

12. Meditation is all about purifying one’s mind. In the first stage, one must get rid of the wrong views and immoral gati by “taking in good habits (including learning Dhamma)” and “discarding immoral habits.” See “9. Key to Ānāpānasati – How to Change Habits and Character (Gati).“

▪That sets up the required background to comprehend the Four Noble Truths (via Paṭicca Samuppāda) and to realize the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of this world. See “Sammā Diṭṭhi – Realization, Not Memorization” and “Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa, Four Noble Truths.”

Summary

13. Despite the explanation above, many people could have difficulty getting rid of the habit of “meditating on the breath.” But it is a harmful habit that MUST BE broken if one is interested in the long-term rewards of stopping the suffering in the rebirth process.

•It is similar to the situation faced by an alcoholic or a drug addict. Some of them realize it is harmful, but they do not have the willpower to break it. 

•One solution is to actively learn the correct Buddha Dhamma and gradually reduce the time spent on breath meditation. Once one gets some traction, Dhamma will guide one on the correct path: “Dhammo have rakkhati dhammacāriṁ” means “Dhamma will guide and protect those who follow Buddha Dhamma.”

•Also, see the summary in #5 above. 

•Details at “Elephant in the Room 3 – Ānāpānasati.”
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Introduction

1. In the last post, we discussed how focusing the mind on breath CAN calm a mind. But we also saw that any relief one gets is temporary. Here we discuss the Ānāpānasati in the WebLink: suttacentral: Ānāpānasati Sutta (MN 118).

▪We also briefly discussed in the previous post the idea that in order to permanently REDUCE and eventually REMOVE the “mental stress” we need to purify our minds. .”

▪Here we will discuss some details, and show the connection to dasa akusala and Paṭicca Samuppāda, key concepts in Buddha Dhamma.

▪You may want to read the earlier post: “Breath Meditation Is Addictive and Harmful in the Long Run.”

2. From the sutta (MN 118): “Ānāpānassati, bhikkhave, bhāvitā bahulīkatā mahapphalā hoti mahānisaṁsā. Ānāpānassati, bhikkhave, bhāvitā bahulīkatā cattāro satipaṭṭhāne paripūreti. Cattāro satipaṭṭhānā bhāvitā bahulīkatā satta bojjhaṅge paripūrenti. Satta bojjhaṅgā bhāvitā bahulīkatā vijjāvimuttiṁ paripūrenti.“

Translated:

“Bhikkhus, when Ānāpānassati is developed and cultivated, it is of great benefit leading to the ultimate release. When Ānāpānassati is developed and cultivated, it fulfills cattāro satipaṭṭhāna (the four foundations of mindfulness). When the four foundations of mindfulness are developed and cultivated, they fulfill the seven enlightenment factors (satta bojjhaṅga). When the seven enlightenment factors are developed and cultivated, they fulfill ultimate knowledge and release (vijjāvimuttiṁ paripūrenti).”

▪So, Ānāpānassati and Satipaṭṭhāna are the same and both lead to Nibbāna (Arahanthood). Satipaṭṭhāna describes the steps in more detail, but the key is to first understand what is meant by Ānāpāna.

▪Here we discuss the basic ideas of Ānāpānassati bhāvanā. Details at: “Bhāvanā (Meditation).”

An Example of Getting Angry

3. We start with a simple case of getting angry. Being angry makes one turns into a totally different person as we briefly mentioned in the last post.

▪Not only one will have an agitated (and uncomfortable) state of mind, but one’s body complexion will change too. One’s face becomes “very unpleasant” even to look at.

▪With that agitated mindset, one may do something really bad (even hit or kill someone if things get out of control).

▪Now, let us see WHY we get angry.

4. The root cause of anger is greed. We get mad when someone or something gets in our way to prevent us from getting something that we really crave. Therefore, vyāpāda (anger) arises out of abhijjhā (greed).

▪Note that abhijjhā and vyāpāda are the first two of pañcanīvaraṇa (five “hindrances”): they are a “hindrance” to a calm state of mind!  See “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.”

▪Furthermore, vyāpāda can bring rebirths in the niraya (hell), while greed can bring rebirths as hungry ghosts (in preta or peta realms). Thus vyāpāda is worse than abhijjhā.

Why Some People Get Angry Than Others?

5. As the Buddha always pointed out, in order to eliminate a problem, we must first find the causes that gave rise to that problem. Then when we eliminate those causes, the problem will NOT ARISE anymore. That is the meaning of the word, “nirodha” (“nir” + “udā”). Dukkha nirodha is “stop future suffering from arising.” It may NOT stop any dukkha vedanā currently experienced; those are results of the previous kamma! That is a common misunderstanding.

▪When one understands dukkha samudaya (“saŋ” + udaya” or how “saŋ” give rise to suffering), then one can understand dukkha nirodha or how to stop suffering from arising; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Samsāra).”

▪The tendency to get angry is a gati (pronounced “gathi”), which can be loosely translated as a “character quality”, which gets established firmly if one has made it to be a habit.

▪The more angry one gets (this is what is really meant by “āna” in Ānāpānasati), the more will the “tendency to get angry” becomes. This is important to understand.

6. This has been established in neuroscience in recent years. Our brains (or more accurately neural circuits in the brain) get “wired” for certain habitual activities. The more we do something, the easier it becomes to do it again.

▪That holds not only for “defiled activities” like getting angry, to “getting addicted to doing something on a regular basis like smoking and drinking, to eating too much, or even harmless (and useful) habits like driving.

▪For example, after one learns to drive, it becomes a habit. When we drive, we are mostly on “auto pilot”, especially if it is a regular drive, like driving to work every day. Here is an article that is an easy read: “WebLink: healthtransformer.co: The Neuroscience of Behavior Change.”

7. Therefore, the trick to stop getting angry is to “try to stop that anger when one becomes aware that one is angry” (this is what is really meant by “āpāna” or put out or get rid of, in Ānapāna, which comes from “āna” + “āpāna”). Many Pāli words are shortened to rhyme.

▪The long-term solution is to think about the CONSEQUENCES of such an angry mindset, and focus one’s attention deliberately on a neutral or a “pleasing thought object”, say visualizing a calm Buddha image in one’s mind.

▪If such an angry mindset comes to one’s mind while in a formal meditation session, then one COULD do “breath meditation” for a few minutes to get the mind off of that mindset.

▪The easiest is just to count to 10 in order to quickly stop the incoming thought and then think about the bad consequences of such an angry mindset.

▪The key point is that “stopping these angry thoughts from arising” MUST BE DONE any time and all the time, whether one is in formal meditation or just engaged in regular activities.

8. Thus a critical aspect of being able to stop such bad thoughts is to really understand the bad CONSEQUENCES of having such thoughts (which would feed that bad kamma viññāṇa and could even lead to bad bodily actions).

▪Therefore, an understanding of the bad consequences of immoral deeds and thoughts (kamma vipāka resulting from bad kamma) will be valuable.

▪Viññāṇa can be of two types: (i) We do kamma with a certain (good or bad) mindset, i.e., kamma viññāṇa. (ii) the results of such actions will bring vipāka in the form of vipāka viññāṇa. See, “2. Viññāṇa (Consciousness) can be of Many Different Types and Forms.”

▪Also see, for example: “Kanha (Dark) and Sukka (Bright) Kamma and Kammakkhaya” and “How the Buddha Described the Chance of Rebirth in the Human Realm.”

How That Bad Vipāka Viññāṇa Was Created in the First Place

9. Now we need to see how this “kamma viññāṇa regarding enemy Y” is created and where it exists. This is what is explained in Paṭicca Samuppāda. Don’t worry. It is easy to see this process.

▪Let us take an example. Persons X and Y were competing for something that they crave: a girl friend, a job, an elected position, we can think about many possible scenarios. But suppose X starts hating Y because Y is competing to win the heart of a girl.

▪Now, every day X is thinking about how to block Y from “getting the girl.” He may try to get Y kicked out of his job or physically hurt or even kill Y.

▪These conscious angry thoughts about Y are vacī saṅkhāra generated by X.

10. That is how a Paṭicca Samuppāda process starts with “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” That viññāṇa is a “kamma viññāṇa.”

▪The more one does any type of saṅkhāra (mano, vacī, and kāya), the more strong that “kamma viññāṇa of enemy Y” will become in X’s mind.

▪In simple terms, that means thinking about harming Y, speaking against Y, or doing something to hurt Y. All those activities will help that “kamma viññāṇa of enemy Y” to grow.

11. When X is consciously generating such “bad thoughts” about Y, then X will be imagining (creating) scenarios in one’s mind of hurting Y in some way. This could be telling a lie about Y’s character to the girl in question or his boss, for example. Or it could even be creating in his mind how he will ambush Y and carry out a physical attack.

▪This is called creating “nāmarūpa” (creating various scenarios) in one’s mind: “(kamma) viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa.”

12. That will initiate the next step: “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana.”

▪The more bad thoughts (vacī saṅkhāra) that X generates, his all six sense faculties (saḷāyatana or six āyatana) will start getting involved. He will be looking to see (using cakkhāyatana) whether Y is talking to that girl, and he may write a nasty email about Y to his boss (using kāyāyatana), etc.

▪Of course, some of these steps occur simultaneously and go back and forth too. For example, “nāmarūpa paccayā viññāṇa” happens as well as “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa.” In other words, the more “nāmarūpa” X makes in his mind, his bad viññāṇa will grow too.

13. Each of such activities will lead to contact with “saŋ” (his greed towards the girl and hate towards Y), via “saḷāyatana paccayā (saŋ)phassa” or “saḷāyatana paccayā samphassa.”

▪That invariably leads to the next step: “samphassa paccayā vedanā,” which is also known as “samphassa jā vedanā,” i.e., X is now generating a lot of “angry feelings that arise due to hate,” which leads to “vedanā paccayā taṇhā.”

▪That “samphassa-jā-vedanā” is a mind-made vedanā.

14. It is important to note that “taṇhā” is not just greed. Taṇhā really means “getting bonded to a situation via greed or hate.”

▪Now X cannot let go of it, and now he pulls it even closer: “taṇhā paccayā upādāna”: upādāna (“upa” + “ādāna”) means ‘pulling closer’ (in the mind).

▪This leads to the next critical step of “upādāna paccayā bhava.” This is where that “kammic energy” that was initially created via the “viññāṇa of enemy Y” gets really established in the kamma bhava. It is easier to just think of “kamma bhava” as a form of energy that stays out there in the universe (just like visible rūpa are out there).

▪This energy also called dhammā (with a long ā) can come back to one’s mind at times. That is how the “subconscious” works, and we will discuss that at a later time.

Paṭicca Samuppāda processes are described in detail at, “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”

Viññāṇa, Kamma Bhava, Kamma Bīja – Related to Each Other

15. We can see that both kamma viññāṇa and bhava are associated with kammic energy. The easiest way to remember is that kamma bhava is where kammic energy is, and those various types of kammic energies (good and bad) are kamma bīja (seeds, pronounced “beeja”) in the kamma bhava. They are waiting to bring kamma vipāka or the results of such kamma.

▪When we do good kamma (say donating food to the needy), we also create good kamma bīja in the kamma bhava that can bring future “good vipāka” or “good results.”

▪Therefore, there are good and bad kamma bīja (seeds) waiting in the kamma bhava, to bring in kamma vipāka, so to speak.

▪Just like a seed can give rise to a plant, a kamma bīja can give rise to a kamma vipāka. A good seed will give rise to a good plant (something useful, say apples or grains), and a bad seed will give rise to a bad plant (weeds).

16. When a kamma bīja brings a kamma vipāka to the mind, it leads to a mindset that is compatible with the kamma vipāka; that is a “kamma viññāṇa.”

▪A “kamma viññāṇa” can be good too (in a mundane sense), for example, when engaging in a meritorious deed. We first need to get rid of “bad kamma viññāṇa.” All viññāṇa are reduced to “pure consciousness” at the Arahant stage. It may take some time to grasp this point. 

▪Earlier we saw (#8-#13) that kamma viññāṇa is the “initiator” of a kamma bīja that is “deposited” in the kamma bhava. Then that kamma bīja will be waiting for the right “conditions” to bring that mindset back to the mind.

▪Then that mindset (kamma viññāṇa) can lead to doing more saṅkhāra (i.e., more kamma) that will, in turn, make that kamma viññāṇa grow; that will, in turn, lead to strengthening the corresponding kamma bīja in the kamma bhava.

▪Then a corresponding gati (pronounced “gathi”) is established. It is important to understand what is meant by gati. Then it will be easier to see how different gati (including the “angry gati” of X that we discussed above) are established.

See, “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Asavas),” “How Habits are Formed and Broken – A Scientific View,” “Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control.”

Putting It All Together – These Fundamentals Are Essential

17. So, now we are starting to see the connections among these different terms: saṅkhāra, kamma viññāṇa, bhava, kamma bīja, gati, Ānāpānasati, etc.

▪Whenever you have time, you may want to go back and read relevant previous posts. With repeated readings, things will become much more clear.

▪In the suttā, the Buddha used this pattern of repeating stuff over and over. That makes it easier for these concepts to sink in.

▪Please don’t hesitate to ask questions if something is not clear.

18. Understanding Buddha Dhamma is all about understanding the steps in Paṭicca Samuppāda:

“Yo paticcasamuppādam passati,

so Dhammam passati.

Yo Dhammam passati,

so paticcasamuppādam passati”

“One who sees paticcasamuppāda

sees the Dhamma.

One who sees the Dhamma

sees paticcasamuppāda.”

(WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāhatthipadopama Sutta (MN 28); at the end)

▪If one to understands Paṭicca Samuppāda, one needs to understand all these key terms like saṅkhāra, kamma viññāṇa, bhava, kamma bīja, gati, Ānāpānasati, etc.

▪Other relevant posts are listed below. The more one reads and contemplates, the more one will be able to understand:

“Viññāṇa – Consciousness Together With Future Expectations,” “Introduction to Citta, Vedanā, Saññā, Saṅkhāra, and Viññāṇa,” “Four Noble Truths – Suffering and Its Elimination,” “Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa.”
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1. Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (DN 22) just describes in more detail the Ānāpānasati bhāvanā that is in the Ānāpānasati Sutta (MN 118).

▪This post discusses the fundamentals related to both suttā. More details at: “Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta.”

2. One synonym for Nibbāna is “cooled state”, which means the mind is “permanently cooled down.” There can be no anger, greed, or ignorance can arise such a mind.

▪However, we start at a more basic state. When we start doing real Ānāpāna/Satipaṭṭhāna, we will start feeling a PERMANENT relief from our stressed minds.

▪On the other hand, “breath meditation” provides only a temporary relief.

3. We discussed how our thoughts can affect our minds in the previous post, “Breath Meditation Is Addictive and Harmful in the Long Run.”

▪When angry thoughts arise, one’s whole body becomes hot and agitated; blood pressure goes up; face becomes dark, because the blood becomes dark.

▪On the other hand, when one has compassionate thoughts in one’s mind, one’s mind feels joyful and it shows up in the face too.

4. Some people are more prone to generating angry thoughts; others are more like to generate compassionate thoughts. In other words, some people have “angry gati” while other have “compassionate gati.” Previously we discussed that there are a wide variation of gati ranging from very bad to very good.

▪Of course, these gati do not show up all the time. Even a person with “angry gati” must be provoked for such angry thoughts to arise.

▪In Buddha Dhamma’s language, a person with “angry gati” has “anger hiding in the mind” waiting for a trigger to come to the surface. These are called “anusaya” or “kilesa” (hidden defilements).

▪The key word gati (pronounced “gathi”) is related to one’s habits and character; see “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Asavas).”

5. We can take an analogy to clarify this. Anusaya can be compared to dirt at the bottom of a glass of water. If the glass is not disturbed, the dirt will settle at the bottom, and the water may look clean at the top.

▪If there is a lot of dirt at the bottom of the glass, only a slight disturbance can make the dirt come up and make the water dirty. But if it is only a little bit, most minor disturbances may not make the water dirty.

▪Just like that, the more anusaya (or corresponding defilements) one has, it will be easier for them to come to the surface. If one has “very angry gati,” that person would be easy to be angered.

6. On the other hand, if there is no dirt at the bottom of the glass, no matter what kind of disturbance it is, the water will remain pure.

▪The mind of an Arahant is like that. He/she can live totally unaffected surrounded by the world’s most tempting sense objects.

▪We have a long way to get to the Arahant stage. But we can start getting rid of these “bad gati” or “anusaya” or “defilements” by cultivating the correct Ānāpāna/Satipaṭṭhāna.

▪When one’s mind becomes purified, it will be hard to make that person agitated or depressed. One will have a relatively calm mindset even under normally stressful conditions.

7. Even though a glass of water has dirt in it, if the water is left undisturbed for a while, the dirt gets settled at the bottom and the water becomes relatively clear.

▪That is what happens with “breath meditation.” One focuses one’s mind on a neutral thought object for a while and all “agitations” subside. But they do not go away.

▪Breath meditation appears to provide relief. In particular, if one goes to a retreat and spends several days with one’s mind removed from “enticing” AND “angry” thoughts, one feels a high sense calmness.

▪However, when one comes back and gets into the usual “rat race”, with all kinds of enticing and aggravating inputs from the environment, all those anusaya” come back to the surface!

8. In real Ānāpāna/Satipaṭṭhāna, those anusaya or “hidden defilements” will be REMOVED gradually. The procedure involves the following:

▪Get rid of bad thoughts (such as anger) that may arise due to whatever reasons.

▪Let any “good thoughts” that may arise (such as compassion or just thoughts about dhamma concepts) to continue.

▪Deliberately contemplate on Dhamma concepts like dasa akusala, gati, anusaya, kilesa, kamma, kamma vipāka, Noble Truths, Noble Eightfold Path, Paṭicca Samuppāda, etc.

▪We will see in upcoming posts, how those “three components” are taken into account in the four types of Satipaṭṭhāna: kāyānupassanā, vedanānupassanā, cittānupassanā, and dhammānupassanā.

9. If a bad thought comes to the mind, one must think about the bad consequences of keeping such thoughts in one’s mind and forcefully remove them. For example, if someone says something to make one angry, one could count to ten in one’s mind (or just walk away) and not retaliate.

▪This is hard to do first. But with practice, one can see the benefits and one will be motivated to continue.

▪The nice thing is that the more one trains, the easier it becomes to control one’s impulsive reactions.

10. In order to get rid of any bad habit (which are related to gati), it will be VERY HELPFUL to see the bad consequences of such bad habits.

▪A smoker needs to convince himself that smoking can lead to various health problems, including cancer. That will be an incentive to get rid of smoking.

▪Taking drugs is even worse, one could die with many health problems if one becomes addicted to drugs.

▪Even eating too much is a bad habit. One should look at the statistics that clearly show the bad health consequences of over-eating.

11. Learning Dhamma is like learning the bad consequences of bad habits. When one is engaged in immoral activities, one will have bad consequences of those actions, speech, and thoughts in two ways:

▪Even if one is making a lot money doing immoral things, one WILL have a stressed mind even in this life.

▪The more important consequences may realize in future lives. Highly immoral activities lead to births in the four bad realms (animal realm is one).

▪Therefore, it is essential to learn true Buddha Dhamma, where one can begin to understand kamma and kamma vipāka.

12. Another way to say this is that one needs to see the difference between “dhamma” and “adhamma.” Dhamma are the “good, moral deeds” and adhamma are the “bad immoral deeds.”

▪Note that dhamma here is different from the Buddha Dhamma, even though they are related. Adhamma are opposite of dhamma.

▪As we have discussed before, adhamma lead to a stressed mind and dhamma lead to a calm mind at the very basic level.

▪At the next level, strong adhamma or “highly immoral deeds” have very bad consequences in the future, especially in future lives (rebirths in the lowest 4 realms). On the other hand, strong dhamma or “highly moral deeds” lead to good rebirths in the higher realms.

▪I have discussed them previously. It would be beneficial to review them.

“Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

“Does the Hell (Niraya) Exist?.”

“Dasa Akusala/Dasa Kusala – Basis of Buddha Dhamma.”

“Gati to Bhava to Jāti – Ours to Control“
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This post is critical. Before one can do Ānāpānasatisati or Satipaṭṭhāna meditations, one needs to understand what is meant by “sati.”

Double Meanings of Words – Unique In Pāli with Deeper “Dhamma Meanings”

1. Many Pāli words have “double meanings.” As we will see below, that happens in other languages too.

▪However, the situation is unique in Pāli in the context of Buddha Dhamma because some Pāli words have deeper meanings that are only to do with Buddha Dhamma.

▪An example that we have already discussed is viññāṇa. The ordinary meanings is “consciousness”, but the more profound meaning is “defiled consciousness” for mano viññāṇa that arise via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāna.”  In order to see the context in a given situation, one must know both meanings; see, “Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa.”

▪Therefore, unlike in other languages, one must have a more in-depth knowledge of Buddha Dhamma to see the deeper meanings of words like viññāṇa and sati.

2. One fundamental problem with English translations today arises because most translators try to use dictionary translations. Many times, a dictionary may not list all possible meanings, especially the deeper meanings.

▪For example, in most Pāli dictionaries, “sati” is given the following two meanings: mindfulness and attention.

▪However, another more profound meaning is only approximated by “mindfulness” as we discuss below. The key is to figure out “mindful of what?”.

▪But let us first see why this is not a big problem in English (or any other language).

Double Meanings in English versus Pāli

3. In English novels or any other “mundane text,” two different meanings are commonly used even in the same paragraph.

▪For example, the word right conveys two different meanings in the following sentence: These are the right directions; make a right turn at the first traffic light.

▪Following are more examples:

		Rose: My favorite flower is a rose. He quickly rose from his seat.



		Type: He can type over 100 words per minute. That dress is not her type.



(Read more at “WebLink: grammar.yourdictionary.com: Words with Multiple Meanings”).

4. The unique situation in Pāli is that words like “sati” have unique meanings that one can understand ONLY in terms of fundamental concepts and the context.

▪To comprehend the deeper meaning of some keywords, one must learn and understand that meaning.

▪It has nothing to do with one’s academics qualifications. If one has not heard that meaning from a Buddha or a true disciple of a Buddha, one can NEVER figure that out by oneself.

▪Since “sati” is a critical Pāli word that appears in the context of Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna, we should spend some time on it.

Mundane Meaning of Sati – Attention Can Lead to Bhava and Jāti

5. Perhaps “attention” is the best from the “mundane meanings” in #2 above. When we are engaged in a specific task, we need to keep our attention on that task.

▪For example, one needs to keep attention to traffic while driving or paying attention to a teacher who is teaching a new concept.

▪Another example is keeping one’s attention on a particular “thought object,” whether one is looking at something, studying, etc.

6. When one focuses attention to get possession of a worldly thing, that is the “seed” for future bhava. That is a crucial point for those who would like to look into it.

▪It is discussed in the post, “Imasmim Sati Idam Hoti – What Does It Really Mean?.”

▪One may not be able to grasp it until one understands Paṭicca Samuppāda to some extent.

Why the Mundane Meaning Is Not Enough for Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna

7. Now let us take some examples to see why “attention” and even “mindful” will not give the deeper meaning in the context of Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna.

▪Suppose a suicide bomber is assembling a bomb that he intends to use to kill many people. He must be paying careful attention to what he is doing, and that is the ordinary meaning of sati there.

▪The term “mindful” also describes the mindset of a suicide bomber while assembling the bomb. He must be mindful of his task. If he makes even a slight mistake, he may trigger the bomb right there.

▪Therefore, that bomb maker must have attention and be mindful of his task. Obviously, he is not engaged in Satipaṭṭhāna.

8. We can see this in many other “mundane” examples too.

▪A surgeon doing a complicated operation must pay total attention to the task; he must be mindful of the task.

▪The same applies to anyone doing any critical mundane task. Driving, studying, a nuclear scientist designing an atomic bomb that can kill millions of people, an engineer designing a crucial component for a spaceship, etc.

▪That is not the “sati” that one must have to cultivate Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna, even though one must ALSO pay attention and be mindful.

9. However, breath meditation only requires ordinary meanings: one must be paying total attention to the breath and one must be mindful of that task.

▪I have explained in the post, “Breath Meditation Is Addictive and Harmful in the Long Run,” how “breath meditation” can provide a temporary relief, AND why that can be addictive and bad in the long run.

▪For one to engage in true Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna, one must have a particular “mindset” IN ADDITION to paying attention. That is being aware of the moral/immoral implications of one’s thoughts, speech, and actions.

▪As we will see below, that true Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna also involves speech and bodily actions. The Iriyāpatapabba section in Satipaṭṭhāna is ALL ABOUT physical actions. One cannot do that by sitting down and focusing on the breath. We will discuss that later in detail.

▪To understand “sati,” we need to look at the ultimate goal of a Buddhist.

One Needs to be Mindful of the Goal in Buddha Dhamma

10. The ultimate goal is Arahanthood, or Nibbāna, which is, “rāgakkhayo Nibbānam, dosakkhayo Nibbānam, mohakkhayo Nibbānam,” or “completely removing greed, anger, and ignorance from one’s mind.”

▪We don’t need to start there. But one embarks on the Path by gradually removing those three defilements from one’s mind.

▪One definition of Nibbāna is “cooling down (of the mind).” That “cooling down” can be experienced even at the beginning to some extent.

11. WHEN one is attracted to a sense input (IF IT is enticing OR repulsive), that WILL lead to a burdened mind. Thoughts associated with greed or anger are unavoidable.

▪Therefore, one needs to be aware of such DEFILED thoughts, speech, and actions and stop them as they arise. That is the key to true Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna.

▪An even deeper meaning of “sati” is to be mindful of the unfruitful and dangerous nature of this world (Tilakkhaṇa.) See, “Basic Framework of Buddha Dhamma.” At least read the first post there: “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa.”

▪That particular mindset is “sati.”

Deeper Meaning of Sati Involves a Unique Mindset

12. Therefore, the meaning of “sati” in the context of Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna has a more specialized meaning. A suicide bomber making a bomb, or even a student intensely concentrating on learning a subject, will not have that sati.

▪This “deeper sati” is a “good mental factor” (a sobhana cetasika). The sati cetasika is cultivated by learning Dhamma and eventually comprehending Tilakkhaṇa.

▪This “sati” is VERY DIFFERENT from the ordinary meanings. The elementary version means “having a mindset to stay away from dasa akusala,” which is what one does when one follows the Eightfold Path.

▪In short, one needs to focus attention on getting rid of “immoral thoughts, speech, and actions” AND on cultivating “moral thoughts, speech, and actions.”

13. However, we can see that the ordinary meanings of “maintaining attention” or “being mindful” must ALSO be there during Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna.

▪One must keep the attention (sati) on “good things” and remove attention away (asati) from “bad things” too while keeping the “sati mindset.”

▪By the way, there is no “asati” cetasika or a “bad mental factor”; it has only the ordinary meaning. Asati means keeping the mind away from any ārammaṇa or any “thought object.”

▪Asati means “not being focused on a given thought object.” There is ONLY one meaning for asati.

14. I hope one can see why just paying attention or being mindful is not enough to cultivate Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna.

▪One must understand that “cooling down of the mind” has its origins in staying away from dasa akusala and actively engaging in moral deeds, speech, and thoughts.

▪In particular, it is essential to understand the importance of cultivating moral vacī saṅkhāra (conscious thoughts and speech); see, “Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa.”

15. When that is done consistently (keeping the mind on good things and off of bad things), over time it leads to Sammā Sati over time. That, in turn, leads to Sammā Samādhi completing the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪But one needs to know what is good and what is bad. What is bad is dasa akusala and what is good is dasa kusala, i.e., staying away from dasa akusala.

▪When one makes progress on the Path and starts comprehending Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta), one’s sati will grow. That will be lead to better samādhi.

The Goal Is Not To Remove All Thoughts From the Mind

16. I also need to mention a common mistake some people make. They think they need to get rid of ALL thoughts that come to mind.

▪When one is engaged in Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna, one’s goals are two fold: get rid of evil thoughts that come to the mind AND cultivate good thoughts.

▪Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna involves both “āna” or “assāsa” (taking in good things) and “āpāna” or “passāsa” (discarding bad things).

17. Another way to say this is that one needs to see the difference between “dhamma” and “adhamma.” Dhamma are the “good, moral deeds,” and adhamma are the “bad, immoral deeds.”

▪As we have discussed before, adhamma leads to a stressed mind, and dhamma leads to a calm mind at a fundamental level.

▪At the next level, strong adhamma or “highly immoral deeds” have terrible consequences in the future, especially in future lives (rebirths in the lowest four realms). On the other hand, strong dhamma or “highly moral deeds” lead to good rebirths in the higher realms.

▪We discussed dhamma/adhamma in the previous post. I want to mention another aspect of it now.

What are Dhamma and Adhamma?

18. In many suttā, the Buddha has clearly stated that dasa akusala are adhamma, and that staying away from those is dhamma. For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhamma Sutta (AN 10.182)”: “katamo ca, bhikkhave, adhammo? Pāṇātipāto … pe … micchādiṭṭhi,” i.e., basically dasa akusala.

▪There are many suttā where the Buddha describes adhamma as dasa akusala or opposites of the eight factors in the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪On the other hand, dhammas are dasa kusala and the eight factors in the Noble Eightfold Path.

19. This act of keeping the mind (sati) on “good things” and keeping it away (asati) from “bad things” is the key to Buddhist meditation: Satipaṭṭhāna, Anāpānasati.

▪Both require keeping the mind focused on “good things” and stopping it from focusing on “bad things.”

▪When that is done consistently, over time, it leads to Sammā Sati (or always keeping the mind on good things), and then to Sammā Samādhi, completing the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪But one needs to know what is right and what is bad. What is bad is dasa akusala and what is right is dasa kusala, i.e., staying away from dasa akusala.

Dhamma Are the Things to “Bear” and Adhamma Are the Things One Should Not “Bear”

20. What is meant by “dhamma” here is “what one bears in mind” or “the mindset.” One thinks, speaks, and acts according to that mindset.

▪But as we have seen, what one thinks, speaks, and acts are called saṅkhāra. And “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” means one’s viññāṇa are based on one’s saṅkhāra; see, “Connection Between Saṅkhāra and Viññāṇa.”

▪Then Paṭicca Samuppāda leads to “bhava paccayā jāti.” Therefore, when one generates “bad saṅkhāra,” one ends up creating “bad jāti” for oneself (both during this life and in future lives).

21. Now, “bad saṅkhāra” are generated when one bears “bad dhamma.” “Good saṅkhāra” are created when one takes “good dhamma.”

▪That is the basis of Paṭicca Samuppāda, and its connection to “sati.”

▪When one gradually gets rid of “bad dhamma” by staying away from dasa akusala, and cultivates “good dhamma” by engaging in moral deeds, one cultivates “sati” via Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpānasati.

Sati Included in Five of the 37 Factors of Enlightenment

22. There are “37 Factors of Enlightenment” that the Buddha said are critical to attaining Nibbāna and thus must be cultivated.

▪The importance of the word “sati” is apparent since it appears in 5 of the 37 factors in different forms.

▪Sati is in the Five Faculties (Pañca Indriya), Five Powers (Pañca Bala), Four Factors of Mindfulness (Cattāro Satipaṭṭhāna), Seven Factors of Enlightenment (Satta Bojjhaṅga), and the Eightfold Noble Path (Ariya Atthangika Magga); see, “37 Factors of Enlightenment.”

23. When Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna cultivated, all 37 factors get cultivated automatically, and one attains Nibbāna.

▪For example, according to the WebLink: suttacentral: Ānāpānassati Sutta (MN 118): “..Ānāpānassati, bhikkhave, bhāvitā bahulīkatā cattāro satipaṭṭhāne paripūreti. Cattāro satipaṭṭhānā bhāvitā bahulīkatā satta bojjhaṅge paripūrenti. Satta bojjhaṅgā bhāvitā bahulīkatā vijjāvimuttiṁ paripūrenti.”

▪Translated: “..Ānāpānassati, when used (bhāvitā) and used frequently (bahulīkatā), completes (paripūreti) four types of Satipaṭṭhāna. Cattāro Satipaṭṭhāna, when used and used frequently, completes Satta Bojjhaṅga. Satta Bojjhaṅga, when used and used frequently, completes the full release (Nibbāna or Arahanthood).”
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oLiving Dhamma – Introduction

oPeace of Mind to Nibbāna – The Key Step

oStarting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth (with first Desana “The Hidden Suffering that We All Can Understand”; desanā title different from post title)
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August 5, 2016; Revised August 26, 2016 (This replaces the deleted post, “Introduction to a New Approach to Meditation”).

1. This series started as a subsection in the “Bhāvanā (Meditation)” section. But I think it can be the “step-by-step” by process of “learning and living” Dhamma starting from a very fundamental level. One does not need to be bothered about too many Pāli words or deeper concepts at the beginning.

▪From many comments that I get, it is clear that many people have “road blocks” at concepts like “kamma vipāka” and “rebirth.” When we start at a fundamental level, one does not need to worry about them. One’s own change in experience — as we proceed — will hopefully help clarify those concepts as we proceed.

▪All other sections at the website can be used to investigate and learn different aspects from different angles. Buddha Dhamma is a self-consistent theory of nature. There are no contradictions.

2. About a month ago, I started thinking about this approach based on emails from a few people about their experiences. Many people feel the positive effect of meditation, but seem to be “stuck” without being able to go past a certain point.

▪I must hasten to add that this “new approach” is fully consistent with Buddha Dhamma and not an invention of mine. It is just another way and — hopefully a refreshing way — to look at how to practice Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism) with a clear understanding.

3. What got me started thinking was the following email from a person (X) who has been doing mostly anariya meditation, including conventional Mettā Bhāvanā (I am withholding the name for obvious reasons); highlights are mine. Anariya meditation basically means doing meditation without comprehending anicca nature, so most people start that way:

“..The other issue I wanted to ask you about was that I sometimes start wondering if meditation is just dulling my mind, making me less sensitive to what others are doing around me, like a sedative almost. Am I getting addicted to meditation that I need a constant dose, and when I stop I feel I am missing something. for example when I was meditating regularly I no longer felt like reading books or listening to music which I loved earlier so I felt like it was changing my core personality.

To experiment I stopped my formal meditation for a few weeks and I found that I began to get agitated and anxious as before. I was also able to enjoy songs as before. I know that is consistent with what you say about anariya meditations – that the effects are temporary.

So I am curious to ask you, have you experimented with stopping your meditation practice for a few weeks? I am asking because I understand that you are doing the Ariya meditation and that those effects should be more permanent. Or are you so used to your meditation practice that it would be a torture to ask you to stop even for a few days let alone a few weeks. But the trouble is – if you never stop how will you know if the effects are permanent or not…”

4. I am grateful to X for sharing this beautifully written description. I believe many people have experienced such thoughts at various times. Our tendency to always go back to sense pleasures is very strong, because that is what we have been doing through uncountable rebirths in the kāma loka in the past.

▪Whether it is Ariya or anariya meditation (including even breath meditation), the tranquility of mind (peace of mind) that comes during a meditation session is due to the suppression of the five hindrances (pañcanīvaraṇa); see, “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.”

▪In simple terms, the five hindrances are: sense cravings, tendency to be angry, sleepy or dull mind, scattered mind, and the inability to decide the right action. They are always in the background, “covering the mind” and constantly making the mind “agitated and anxious” as X described above.

▪What happens during a meditation session (or even if one a fully focused on some task that does not involve sense pleasures), is that the mind is taken off of all such hindrances temporarily. This is actually the first stage where one could experience the “cooling down” or “nivana” or “niveema.” It can be called a mundane version of Nibbāna. This is also called “nirāmisa sukha”; see, “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?.”

▪When one is on a regular meditation program (or in a meditation retreat), that “cooling down” can last during that whole time — days or weeks — outside the meditation sessions.

5. Another person (Y) asked the following related question: “Nirāmisa sukha is felt by which citta?.”

▪Nirāmisa sukha is not experienced by a specific citta. Rather, nirāmisa sukha APPEARS when cittā BECOME free of defilements, i.e., when the mind becomes (at least temporarily) free of hindrances; see, “Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances.” We will go into details in upcoming posts, but this is a CRITICAL point.

▪More examples: Water becomes clear and pleasant when all the dirt is removed. One feels good when a headache goes away; that relief was not gained by adding something, but by removing the headache.

▪Similarly, nirāmisa sukha is felt when hindrances and defilements are SUPPRESSED temporarily. When those are removed PERMANENTLY in four stages, one feels more permanent happiness of Nibbāna. At the Sotāpanna stage, a big junk of stresses associated with defilements are PERMANENTLY removed. At the Arahant stage, ALL defilements are PERMANENTLY removed, and the “cooling down” is complete.

▪Thus it is going to be a gradual process. It is a mistake to try to go all the way all at once. Don’t even think about the Arahant stage (let alone the Anāgāmī stage where one has removed kāma rāga or attachment to sense pleasures), but concentrate on attaining the Sotāpanna stage.

▪For many, even before that one needs to experience the nirāmisa sukha. That is what we focus on initially.

▪It is when kāmacchanda and other nīvaraṇa are suppressed that one is able to experience the nirāmisa sukha, grasp the anicca nature, and become a Sotāpanna. This is easier when one abstain from dasa akusala too.

▪Thus, in order to grasp the anicca nature (i.e., to suppress the nīvaraṇa), the mind needs to be purified to some extent. Person X above is almost there, but you can see how hard for X to be not be tempted by sense pleasures.

6. I will go into details in the upcoming posts in this section, but through countless rebirths we have cultivated a craving for sense pleasures that inevitably lead to the five hindrances, that cover our minds and not letting us see the real nature of this world. Sense pleasures have the following key characteristics:

▪They are definitely “pleasurable”, i.e., the sense experience is palpable and enjoyable. The Buddha himself said that beings will not be trapped in this suffering-filled rebirth process unless they are seduced by these pleasurable sense contacts.

▪The price we pay for that “happy feeling” is that the mind gets excited and restless. Furthermore, that pleasurable feeling cannot be maintained for long times; we get tired of it no matter what it is. Think about anything (food, sex, watching movies, etc), and you will realize that soon we would have had enough of it and we just move onto some other pleasurable activity or “just take a rest.”

▪But that experience is addictive. The urge to do it again comes back very strong at later times. If we cannot experience it at that time, we at least tend to recall the past experience and try to enjoy that. This is due to the fact that we have a reservoir of mental impurities (kilesa) in our minds, as we discuss in an upcoming post.

▪Until one can realize the dangers in at least excessive sense pleasures (anicca, dukkha, anatta nature), one’s mind is easily tempted by those sense pleasures; one is afraid that one will “miss out” on the sense pleasures. This is what X was trying to convey above.

7. The meditation experience is the totally opposite of sense pleasures. Nirāmisa sukha can be maintained as long as one stays in the “meditation mindset.” But it is not an “enjoyment” in the sense of a sense pleasure. It is really a “peace of mind” (one could actually feel a bodily sukha sensation in a jhāna, but we will discuss that later). This is why X is tempted by them, even though they lead to general agitation of the mind (see the first highlighted sentences in #3 above).

▪Nirāmisa sukha BECOMES addictive (i.e., preferable over sense pleasures) only AFTER getting to the Sotāpanna stage (at which time it can be called beginning of the “Nibbāna sukha” or “nivan suva”). At that time, even though one may still be tempted by sense pleasures until the Anāgāmī stage, one will ALWAYS go back to meditation for relief. Until then it is always a battle that is so eloquently expressed by X in #3 above.

▪Furthermore, at that stage one will have voluntarily given up some of more excessive sense pleasures. This is something that just happens. One needs to forcefully give up only those things that are directly harmful to oneself or to others. For example, sexual MISCONDUCT needs to be forcefully given up, but not sex (We recall that one of the main upāsikā of the Buddha, lady Visākha, attained the Sotāpanna stage at age 7, but got married and had 22 children). The urge for sexual pleasure will AUTOMATICALLY go away only at the Anāgāmī stage.

▪Of course, one could start discarding some “conventionally pleasurable” but not directly harmful things like watching TV or going to concerts etc. (as X stated in #3 above). I also experienced the same kind of things in early practice. I would rather learn Dhamma than watch TV even in the early days. “pleasure of Dhamma” is different.

▪However, I still get pulled into a limited number of sense pleasures occasionally, so I know how hard it is to resist especially those activities that one has gotten used to. Getting rid of all kāma rāga (i.e., reaching the Anāgāmī stage) is the hardest. But once the anicca nature is comprehended to some extent, it becomes easy to discard most things as a waste of time.

8. Therefore, in the beginning it could be a “tug of war” between those addictive sense pleasures that we are used to enjoy and the long-lasting but not so addictive nirāmisa sukha of meditation. Here, meditation also includes listening, reading, and contemplation of Dhamma.

▪As one’s mind gets more and more cleansed, the “joy of Dhamma” WILL increase. One WILL BE able to grasp deeper and deeper meanings even from the same discourse or a post.

▪The time to contemplate on anicca (and Tilakkhaṇa in general) is when one starts “liking Dhamma”, with the pañcanīvaraṇa temporarily lifted. If one starts forcing the mind to accept the anicca nature, that may not be successful, and one may get discouraged. Of course, each person is different and some may be able to do it.

9. Finally, in X’s last (highlighted) statement in #3 above, the question was: If I stopped meditating for two weeks, would I be able to “switch back to enjoying sense pleasures” as X did?

▪I am quite sure I could abstain from meditating for two weeks if I really wanted to. But, such an abstinence would not change “my core.” It just cannot. Sometimes when I go on a trip with my family, I do not get to meditate for several days. For example, last month there was a break of about 7-8 days during such a trip. But when I get back, I automatically get back to my normal schedule of meditation.

▪In addition, most of my “meditation” is not formal. I think about Dhamma concepts whenever there is time, sitting in a car, just before falling asleep, first thing when I wake up, etc.

▪Furthermore, I don’t feel “missed out” on those cravings that I have lost, even though I can still experience that “sense pleasure.” For example, while I was working I used to have an alcoholic beverage daily for over 30 years, even though I did not really get “drunk”; it was just a habit. Nowadays, that habit has automatically disappeared. Still, If I am out with an old friend (who does not know that I have changed) and he has a drink, I may have one just to keep him company. But the “urge” to have a drink at the end of the day is never coming back. A big chunk of “mental impurities” (or kilesa) have permanently been removed from my mind.

10. What we are going to do is to look closely at what these defilements are that needs to be removed in order to purify the mind, so that those pañcanīvaraṇa will be permanently lifted and the mind can grasp deeper and deeper concepts easily.

▪It is easier to solve a problem when one figures out what the problem is, and the root causes that lead to the problem.

▪Our problem here is the defiled mind. The root causes are the mental impurities (or kilesa, keles, or klesha in Pāli, Sinhala, and Sanskrit respectively) that have accumulated in our minds over the beginning-less rebirth process. These are ultimately responsible for the five hindrances (pañcanīvaraṇa) that cover our minds.

▪We will discuss these kilesa in future posts. They provide a simple way to identify and quantify mental impurities, and how they are to be discarded step-by-step.

Next in the series, “Peace of Mind to Nibbāna – The Key Step.”






   Peace of Mind to Nibbāna – The Key Step
   

   




Peace of Mind to Nibbāna – The Key Step





August 12, 2016; Revised December 21, 2016; June 27, 2022 (note that I wrote this in 2016) ; August 27, 2022 (note that I wrote this in 2016) 

I have changed the title of this post from “Nirāmisa Sukha to Nibbāna Suva – The Key Step.”

One needs to experience a “peace of mind” or “cooling down” (nirāmisa sukha) before starting on the Noble Path to Nibbāna; the transition to the Sotāpanna stage happens when one comprehends the anicca nature while experiencing nirāmisa sukha.

▪After that transition, nirāmisa sukha becomes permanent with the removal of the pañcanīvaraṇa. The full explanation will take more posts, but we start here.

▪Many people start meditating without understanding what to meditate on. One needs to learn the basics of pure Buddha Dhamma first. One can start with conventional meditation techniques that are out there. Still, to grasp deeper Dhamma, one needs to stay away from the ten defilements (dasa akusala) as much as possible.

1. In the previous post “Living Dhamma – Introduction,” we discussed the experience of X. Please read it before reading this post.

▪X had experienced nirāmisa sukha by engaging in a regular anariya Mettā Bhāvanā. Even though it led to a relaxed and calm state of mind, X realized that at the same time the desire to engage in some types of sensual pleasures (reading books or listening to music) went away.

▪Then X stopped meditating for two weeks, and the ability to enjoy books or music returned. However, the nirāmisa sukha also disappeared, and X’s mind was again burdened and agitated.

▪Some people may not have experienced such a temporary “cooling down” or nirāmisa sukha, so I thought of discussing this a bit more before discussing the technical term “kilesa.” It is important to figure out one’s current status before reaching the next stage. It is a step-by-step process.

▪One needs to get to that stage (where X was) to at least experience the difference between the nirāmisa sukha and sensory pleasures to start comprehending anicca nature. At that stage, pañcanīvaraṇa is temporarily lifted and the mind becomes calm enough to comprehend anicca nature. However, that can happen momentarily during listening to a discourse too.

2. When fully immersed in sensory pleasures, the mental burden that inevitably comes with it is not apparent to that person. We have gotten used to the “mental agitation in the background” and don’t feel it most of the time. Only when one gets into a “calmed state of mind” can one appreciate the burden of this “constant agitation or incessant distress” in the background.

▪Through the meditation program, X has begun to appreciate the relief from this “incessant distress” effect due to pañanīvaraṇa, and the relief is called nirāmisa sukha.

▪However, the conundrum is that there is a price to pay (if one does not comprehend the anicca nature)! To the dismay of X, the ability to enjoy some favorite sense pleasures disappeared.

3. In very simple terms, this problem arises because X has not comprehended the anicca nature (what we will be doing in this new section is to discuss a step-by-step process that could help comprehend the anicca nature).

▪In X’s mind, those sensory pleasures are worth hanging on to. And that feeling is VERY POWERFUL. 

▪Even though a Sotāpanna who has lost the craving for SOME sensory pleasures has still more left. So, even a Sotāpanna knows how hard it is to eliminate that “nagging feeling” of needing to seek sensory pleasures. Of course, a Sotāpanna would not do any apāyagāmi deeds seeking sensory pleasures.

4. This is why comprehending the anicca nature is so important at X’s stage. When one comprehends the anicca nature of SOME EXTENT, one loses the “nagging feeling” to seek some sensory pleasure.

▪Only when one truly realizes the dangers (or at least the worthlessness) of given sensory pleasure will the mind automatically lose that “nagging feeling.” For example, if one likes to go hunting, one will not give it up voluntarily until one starts seeing the bad consequences of that activity. Same for fishing, being an alcoholic or a drug user, etc. 

▪Comprehension of the anicca nature comes gradually. One first sees the dangers in immoral sense pleasures. Then one sees the worthlessness in extreme sense pleasures that are not harmful to others but oneself. One sees the worthlessness of any sensory pleasure in the kāma loka only at the Anāgāmī stage. This is why it is a step-by-step process.

5. It is like holding onto a gold necklace that was considered valuable. But if it were undoubtedly proven that the necklace was an imitation, one would instantly lose the attachment to it.

▪Attaining the Sotāpanna stage via comprehending the anicca nature to some extent is like that, i.e., realizing the dangers (and/or worthlessness) of SOME extreme sense pleasures. Even though one may not realize that one has lost the craving for SOME sense attractions, one will realize that within weeks or months.

▪Then, the more one meditates on the anicca nature, the more one starts seeing the perils of other (less harmful) sense pleasures too. That is why one HAS TO proceed step-by-step. Getting rid of ALL kāma rāga (attachment to sense inputs via the body touches, smells, and tastes) happens only at the Anāgāmī stage.

6. However, I must say that X is a bit unusual in losing the desire to read books and listen to music. Those are not really “extreme sense pleasures.” Before that one will lose the desire to go fishing, mistreat animals, etc., and get pleasure from lying, gossiping, slandering, stealing, sexual misconduct, etc. I am quite sure X never tended to those anyway.

▪I also do not want people to think that one needs to lose sensory pleasures such as reading books or listening to music to become a Sotāpanna or to experience nirāmisa sukha. That is not the case. One could even be a Sotāpanna and still have those two tendencies. I have mentioned a person in the time of the Buddha who became a Sotāpanna but could not get rid of the urge to have a drink (however, he did not live that long after attaining the Sotāpanna stage). No one can say whether another person has attained the Sotāpanna stage.

▪A Sotāpanna would not do only those deeds that could make him/her suitable for rebirth in the apāyā. That means he/she has removed high levels of greed, hate, and ignorance to the levels of kāma rāga, paṭigha, and avijjā; see, “Lobha, Dosa, Moha versus Raga, Paṭigha, Avijjā.”

▪I believe X had cultivated anariya jhānā in previous but recent rebirths and is carrying that “gati” to this life. X has described some bodily sensations that are associated with jhānā. This is why it is easy for X to at least temporarily lose attachment to even fairly harmless things like reading books or listening to music.

7. Each person loses a set of characteristics (gati) upon attaining the Sotāpanna stage. One should be able to look back and see what those are, just like X did. And, of course, whether those changes are permanent. (Note that my personal experiences discussed below were as of 2016.)

▪As I mentioned, I have lost the urge to have a drink at the end of the day, which I had been doing for over 30 years. I did not force that, even though I contemplated the possible bad consequences of keeping that habit.

▪When one follows the Path, one does not forcefully give up sensory pleasures, only immoral actions that can hurt other living beings; even X did not forcefully give up books or music, it just happened. Losing the desire for sense pleasures happens gradually, starting with extremes.

▪I have only lost interest in reading fiction books. I used to read all types of books, but now I am not interested in reading fiction because it is a waste of time, just like watching TV. On the other hand, I am now reading more non-fiction books.

▪ Over the past two years, I have also been more productive in my science interests. I have learned the subtleties of quantum mechanics that were not apparent to me even two years ago. The mind becomes much clear as one gets rid of kilesa.

▪So, it is important to realize that one is not supposed to lose all interests. One loses interest in only those activities related to greed, hate, and ignorance. That is a must and should be fairly obvious when one looks back. One loses interest in all worldly affairs only upon attaining the Arahanthood.

8. My point is that it is desirable to first get into this stage of X, where X can see the difference between sensual pleasures (āmisa sukha) and the nirāmisa sukha that arise by at least temporarily suppressing the desire for sensual pleasures via a meditation program. 

▪Even more critical than a meditation program is living a moral life, staying away from dasa akusala as much as possible. 

9. Many people try to attain “Nibbānic pleasure” just because they think sensual pleasures, i.e., that Nibbānic pleasure is like the pleasure of music, good food, etc. This is why the account of X is so good an example in pointing out the difference between the two.

▪Actually, this is good place to discuss the differences among āmisa, nirāmisa, and jhāna sukha and the Nibbānic sukha.

▪I reserved the name “sukha” for Nibbāna because it differs from the nirāmisa sukha. It is an overall state of “well-being.” I have no idea what that is like at higher stages, but it is now an ever-present calming effect on the body and mind.

▪Sense pleasures lead to āmisa (or sāmisa) sukha. So, we are all familiar with āmisa sukha.

10. Nirāmisa sukha can arise due to a few different causes. They are all beneficial for the Path and to comprehend the anicca nature.

▪Those cittā that bring us āmisa sukha are burdened with kilesa or akusala cetasika (which we will discuss in the next post). These give rise to an agitated mind that is under incessant distress; see, “Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”).” This is what X described in the previous post, “.. I stopped my formal meditation for a few weeks, and I found that I began to get agitated and anxious as before.” When one gets rid of this incessant distress, one feels the nirāmisa sukha.

▪One can also feel the nirāmisa sukha for short times when engaged in moral activities, for example, helping others or giving food to hungry people or animals. Again, this feeling comes because those kilesa are not present in citta (thoughts) that arise during such activities.

▪Another is engaging in Ariya or anariya meditations. Here also, one’s mind is mostly devoid of kilesa (depending on the strength of the samādhi).

11. There is also a higher nirāmisa sukha that the Buddha recommended. That is the sukha arising due to jhānā. When in a jhāna, one has citta running through one’s mind that belongs to rūpa or arūpa loka.

▪By definition, those cittā are also devoid of kilesa or mental impurities.

▪Jhānā arise when samādhi is intensified (cultivated) to a certain level.

12. “Nivan sukha” or “Nibbānic sukha” or “Nibbānic bliss” is due to cittā that are even purer. There is no trace of incessant agitation or stress left in those cittā.

▪These cittā are also called pabhassara (bright) citta; see “Nibbāna – Is it Difficult to Understand?” and “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

▪Also, Sotāpanna will not be able to experience the Nibbāna sukha for that stage unless he/she can get into Sotāpanna phala samāpatti via cultivating jhānā. Still, he/she will not have the nirāmisa sukha going away. Whatever relief gained from the “incessant distress” is permanent.

13. We will discuss the kilesa (akusala cetasika) that give rise not only to incessant agitation and stress — but eventually to all sansāric suffering — soon in this series.

▪The incessant distress can be considered “immediate kamma vipāka” due to cittā burdened with kilesa or akusala cetasika. The “delayed effects” of such citta will bring more kamma vipāka at later times, and the more potent ones can bring rebirth in the apāyā.

▪Thus the key step to the Sotāpanna stage is to experience nirāmisa sukha by cleansing the mind via moral behavior (sīla) and a good meditation program. Then the mind is open to grasping the anicca nature, i.e., pañcanīvaraṇa could be suppressed for days.

▪However, that transition may happen quickly when one is living a moral life and contemplating pure Dhamma be followed by the Sotāpanna phala moment without one noticing it then. Different people get there in different ways.

▪But there is much to discuss before discussing the Sotāpanna stage.

Next in the series, “Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth”, …..






   Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth
   

   




Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth





August 19, 2016; revised August 24, 2022

1. The “Living Dhamma” section lays out a step-by-step Path from fundamentals. You may want to read it after reading this post.

▪Many people, including some Buddhists, have difficulty connecting with the idea of rebirth.

▪Rather than making the idea of rebirth a prerequisite to starting the practice, one can start practicing by comprehending another type of suffering that the Buddha revealed to the world.

2. The Buddha revealed at least two types of suffering unknown to the world (and taught how to get rid of both PERMANENTLY).

▪Even though the future suffering associated with the rebirth process is the one that is mostly highlighted in the literature, there is a suffering that we all experience in this life without even knowing about it.

▪That first type of suffering we all experience is the incessant distress that we all feel (but may not even be aware of). One starts feeling the nirāmisa sukha when one temporarily suppresses this incessant distress.

▪In a way, it is necessary first to realize the existence of this first type of suffering, at least suppress it, and experience the nirāmisa sukha that results from it (as X did).

▪That will provide the initial faith in Buddha Dhamma and enable the mind to get to samādhi and help comprehend the anicca nature. That will lead to the next step of comprehending the second type of suffering associated with the rebirth process.

3. Rather than writing a few more posts on this, I decided to present this idea in audio format. I have never delivered a “desanā” previously, but hopefully, you will be able to grasp the concept. You need to adjust the volume control on your computer:

“The Hidden Suffering that We All Can Understand”

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 1 - The Hidden Suffering That We All Can Understand

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 1 - The Hidden Suffering That We All Can Understand (Original - Larger file size)

4. Here are the links to the posts mentioned in the above desanā:

Posts on the fundamentals of meditation:

1. Introduction to Buddhist Meditation

2. The Basics in Meditation

3. The Second Level

Posts on the “incessant distress”:

Anicca – The Incessant Distress (“Pīḷana”)

Need to Experience Suffering in Order to Understand it?

Post on the five hindrances (pañcanīvaraṇa):

Key to Calming the Mind – The Five Hindrances

Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā:

6. Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā (Introduction)

Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā:

Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Structure

Step-by-Step Progression in the Path:

Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart

Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty)

Next in the series, “What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika.”
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November 14, 2017

This new subsection is now the second subsection in the “Living Dhamma” section.

▪Initially, I had “Living Dhamma – Fundamentals” as the second subsection after the “Living Dhamma – Overview” subsection.

▪Now I realize that it was too much of a jump, even for many who have had exposure to Buddha Dhamma, but are not familiar with cetasika and other key Pāli words. So, in this new subsection, I plan to close that gap.

 

Posts:

oBuddha Dhamma for an Inquiring Mind – Part I

o“Root of All Suffering – Ten Immoral Actions” (with the desanā “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).”

oIs Suffering the Same as the First Noble Truth on Suffering?

oDhamma, Saṅkhāra, Saṅkhata, Rūpa, Viññāṇa, Gati, Āsava, Anusaya

oComplexity of the Mind – Viññāṇa and Saṅkhāra

oCitta, Mano, Viññāṇa – Nine Stages of Mind Contamination





   Buddha Dhamma for an Inquiring Mind – Part I
   

   




Buddha Dhamma for an Inquiring Mind – Part I





April 12, 2018; revised April 27, 2022

Today, Buddha Dhamma remains hidden under a lot of incomprehensible Pāli words. I can see that many people use Pāli words without knowing their true meanings. If one has a good understanding of the “basics” or the “framework,” it is easier to understand and remember the meanings of key Pāli words.

▪This post will be in summary form, since it is impossible to describe even an outline in several essays. One can find relevant posts by using the “Search” box at the top right. Furthermore, one can ask questions at the discussion forum (“WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Forum”). I encourage any opposing to views, as long as one provides evidence from the Tipiṭaka.

▪This website is based solely on the Tipiṭaka and only the three Commentaries there. The reasons discussed in the section “Historical Background.”

Buddhism (Buddha Dhamma) – What Happens After Death?

1. The majority of people in the world today belong to one of the following two camps:

▪The next life is going to be forever, in heaven or hell.

▪This life is all one has. When one dies, it is over—no rebirth or hell or heaven.

2. The first theory has been handed down from generation to generation, and there are many “holes” in that theory. It seems illogical in many ways (it is one thing to create the Earth, but to make billions of galaxies with billions of planets like Earth? And how did the Creator come about?), but think about this:

▪If a baby dies within a few months, will it go to heaven or hell (it has not done anything good or bad)?

▪Furthermore, how come some people are born wealthy and thus have a better chance to go to heaven than one who is born poor and therefore may be tempted to do immoral things to survive (and hence go to hell)?

3. The second theory appears more logical to many “scientifically-oriented” people with a “materialistic” view.

▪But even if just one of the rebirth stories is believable or proven to the satisfaction of someone, then that person has to throw away that theory.

▪More importantly, no explanation is available for how consciousness arises from inert matter. Our bodies are made of the “same stuff” that makes a tree or a house.

4. In contrast, Buddha Dhamma says that there will be future lives as long as there are causes for future lives to arise.

▪We can learn a lot about Buddha Dhamma by looking at what those causes are. Those causes arise in one’s mind.

▪One’s Creator is oneself. And, as long as one perceives that one can find ultimate happiness in this world, one will be reborn in this world.

The Four Noble Truths

1. In simple terms, Buddha Dhamma is based on the following four truths about this world, called the Four Noble Truths:

▪The Noble Truth about suffering.

▪The causes for such suffering.

▪One can eliminate those causes and thereby stop future suffering from arising.

▪Fourth is the way to eliminate those causes. That leads to ultimate happiness (Nibbāna).

2. The Buddha said that when one understands the First Truth, one will automatically understand the other three. Therefore, let us discuss the First Noble Truth.

▪The key and critical issue here is understanding what is meant by “suffering” in Buddha Dhamma.

▪It is essential to realize that “suffering” and “the Truth about suffering” are different.

3. Everyone knows suffering very well as a FEELING. One does not have to be a Noble Person or even a Buddhist to see that suffering. Even animals know what that suffering is, and they don’t like that either. We all have seen dogs cry with pain when hit.

▪So, what is the Noble Truth about suffering? The Buddha said that this Truth is unknown and is hidden from humans until a Buddha teaches what it is.

▪The cause for FUTURE suffering is attachment to sense pleasures. That is the Noble TRUTH about suffering. Thus, “attachment to sense pleasures” is what the Buddha called “dukkha.”

4. Understanding the truth about suffering requires an understanding of the broader world of 31 realms and that most of that future suffering would be in the four realms or the apāyā (of which the animal realm is one). But suffering is associated with all realms.

▪There are causes for that suffering, i.e., causes for leading to rebirth in the apāyā or in any realm in general.

▪Thus, one can stop the worst types of suffering by abstaining from such immoral actions. Yet, it is difficult to overcome such temptations.

▪The Noble Eightfold Path is the way to overcome such temptations. So, now we can begin to see why one will know all four Truths when one understands the First Truth.

Mind – Where Root Causes for Suffering Arise

1. We know that we are conscious because we can think. We think via thoughts. We can think about many types of things.

▪When we are sleepy, we are just aware that we are alive.

▪On the other hand, if one is about to be run over by a car, one will generate enough power to jump a long distance away from that car or, if chased by a lion, can probably beat a world record for sprinting.

2. One’s mind also controls one’s actions and speech via thoughts or citta that arise in mind.

▪We cannot even lift a finger without a citta or a thought arising in mind. We may not even think about lifting that finger, but we do. It is easy to figure out this way: We can fold that finger any time we want to.

▪You may not realize that speech comes via thinking or citta. Again, it is easy to see that we can stop that speech any time we want to.

3. One’s actions, speech, and thoughts have consequences. One’s conscious thoughts determine the level of future suffering.

▪Future suffering arises due to our conscious thoughts or citta, and they are also called saṅkhāra in some contexts.

4. There is a difference between citta and saṅkhāra (the English word “thought” does not translate precisely as either).

▪The word citta is used in Abhidhamma to denote the smallest mental activity that lasts only a fraction of a billionth of a second.

▪Saṅkhāra represents the overall effect of billions of citta.

▪In that sense, the word thought is closer to saṅkhāra.

5. Those thoughts that move the body (e.g., lifting that finger) are kāya saṅkhāra, because those saṅkhāra control the body or kāya.

▪Those that lead to speech are called vacī saṅkhāra, which are two types: We can speak out loudly or just “talk to ourselves” (thinking consciously); both are vacī saṅkhāra.

▪However, the word “vācā” is used only for speaking aloud.

▪Other thoughts that arise are called mano saṅkhāra, which are those thoughts that arise without us even thinking about it consciously.

▪So, I hope it is clear what those three types of saṅkhāra are. It is crucial to be able to see the differences. But they all arise in the mind.

6. Mano saṅkhāra arise automatically based on our gati (or character or habits). We only become aware of them after they arise.

▪Immediately after mano saṅkhāra arise, we become aware of them and if we are not paying attention, we may just keep generating vacī saṅkhāra along the same lines.

▪For example, when an alcoholic sees a bottle of alcohol at a party, their first reaction is to have a drink. But if that person has willpower, they can think about the harmful consequences and forcefully move the mind to some other matter.

▪Both Satipaṭṭhāna and Ānāpāna Bhāvanā is based on understanding how vacī saṅkhāra arise based on mano saṅkhāra that occur according to one’s gati (and that we have control over vacī saṅkhāra).

7. Another critical observation from the above discussion is that our physical bodies are “inert shells.” It is the mental body (called “gandhabba”) where all thoughts (i.e.,  saṅkhāra) arise, thereby controlling the physical body.

▪That is why in many confirmed Out of Body Experiences (OBE), the body becomes lifeless when the gandhabba comes out of the body.

▪These are all key concepts discussed in detail on the website. One can use the “Search” box to find pieces as needed.

Importance of Javana Citta

Not all thoughts are the same. To get a better idea about thoughts or saṅkhāra, it is good to know some basic facts about citta.

1. Citta can be of 89 types and that analysis is very complex. We don’t need to know all those. We need to know that some of those 89 types are called “javana citta.”  They are very powerful cittā.

▪The word “javana” comes from the root “ja,” meaning “birth.” Thus javana citta is the root for all births. Javana can also mean “running” or “spear” that can penetrate, to indicate the power.

▪The opposite of javana citta would be “ati parittārammana citta,” that we don’t really even feel. Cittā (plural) arise when we are asleep and are responsible for breathing.

▪Breathing involves the movement of body parts (lungs), and is thus a “kāya saṅkhāra.” That is an excellent example of an “undefiled” saṅkhāra. It is a necessary action to maintain life.

2. On the other side of the spectrum, we have powerful javana citta, which CAN lead to strong saṅkhāra called abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Javana cittā generate energies that are the root cause of future vipāka (results) that can give rise to various types of vipāka during a lifetime. Strong ones can lead to future rebirths. Thus, the key to future suffering is in javana citta.

▪However, not all javana citta lead to abhisaṅkhāra. For example, kusala kamma (wholesome deeds) done by Arahants are not abhisaṅkhāra. They are called kiriya (or “action without lobha, dosa, moha.”) They don’t have kammic energy to fuel rebirths or bring pavutti vipāka.

3. A very strong kāya saṅkhāra would be to kill a human, say by stabbing. That requires a very strong impulse, a high javana power. One can do that only when one’s mind is very agitated and is full of hate. These are called apuññābhi saṅkhāra (apuñña abhi saṅkhāra, meaning “bad strong saṅkhāra”).

▪However, high javana power does not necessarily mean an evil action. When someone does good deeds (kusala kamma), those involve puññābhi saṅkhāra (puñña abhi saṅkhāra, meaning “good strong saṅkhāra”).

▪High javana power may involve neutral actions too. For example, lifting a heavy object requires high javana power. But such an action while cleaning house, for example, is a neutral action (no kammically good or bad intention), therefore is not called good or bad (puñña or apuñña). Such javana cittā are not included in Abhidhamma because they do not have kammic consequences.

4. There are 12 types of javana citta corresponding to the 12 types of akusala citta and 8 types of javana citta corresponding to the eight types of kusala citta.

▪These are the javana citta of importance to us.

▪The 12 types of akusala citta with akusala javana can bring bad vipāka during a lifetime or rebirth in “bad realms.”

▪The eight types of kusala citta with kusala javana can bring good vipāka during a lifetime or rebirth in “good realms.” We need to do kusala kamma to avoid rebirth in the apāyā to attain Nibbāna.

▪However, “good” and “bad” in the above are relative. It is just that “bad realms” have extreme suffering. But no realm out of the possible 31 realms is free of suffering.

5. Now we are beginning to see why dasa akusala kamma or the ten immoral deeds (done with those 12 types of akusala citta), are at the heart of Buddha Dhamma.

▪When one is engaged in such immoral deeds, they generate “energies” called “bhava shakti” to fuel future kamma vipāka (bad results), including rebirths in the apāyā.

▪Thus it is unfruitful and dangerous to engage in dasa akusala; this is why such activities are of anicca nature (do not lead to what one expects and only lead to more stress and suffering), one of the three characteristics of this world (Tilakkhaṇa).

▪Such activities lead to suffering or dukkha, the second of the Tilakkhaṇa.

▪Once one gets a rebirth in the apāyā, it is tough to get out, and thus, one becomes “helpless.” Furthermore, clearly such actions are fruitless in the long run, even if born in “good realms.” That is the key to understanding “anatta,” the third characteristic of this world.

So, that is the first part of a highly-condensed outline of Buddha Dhamma. We will continue this outline in the next post.

Ongoing discussion on this topic at the discussion forum: “WebLink: puredhamma.net forums: Buddha Dhamma for an Inquiring Mind.”
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November 14, 2017

1. This new subsection of “Dhamma with Less Pāli” is now the second subsection in the “Living Dhamma” section.

▪In the first desanā of the “Living Dhamma – Overview” subsection, we talked about how one’s mind get agitated when one is engaged in dasa akusala or the ten immoral actions.

2. After that “Living Dhamma – Overview” subsection, I had “Living Dhamma – Fundamentals” as the next subsection, where I started discussing the connection between those dasa akusala and cetasika or mental factors in our thoughts.

▪Now I realize that it was to much of a jump, even for many who have had exposure to Buddha Dhamma but are not familiar with cetasika.

▪So, in this new subsection — “Dhamma with Less Pāli” — I plan to close that gap. This subsection will have much less Pāli words, and I will try to introduce only the essential Pāli words as I proceed.

3. Here is the first desanā: “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala).” Here we discuss the ten immoral actions (dasa akusala) and how avoiding them helps calm the mind; in fact, this is the key to avoid depression.

WebLink: Download “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)”

WebLink: Download “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)” (Original - Larger file size)

4. Posts relevant to the desanā:

Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)

How to Evaluate Weights of Different Kamma

Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra

Truine Brain: How the Mind Rewires the Brain via Meditation/Habits

The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Asavas)

Habits, Goals, and Character (Gati)

How Habits are Formed and Broken – A Scientific View

Wrong Views (Micchā Diṭṭhi) – A Simpler Analysis

Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage

Origin of Morality (and Immorality) in Buddhism

▪In the first desanā of the “Living Dhamma – Overview” subsection, I talked about how one’s mind get agitated when one is engaged in dasa akusala or the ten immoral actions. Here is that desanā:

“The Hidden Suffering that We All Can Understand“

WebLink: Download “The Hidden Suffering that We All Can Understand”

I recommend reading the three posts in that “Living Dhamma – Overview” subsection.
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Re-written September 4, 2022; re-written November 18, 2022

A common misconception is that dukkha means the feeling of suffering. The Pāli word for suffering is dukha, with one “k.” The First Noble Truth (Dukkha Sacca) is not merely about dukha but how to get rid of it or dukkha (dukha + khaya.)

Misconception 1 – Sensory Pleasures Can Overcome Suffering

1. There was this question in a discussion forum, apparently by a young person, “With so many pleasurable things around us with the innovations from science and technology, why do people need to think about suffering? Isn’t Buddha’s message outdated?”

▪We all are seeking to avoid suffering. Modern society gives the impression that pursuing sensory pleasures will lead to happiness. But we have ample evidence that it does not work. Many people have enough wealth to acquire any sensory pleasure they desire. But don’t they suffer just like everyone else?

▪Suffering due to injuries, sicknesses, old age, etc., will be there irrespective of one’s wealth or accessibility to sensory pleasures.

▪Some wealthy people have committed suicide because they could not cope with depression. If they have enough wealth to access any sensory pleasures they desire, how can they become depressed?

▪Buddha taught something that no one has ever taught: “We suffer in the long run BECAUSE of our attachment to sensory pleasures.”

2. The Buddha never said that “there are no sensory pleasures to be had in this world.” There are plenty of mind-pleasing things and activities. He said people could not SEE the suffering hidden in sensory pleasures.

▪A fish bites into a tasty worm on a hook only because that worm is tasty! The fish would not take the bite otherwise. The problem is the “hook” that is hidden — which the fish does not see –, but we can see. In the same way, an average human can only “see” the apparent pleasures accessible.

▪Only a Buddha can “see” the long-term consequences of indulging in such apparent pleasures; see below.

▪We can get into trouble at different levels depending on how we pursue such sensory pleasures. The bad outcomes are evident if one does immoral things (stealing, sexual misconduct, etc.) in pursuing sensory pleasures.

▪However, even “apparently harmless” sensory pleasures can bring about suffering in the rebirth process. That is the “previously unheard teachings” of a Buddha.

▪But that does not mean one should start giving up sensory pleasures from this moment. That will only lead to frustration. There is a step-by-step to be followed. See “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?“

Misconception 2 – First Noble Truth Is About Getting Rid of Physical Suffering

3. Some believe practicing Buddha Dhamma frees oneself of physical suffering in this life.

▪They have the wrong idea that the First Noble Truth on Suffering is about physical suffering and that one can get rid of it by practicing Buddhism, i.e., by “doing meditation.”

▪Any suffering experienced in this life arises due to causes in the past. Even the Buddha had some ailments. Paṭicca Samuppāda can explain all that.

▪The following comment by another person can be a starting point: “I understand what the Buddha meant by suffering because I came down with this ailment.” Even worse types of suffering await us if we don’t try to understand the critical message of the Buddha.

4. But some vipāka can be “managed” or even avoided by understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda.  For example, we can avoid CONDITIONS for some bad kamma vipāka to materialize by eating healthy and exercising. But some other strong vipāka cannot be avoided.

▪In another example, practicing Buddhism/meditation can also bring relief in this life. But that is relief from depression or other “mental suffering.” See “Three Kinds of Happiness – What is Nirāmisa Sukha?” However, relief from sicknesses or other ailments cannot be overcome that way. One must seek medical advice in those cases.

▪A Buddhist’s goal is to stop ANY future suffering. Most people do not worry about that suffering because they don’t believe in rebirth. But not believing in something would not make that go away. One needs to realize that suffering is “built-in” with the laws of nature described by Paṭicca Samuppāda. 

▪Every death inevitably leads to another birth as long as CONDITIONS exist. Similarly, every birth ends in decay and death. Furthermore, some births have unimaginable suffering built in. All that is explained by various Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles. 

First Noble Truth on Suffering Has a Solution Built-In

5. The First Noble Truth on Suffering or Dukkha Sacca (pronounced “sachchā”) is about suffering in future lives (dukha) and how to overcome it. That is why it is “dukkha sacca” where “dukkha” means “dukha that can be overcome” (“dukha” + “khaya.”)

▪It is the ultimate truth about suffering. Any suffering that one may be experiencing in this life is negligible compared to that when born in the four lowest realms (apāyās.) The animal realm is included there.

▪Buddha Dhamma needs to be understood with wisdom. Wisdom (paññā) is a mental factor (cetasika) that needs to be cultivated mainly through reading about (or listening to) Buddha’s worldview first.

6. In his first sermon, Dhamma Cakka Pavattana Sutta, the Buddha stated that his teachings are: “pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu” or “a Dhamma that has never been known to the world.” See “Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta.”

▪ However, those teachings can not be understood if we only focus on this life, like the young person who commented in #1 above.

▪In other words, the First Noble Truth is primarily about the suffering in the rebirth process. If one does not believe in rebirth, it would be worthwhile to look into the evidence for rebirth. See “Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth” and “Evidence for Rebirth.”

The worldview of the Buddha

7. The “wider worldview” of the Buddha can be briefly stated as follows:

▪There is a broader world out there, with many more beings living in 29 more realms than the human and animal realms that we experience, AND the real suffering is in the lower four realms.

▪This life is only a brief stop in our long journey through the cycle of rebirths called saṁsāra.

▪Even in this life, there is hidden suffering even when one seems to be enjoying life, AND there is real suffering in old age and death that is inevitable for everyone. That last part is apparent to anyone but is not thought about much. As one gets old, when the real suffering starts, the mind could be too weak to learn Dhamma.

▪Many people are confused about Nibbāna, “the state with no suffering.” For a brief explanation, see “Nibbāna “Exists”, but Not in This World.”

Importance of “Understanding the Big Picture”

8. Analogy 1: When a fish bites a bait, it does not see the suffering hidden in that action. Looking from the ground, we can see the whole picture and know what will happen to the fish if it bites the bait. But the fish cannot see that whole picture and thus does not see the hidden suffering. It only sees a delicious bit of food.

▪In the same way, if we do not know about the wider world of 31 realms (with the suffering-laden four lowest realms) and that we have gone through unimaginable suffering in those realms in the past, we only focus on what is easily accessible to our six senses.

▪That analogy is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Baḷisa Sutta (SN 17.2).” You can read the English translation there.

9. Analogy 2: Suppose someone makes you an offer. He says, “I will put you in one of the best resorts with all amenities paid for a month. But there is a catch. The food will taste great but have traces of poison that will become effective in a few months and lead to death within the year”.

Will anyone accept the offer, knowing it will lead to suffering and death? Of course not.

▪But they would gladly accept the offer if they were not told about the poison in the food. They will have a good time but bear the same consequences as the fish in the above analogy.

▪In the same way, we enjoy sensory pleasures without knowing their long-term consequences, especially if we do immoral things to get them. Only a Buddha can discover that “wider worldview” that thoroughly explains everything about life. Nothing happens without causes AND conditions. I have tried to explain that in various ways: “Paṭicca Samuppāda During a Lifetime” and “Origin of Life” are two examples.

Things to Contemplate (This is Meditation!)

10. We all have seen how a parent, a grandparent, or even an unrelated celebrity from past years transforms from a dynamic, self-confident, and sometimes imposing character to a feeble, helpless person in the latter years. Sometimes they die under pathetic conditions that would have been unimaginable for them when they were young. But this change is gradual, and even they do not realize it until it is too late.

▪When one becomes too old, it may be too late to start thinking about these facts; one needs to spend a little time contemplating these “facts of life” now.

▪Not to get depressed about this inevitability, but to DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT; this will enable one to enjoy the latter days of life with nirāmisa sukha, even if no stage of Nibbāna is attained.

11. However, it DOES NOT MEAN one should rush to get away from all sensory pleasures even if one becomes convinced of the core message of the Buddha.

▪Abandoning everything abruptly may have even worse consequences if it is not done with proper understanding. It takes time to digest the whole message. It has taken me several years to reach where I am now. I have not given up anything with remorse; I do not “miss” anything that I have given up. The only things one may want to “forcefully give up” are things that directly hurt other beings, like killing, stealing, etc., which most people don’t do anyway.

▪Giving up sensory pleasures comes gradually with understanding when one sees the benefits of giving up.

12. There is no need to rush into taking drastic actions. The urgent task is to get started. Allocate a little time each day to learn Dhamma, preferably when the mind is a bit calmer so that one can focus and contemplate. As the Buddha said, this Dhamma differs from what we are used to.

▪As one begins to understand the message of the Buddha, the learning process will become easier. What I hope to do with this site is to present all the background material I have gone through so that others do not have to repeat it all.

▪Of course, you may want to do additional research. Each person evaluates things differently.

Summary

13. The First Noble Truth on suffering is NOT so much about current suffering, especially physical suffering. It is not about just the dukha vedanā.  It is about the fact that there is even more intense dukha vedanā possible in future lives, but any future dukha vedanā can be stopped entirely.  That “full picture” needs to be UNDERSTOOD with wisdom (paññā).

▪The Pāli word for suffering is dukha, with one “k.” The First Noble Truth (Dukkha Sacca) is not merely about dukha but how to get rid of it or dukkha (dukha + khaya); see  “Does the First Noble Truth Describe only Suffering?”
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July 22, 2018; revised October 9, 2022

1. I recently realized that it would be a good idea to explain what some critical Pāli words mean in one place.

▪This information could be spread over hundreds of posts on the website, but not many people have read even a fraction of what is on the web site.

▪Since it is critical to understand these key terms, I will try to provide another condensed “big picture” in terms of these keywords. In the last post we analyzed the big picture in terms of root causes; see, “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna).”

2. One way to look at this is to start with how the Buddha described “everything in this world.” We have two worlds: the physical world (rūpa loka) and the mind world (mano loka).

▪Everything that is in the physical world is detected by the five physical senses of the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body: vaṇṇa rūpa (visible objects), sadda rūpa (sounds), gandha rūpa (smells), rasa rūpa (tastes), and phoṭṭhabba rūpa (touchable objects).

▪Therefore, everything in our physical world is called rūpa and includes the five types mentioned above. Those rūpā are all above the suddhaṭṭhaka stage.

▪For example, we can see vaṇṇa rūpa with eyes: “cakkhuñca paṭicca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññāṇaṁ.” Similarly, for the other four.

▪Some objects in the physical world can be detected with more than one sense faculty, and the more information we get, the more knowledgeable we become of the object: we can see and touch an apple; if we can also smell it, the apple is probably ripe; if we taste it, we can confirm that it is ripe.

3. We have a sixth sense faculty: mana indriya, which detects everything else in our world, and they are called dhammā: “manañca paṭicca dhamme ca uppajjati manoviññāṇaṁ.” These dhammā are in our mano loka (mental world).

▪These  dhammā include everything that is not detected with the five physical senses. They include, for example, kamma bīja, nāma gotta (memory records or memories), mathematics, philosophy, Buddha Dhamma, etc.

▪Those are also called rūpa, but those rūpā are different from the rūpa in the physical world: Some have energies that lie below the  suddhaṭṭhaka stage (kamma bīja), and the rest of them are either just memories (nāma gotta) or concepts.

▪These fine rūpa are described as, “anidassanaṁ, appaṭighaṁ, dhammāyatana pariyāpanna rūpaṁ” or “rūpa that cannot be seen, touched, and only detected via dhammāyatana (mana indriya).”

4. When one of our senses detects something in our physical world or the mental world, one of the six types of viññāṇa arise, and we become aware of that “thing”, whether it is a vaṇṇa rūpa, sadda rūpa, or a dhammā.

▪Viññāṇa is a very complex entity: it includes or encompasses the following: our feelings (vedanā), perceptions (saññā), and a set of individual mental factors (cetasika). They all arise together, and the set of cetasika arising depends on each person’s gati.

▪For example, totally different sets of vedanā, saññā, and saṅkhāra (i.e., cetasika) arise when a famous politician is seen by one of his supporters and a person from the opposition party.

▪But in addition, viññāṇa also includes one’s hopes for the future. That is important. 

5. The initial response in one’s mind upon subjected to an external sense input (whether it is seeing, hearing or just a memory coming to the mind), is called a mano saṅkhāra. Of course, that is part of viññāṇa.

▪We can see why different people generate different types of viññāṇa when exposed to the same sensory input. Such mano saṅkhāra — generated instantaneously — depends on one’s gati or set of kilesa (lobha, dosa, moha).

▪Each person has a set of kilesa called āsava, and one’s gati (and therefore mano saṅkhāra) closely follow those anusaya/āsava; we will discuss that below. [anu : minor or related.]

6. If that sensory input is an interesting one (a like or a dislike), one immediately starts thinking about it. This is called “generating vacī saṅkhāra” or basically “talking to oneself.” Now one is fully aware that one is thinking about that sensory input, whether it is a picture, sound, memory, or anything else.

▪Furthermore, if one gets animated about that object, one may speak about (still with vacī saṅkhāra), and may even take a bodily action that will involve kāya saṅkhāra.

▪In contrast to mano saṅkhāra that arise AUTOMATICALLY, both vacī and kāya saṅkhāra are generated consciously. This is key to Ānāpānasati and Satipaṭṭhāna meditation since we have the ability to stop or to continue with those vacī and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪Those three types are collectively called saṅkhāra.

▪So, I hope you now have a better understanding of what is meant by viññāṇa and saṅkhāra and also how they are related. From #4 above, we can also see that saṅkhāra are part of dhammā.

7. By the way, kāya kamma are those actions done with the body, but we see that kāya saṅkhāra are responsible for such kāya kamma.

▪In the same way, vacī saṅkhāra are responsible for vacī kamma, and mano saṅkhāra are responsible for mano kamma.

▪All kamma (actions) are done with saṅkhāra. They all have origins in the mind.

8. Now, such saṅkhāra can be “harmless,”  “dangerous,” or “beneficial.” Our actions, speech, and thoughts are all based on such saṅkhāra.

▪When one gets hungry, one may generate vacī and kāya saṅkhāra to ask for food or walk to the kitchen to get something to eat. Such saṅkhāra are kammically neutral because they don’t lead to “good or bad kamma vipāka” in the future other than getting what one wants to satisfy the hunger.

▪Of course, if one gets attached to that food while eating, one may generate strong saṅkhāra or abhisaṅkhāra that will have significant kammic consequences. That is an apuñña abhisaṅkhāra since that involves the lobha cetasika.

9. If one is planning to kill another human, then one would be generating very strong “apuñña abhisaṅkhāra” that involves vacī saṅkhāra and may lead to kāya saṅkhāra if one goes through the killing. Then one would have generated a strong kamma bīja that can bring a future birth in the apāyā.

▪On the other hand, if one is studying Buddha Dhamma, one will be generating all three types of puñña abhisaṅkhāra (thinking, contemplating and doing things like downloading material from the internet). They will create good kamma bīja that will lead to good vipāka: either leading to magga phala or at least births in good realms so one could continue on the Path.

10. Now, we can see how saṅkhāra can lead to the formation (or arising) of saṅkhata. A potent kamma bīja generated via a strong apuñña abhisaṅkhāra can lead to say, animal bhava and to the birth of an animal.

▪Therefore, that saṅkhata (animal) came to be because of that kamma bīja, and many abhisaṅkhāra could have contributed to that kamma bīja.

▪In the same way, a strong “good kamma bīja” generated via puñña abhisaṅkhāra (puñña kamma) can lead to a human or a deva birth. That human or deva is a saṅkhata too.

11. It is much more complex, but ALL material things arise in this world are due to saṅkhāra. I will take a simple example to show the basic idea.

▪A house (a saṅkhata) comes into being due to many types of saṅkhāra. First, one needs to get the idea of building a house. Then he/she may consult an architect and after much discussion (a lot of mano and vacī saṅkhāra and also kāya saṅkhāra), they will come up with a blueprint (plan) for the house.

▪Then many people will work to build the house. Innumerable mano, vacī, kāya saṅkhāra are involved in bringing the house to completion (of course, most of those are not puñña or apuñña abhisaṅkhāra; they are just primarily neutral saṅkhāra).

▪The explanation of how a tree arises is more complex, but it also has origins in mind. We may get to that in the future, but it is not necessary to attain Nibbāna. As the Buddha said: “mind is the precursor to everything in this world.”

12. Any saṅkhata has the following universal properties: it comes into being and eventually is destroyed and undergoes unexpected change while in existence. Think about anything in this world. Those three characteristics are associated with any of them.

▪This is why ANY saṅkhata HAS the anicca nature. It is said that “uppāda vayattena aniccā,” emphasizes those main properties: any saṅkhata arises and eventually is subjected to decay and death, whether living or inert.

13. However, it is essential to realize that a saṅkhata WILL NOT bring suffering to anyone unless one gets attached to it. A saṅkhata has the anicca nature (i.e., the potential to bring suffering), but it does not automatically lead to suffering.

▪A bottle of poison sitting on a table has the potential to kill someone. But unless someone takes the bottle and drinks from it, he/she will not be affected.

▪In the same way, we will be subjected to suffering ONLY IF we get attached to worldly things (saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala), whether it is a person, house, car, etc). Then why do we get attached to such things all the time? That is because we have not comprehended the real anicca nature of saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala). It is not easy to see anicca nature.

14. Therefore, the critical point is that any type of rūpa (or any saṅkhata in general) WILL NOT bring us dukkha unless we get attached to (or repulsed by it), i.e., it leads to taṇhā in mind.

▪This is why the Buddha said, “..pañca upādānakkhandhā dukkhā,” and NOT “pañcakkhandha dukkhā.”

▪There could be all kinds of attractive/hateful things around us, but if we don’t generate upādāna for them via craving (lobha) or hate (dosa), we will not be subjected to suffering.

▪However, that is hard until one cultivates paññā (wisdom) by learning Buddha Dhamma and eventually grasping the Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta).

15. Until then, when we experience a sense input via any of the six senses (see above), we may automatically generate bad mano saṅkhāra and then willingly generate vacī and kāya saṅkhāra along the same lines, if we are not being mindful.

▪As we discussed above, mano saṅkhāra arise AUTOMATICALLY according to our gati. Those gati are closely associated with anusaya (mental fermentations) that cannot be removed until one comprehends Tilakkhaṇa.

▪Based on the sense input, those anusaya may come to the surface and that is called āsava; see, “Gathi (Gati), Anusaya, and Āsava.” 

▪The only way to change those gati (i.e., to remove āsava from one’s mind permanently) is to cultivate Ānāpānasati and Satipaṭṭhāna, by being mindful of what kind of saṅkhāra arise in our minds as we are exposed to such external sense inputs.

▪So, it is VERY IMPORTANT to both learn Buddha Dhamma (in particular Tilakkhaṇa) and ALSO to practice real Ānāpānasati/Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā.

16. It must be clear now that the main cause of suffering is not saṅkhata, but saṅkhāra, specifically apuñña abhisaṅkhāra. This is why it is said that “sabbe saṅkhāra aniccā” and NOT “sabbe saṅkhata aniccā” or “sabbe dhamma aniccā”

▪Another word for apuñña abhisaṅkhāra is dasa akusala. Abstaining from dasa akusala is the same as stopping BAD mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪Some of that can be done via pure determination. However, that discipline becomes challenging when one gets tempting sensory inputs. For example, one may not take a bribe, but if the offer is a million dollars, one may be tempted to take the bribe.

17. That is the difference a fundamental comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa will accomplish; one’s tendency to do immoral things will naturally reduce as one’s comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa increases. An Arahant will not be tempted by absolutely anything.

▪An Anāgāmī will not be tempted by any “kāma” input, for example, seeing the most attractive person. But he/she will have a liking (craving) for Buddha Dhamma and possibly for jhānic pleasures.

▪A Sotāpanna WILL NOT do any apāyagāmi akusala (i.e., will not generate such apuñña abhisaṅkhāra).

▪Those controls take place automatically. The mind will automatically do that by not generating even spontaneous mano saṅkhāra belonging to those categories. That is done via permanently changing one’s gati for the better via paññā.

18. Finally, another thing to remember is that most of what we experience is dhammā, via the mana indriya.

▪Those five physical senses are active ONLY in bringing that sensory input, which means that sense experience is very brief.

▪Let us take the example of watching a person walking toward you. When the person is 100 meters away, you see a snapshot of him. Then that mental imprint immediately goes to the past. By the time he is close to you, all those visual events of him walking towards you will have gone to the past; they can now be recalled only as dhammā.

▪The same is true for all five physical senses. We experience them only DURING the sense event, only momentarily. After that we can only RECALL those events with the mana indriya. Those past sense events come back as nāma gotta or memories. A day after meeting that person, you can visualize the whole event with the mana indriya.

19. Therefore, pañcakkhandha (except for those arising at any given moment) is dhammā, experienced by the mind via the mana indriya. This subtle point may not be apparent immediately; also, see “Pañcakkhandha or Five Aggregates – A Misinterpreted Concept.”

▪We get attached to only a small fraction of pañcakkhandha, and that is called pañca upādānakkhandha; see, “Pancupādānakkhandha – It is All Mental.”

20. If you think deeply enough, you will realize the world that one’s mind makes up one experiences to some extent. It is easy to see that our vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa are all highly personal and are based on one’s gati.

▪The physical world around us exists for sure and is real, but what we perceive is highly personal. What we see and experience is our own “mental picture” of the world: our own vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa. 

21. This post became longer than I expected. However, it is impossible even provide a basic outline in a short post. Still, one would need to read other relevant posts to understand this basic layout, thereby understanding those keywords better. But it is essential to do if one is really interested in grasping the actual teachings of the Buddha.

▪As the Buddha said, “this Dhamma has never been known to the world, and it is not easy to comprehend.” It requires a real effort. On the other hand, getting released from the apāyā should not be expected to be done quickly. Otherwise, none of us would still be here.
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Vipāka Viññāṇa and Kamma Viññāṇa

1. Even though science has made significant progress in the understanding of the material world, science has advanced very little on the subject of mental phenomena.

▪The words viññāṇa and saṅkhāra have no corresponding words in English. It is absurd to translate viññāṇa as “consciousness.” There are two types of viññāṇa. Vipāka viññāṇa are only consciousness. However, kamma viññāṇa that arise via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa” are much more than just consciousness.

▪I looked up the definition of consciousness. It is usually defined as “the state of being awake and aware of one’s surroundings” or “the awareness or perception of something by a person.” That is not what is meant by viññāṇa.

2. Kamma viññāṇa arises only when one acts with avijjā: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” Thus, kamma viññāṇa can occur only if one acts with avijjā or ignorance.

▪The Buddha did not act with viññāṇa (i.e., did not generate kamma viññāṇa) after attaining the Buddhahood. But he had perfectly good consciousness.

▪Viññāṇa is a very complicated word. Even though I have simplified viññāṇa as “defiled consciousness,” that is also not adequate; see, “Viññāṇa – Consciousness Together With Future Expectations.”

Different Categorizations of Saṅkhāra

3. In WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Vb 6), the term “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā” in Akusala-Mūla Paticca Samuppāda (that leads to suffering) is explained as follows: “Tattha katame avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāro, apuññābhisaṅkhāro, āneñjābhisaṅkhāro, kāyasaṅkhāro, vacīsaṅkhāro, cittāsaṅkhāro.”

Translated: “What is avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā? Puññābhisaṅkhāra, apuññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra, kāyasaṅkhāra, vacīsaṅkhāra, cittāsaṅkhāra.” (here, cittāsaṅkhāra is the same as manosaṅkhāra).

▪They are all abhisaṅkhāra, even though the verse has simplified as “avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā.”

▪There are two types of abhisaṅkhāra mentioned there: one kind refers to types of kamma accrued. The second categorization says whether it involves the body, speech, or just mind. 

▪Therefore, saṅkhāra has a much deeper meaning than just “mental formations,” even though that is better than the translation for viññāṇa as consciousness.

▪Let us discuss those two types next.

Mano, vacī, and kāya Saṅkhāra

4. First, let us consider mano saṅkhāra, vacī saṅkhāra, and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪They all arise in the mind, but have differences: thoughts that appear automatically in the mind are called mano saṅkhāra.

▪When we consciously think about something, those are vacī saṅkhāra (speaking out is also included).

▪When we move the body with our thoughts, those thoughts are kāya saṅkhāra.

▪Of course, those saṅkhāra become abhisaṅkhāra when immoral or moral intentions play a role. Such abhisaṅkhāra lead to rebirth and future suffering (see #5 below).

4. In other words, saṅkhāra in “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” in Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda are abhisaṅkhāra that can lead to rebirth. 

▪Even an Arahant will generate saṅkhāra (all three types of mano saṅkhāra, vacī saṅkhāra, and kāya saṅkhāra) to live in this world the physical body dies.

▪However, an Arahant will NOT generate any abhisaṅkhāra.

Apuñña, Puñña, and Āneñja abhisaṅkhāra

5. Abhisaṅkhāra falls into three categories of apuñña abhisaṅkhāra, puñña abhisaṅkhāra, and āneñja abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Apuñña abhisaṅkhāra are immoral actions leading to births in the apāyā.

▪Puñña abhisaṅkhāra are moral actions leading births in the “good” realms of human, deva, and rūpāvacara brahma realms (via cultivation of rūpāvacara jhāna).

▪Āneñja abhisaṅkhāra are involved in the cultivation of arūpāvacara jhāna leading to rebirth in arūpāvacara brahma realms.

▪Therefore, just translating saṅkhāra as “mental formations” is not very useful in describing what they are; see, “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

Current Scientific Knowledge of Consciousness

6. Modern science is far behind the Buddha in the understanding of mental phenomena. To understand the severity of this problem, let us examine a presentation by the philosopher John Searle, “Our Shared Condition – Consciousness.”

WebLink: youtube: John Searle: Our shared condition -- consciousness
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[Note: This is a rewritten version of an old  post, “Citta Evolving To Viññāṇa And Viññāṇakkhandha In Nine Steps.” ]

A mind becomes active only upon receiving a sensory input (nimitta.) The mind of a puthujjana (average human) will automatically attach to that nimitta, turning it into an ārammaṇa. However, strong kamma accumulation (with all nine steps) occurs only if the mind goes through the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” stage. Even though all of them get to the viññāṇakkhandha stage, many may not go through all nine stages.

All Nine Stages Contamination May Not Happen

1. The reference to the “nine stage of mind progression” is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭiccasamuppāda Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Vb 6)”: “Tattha katamaṁ saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇaṁ? Yaṁ cittaṁ mano mānasan hadayan paṇḍaran mano manāyatanaṁ manindriyaṁ viññāṇaṁ viññāṇakkhandho tajjāmanoviññāṇadhātu—idaṁ vuccati “saṅkhārapaccayā viññāṇaṁ.” 

▪The brief utterance (uddesa) of the steps — without a detailed explanation — is in answer to the question: “What is meant by ‘saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇaṁ’”? OR “How does viññāṇa evolve with saṅkhāra”? The nine steps are mentioned as the answer to that question. The generation/accumulation of saṅkhāra does not happen in one step; it could happen over relatively long times. 

▪Therefore, the nine steps of “mind progression” should be analyzed in that context, i.e., when a mind gets attached to a sensory input and becomes increasingly defiled.

▪This progression may not involve all nine steps in all cases. Furthermore, some sensory events last only a fraction of a second, while others may occupy a mind for minutes and even hours, depending on the specific sensory input and one’s mindset at that time.

Importance of Understanding the “Mind Contamination” Sequence

2. Answering the question “What is meant by ‘saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa’?” leads to the clarification of several critical concepts in Buddha Dhamma. The following is a list of the most important:

i.A “suffering-free” (pabhassara) state of mind is hidden deep inside the mind of any living being. 

ii.That pabhassara mind (or pabhassara citta) is covered by ten layers of saṁsāric bonds (saṁyojana.)

iii.Those saṁyojanās automatically trigger attachment to any sensory input (attachment is to the “distorted saññā” associated with any sensory input.)

iv.Depending on one’s gati at that time and the specific sensory input, the mind may go through several more stages of saṅkhāra generation. The mind gets further defiled at each step, and those nine terms refer to those stages. 

v.In kāma loka, all minds (except for Arahants and Anāgāmis) go through the first stage of attachment (“purāṇa kamma” stage with citta, mano, mānasaṁ, and hadayaṁ steps.) Also, see the chart in #10 below, which shows an alternative explanation with bahiddha/ajjhatta viññāṇa; they describe the same process.

▪These details are necessary to understand how pañcupādānakkhandha accumulates via Idappaccayatā Paṭicca Samuppāda. It also helps explain the meaning of “sandiṭṭhika Dhamma.” 

▪Until one understands this process, one may be unable to contemplate how to “recover the suffering-free mind” or Nibbāna. The “saṅkhāra generation” NEVER leads to recovering the suffering-free mind,” which is possible only via two steps: (i) Controlling the “nava kamma generation” (see the chart in #10 below) with indriya saṁvara (restraining sensory faculties), and (ii) cultivating wisdom (paññā), i.e., by understanding this “mind expansion/contamination” process (see the chart in #10 below.) 

All Minds Have a “Suffering-Free State” Deep Inside

3.  As we have discussed, there is a “suffering-free, pabhassara sate” of the mind deep inside the mind of any sentient being, but it is covered with ten layers of saṁsāric bonds (saṁyojana.) See “Uncovering the Suffering-Free (Pabhassara) Mind.“

▪Because of the presence of the ten layers of saṁyojana, the mind cannot discern the “real nature of the sensory input.” Instead, the ten saṁyojana force the mind to “see/discern” an “altered version of the sensory input.” 

▪Based on the number of saṁyojana associated with a given mind, it automatically generates saṅkappa (mano saṅkhāra). It is the first stage of kamma accumulation with very subtle and weak kamma due to ignorance of the “real nature of things” or “yathā bhūta.” (Here, “yathā” means “truth” and “bhūta” refers to “all living and inert things.”) See “Bhūta and Yathābhūta – What Do They Really Mean.”

4. Since Arahants have cultivated yathā bhūta ñāṇa, their minds do not reach the purāṇa kamma stage for sensory inputs.

▪They experience the “distorted saññā” associated with any sensory input (at the “bahiddha viññāṇa” stage), but their minds do not get attached.

▪Note that bahiddha viññāṇa (which comes with “distorted saññā”) is not the same as the “pabhassara citta,” but it is still defilement-free (no rāga, dosa, moha.) An Arahant can experience the “pabhassara citta” while in Arahant-phala Samāpatti. That is a technical detail and not critical to understand.

The Nine Stages of “Expansion/Contamination” of a Mind

5. Knowing the nine possible steps is beneficial. Let us take a specific event: Suppose the sensory input (ārammaṇa) is seeing a beautiful woman. The following is a simple account, leaving out some details that are not necessary here.

▪As we said above, at the first citta stage, one is only aware that a thought object came to the mind via the eyes and the brain.

▪Then, in the mano stage, the mind “measures” or “compares” (that is why it is called the “mano” stage) with past experiences to decide whether the object is a tree, a car, a man, a woman, etc. In this case, it determines that it is a woman.

▪The “mānasaṁ” stage decides on specific connections or features of the nimitta. In this case, it turns out that it is a woman. Furthermore, it is specific: it perceives the woman as “beautiful.” In the same way, the mind of a human (whether an average human or an Arahant) perceives honey to be sweet, the odor of feces is repulsive, etc. Thus, such “saññā” are built-in for anyone born human. This subject requires an in-depth analysis: “Sotāpanna Stage via Understanding Perception (Saññā).

▪All the above steps occur in a split second; no “conscious thinking” is involved.

6. The first two steps occur for any human, including an Arahant or the Buddha. In particular, in the “mānasaṁ” stage, anyone born human will automatically generate specific saññā common to all humans.

▪For example, the Buddha was able to differentiate between Ven. Ananda, Ven. Sāriputta, Lady Visākha, or King Kosala, and addressed them accordingly. Furthermore, he would see Lady Visākha as a beautiful woman or Ven. Lakuṇḍakabhaddiya as ugly by “human standards”: “WebLink: suttacentral: Lakuṇḍakabhaddiya Sutta (SN 21.6).”

▪In fact, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Metta Sutta (KN Kp 9)”: “Mānasaṁ bhāva ye aparimāṇaṁ..” means to cultivate “mānasaṁ” to the optimum level. That way, one can quickly figure out how to deal with any situation.

▪See “Saññā – What It Really Means” and “Saññā Gives Rise to Most of the Vedanā We Experience.”

▪However, the mind of a Buddha or Arahant will not reach the next stage through attachment to that ārammaṇa.

7. At the next step of the “hadayaṁ” stage, an average human may attach to the “saññā” generated at the  “mānasaṁ” stage. This step also occurs automatically, determined by the saṁyojana associated with a given mind.

▪In our example of a beautiful woman, people attach to that sight at different levels, some more than others.

▪However, whether they will pursue that woman will depend on the person’s mindset (gati) and other conditions present at that time. For example, a lustful man, while drunk, may generate lustful thoughts about the woman. 

8. Proceeding to the next stage of “paṇḍaraṁ,” that feeling established at the “hadayaṁ” stage strengthens depending on the conditions at that time. This is similar to the “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪In the above example, the drunk, lustful man may start generating thoughts about raping the woman if no one is around.

▪It is also important to note that it may go the opposite way for an arch-enemy. Here, one will generate bad feelings about such a person. If such feelings intensify, one may think about hitting that person.

9. Now comes the next stage of “mano manāyatanaṁ.” Here, one’s mind becomes an “āyatana” and “receptive” to proceeding with the rape and may start giving it serious thought. He will begin planning how to proceed.

▪All this time, he keeps watching the woman, and his lust will also grow, and at some point, all else will be forgotten to give priority to the task of raping the woman. This is the “mana indriyaṁ” stage. This corresponds to the “pariḷāha stage,” where the mind becomes impatient to “proceed with the task” or  “a sense of urgency to act on it.” See #7 of “Contamination of a Human Mind – Detailed Analysis.”

▪At the viññāṇa stage, one’s mind is removed from “ñāṇa” or wisdom or “the reality of nature.” As long as one has worldly desires (i.e., cravings), one has not stopped the viññāṇa stage (i.e., until one becomes an Arahant).

▪The last stage of viññāṇakkhandha embodies the fact that viññāṇa has taken into account the past events (atīta) and future expectations (anāgata), as well as the conditions at the current (paccuppanna) moment. It has taken into account the ajjhatta and bahiddha stages (that we recently discussed in detail). It has also taken into account the coarse (oḷārika) and fine/subtle (sukuma) kamma accumulated, all lower (hīna) and higher (paṇīta) realms it has experienced, whether that mind is far away from Nibbāna (dure) or close to (santike) it. In other words, it represents the current (paccuppanna) status of the mind based on all those factors.

▪Note that the 11 categories discussed above apply to each entity (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa) in the five aggregates: “WebLink: suttacentral: Khandha Sutta (SN 22.48).”

Nine Steps Occur in Two Stages: Purāṇa and New Kamma [nava]

10. The process can be separated into two distinct stages called “purāṇa kamma” and “nava kamma.” Furthermore, the “nine-step process” can be described in different ways. We have used the following chart to discuss the “progression of the mind” somewhat differently in “Purāṇa and Nava Kamma – Sequence of Kamma Generation.”
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▪The point is that an average human ALWAYS proceeds away from the “bahiddha viññāṇa” stage (which is close to the “suffering-free mind”) and toward the viññāṇakkhandha (contaminated) stage. 

▪The “evolvement” or the progression of a citta to viññāṇakkhandha is a “progression in the wrong direction” away from the “suffering-free mind.” That is the mindset of a puthujjana to “go with the flow” or “anusotagāmī.”

▪Only a Noble Person (at or above the Sotāpanna stage) can proceed toward the “suffering-free mind” or Nibbāna. That is “paṭisotagāmī,” the opposite of anusotagāmī. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Anusota Sutta (AN 4.5).” One must comprehend this to practice Satipaṭṭhāna.

▪Now, let us discuss some issues with the terminology.

Citta – Meaning in Abhidhamma Versus suttās

11. In Abhidhamma analyses, citta represents a “unit of cognition” that lasts only a billionth of a second and has only seven cetasika (mental factors that arise with it). However, in most suttās, citta refers to the “mind” in general. 

▪For example, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Rūpādivagga (AN 1.1-10)” states,  “Nāhaṁ, bhikkhave, aññaṁ ekarūpampi samanupassāmi yaṁ evaṁ purisassa cittaṁ pariyādāya tiṭṭhati yathayidaṁ, bhikkhave, itthirūpaṁ.” OR “Bhikkhus, I do not see a single sight that occupies a man’s mind like the sight of a woman.”

▪All ten suttās point out some key features of men’s and women’s minds. The word “citta” is used here not to represent the basic unit of cognition (as in Abhidhamma) but to refer to the “mind” in general.

▪Furthermore, in the suttās, all three words citta, mano, and viññāṇa may be used to indicate “mind.” See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Assutavā Sutta (SN 12.61)” where it says, “Yañca kho etaṁ, bhikkhave, vuccati cittaṁ itipi, mano itipi, viññāṇaṁ itipi, tatrāssutavā puthujjano nālaṁ nibbindituṁ nālaṁ virajjituṁ nālaṁ vimuccituṁ.” OR “But when it comes to which is called ‘citta,’ ‘mano’ or ‘viññāṇa’ (all refer to the mind), an unlearned ordinary person is unable to become disillusioned, dispassionate, or freed (because one considers it to be ‘one’s own’).”

▪It is easier to remember as follows: The mind starts at the citta stage, inevitably goes through the “mano” stage, and ends up in the viññāṇa stage. That is why those three terms are interchangeably used in the suttās.

More Examples – Citta as Mind

12. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Paduṭṭhacitta Sutta (KN Iti 20)” states, “Idhāhaṁ, bhikkhave, ekaccaṁ puggalaṁ paduṭṭha cittaṁ evaṁ cetasā ceto paricca pajānāmi: imamhi cāyaṁ samaye puggalo kālaṁ kareyya yathābhataṁ nikkhitto evaṁ niraye’.” OR “Bhikkhus, when I see the “corrupt mind” of a person, I understand (or I can see): If this person were to die right now, they would be born in hell (niraya).”

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Maṅgala Sutta (KN Kp 5)”: “Phuṭṭhassa lokadhammehi, cittaṁ yassa na kampati” OR “When touched by worldly conditions, their mind does not tremble.” 

▪In all those examples, “citta” does not refer to the “unit of cognition” but to a “mind” in general.

▪Therefore, in the Sutta Piṭaka, the words citta, mano, and viññāṇa all refer to a “mind.” A mind’s “nine stages of expansion/contamination” may occur over a relatively long time. 

Examples – Mano as Mind

13. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Manonivāraṇa Sutta (SN 1.24)”: 



	“Yato yato mano nivāraye,

Na dukkhameti naṁ tato tato;

Sa sabbato mano nivāraye,

Sa sabbato dukkhā pamuccatī”ti.

“Na sabbato mano nivāraye,

Na mano saṁyatattamāgataṁ;

Yato yato ca pāpakaṁ,

Tato tato mano nivāraye”ti.


	“Whatever you’ve shielded the mind from

can’t cause you suffering. 

So you should shield the mind from everything,

then you’re freed from all suffering.

 

“You needn’t shield the mind from everything.

When the mind is under control, 

you need only shield the mind 

from engaging in pāpa kamma.”








▪The Buddha frequently used the word “mano” for the mind in general. 

▪I quoted the complete sutta because it is informative in other ways, too. The first verse was cited by a Deva, who says the mind should not be exposed to anything. But the Buddha, in the second verse, says the mind should not be exposed only to pāpa (or akusala) kamma.We need to expose the mind to Buddha Dhamma to be free of suffering!

One Must Understand the “Suffering-Free” Mind to Cultivate Satipaṭṭhāna

14. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Accharāsaṅghātavagga (AN 1.51-60)” has two very short suttās. Here is the first sutta: “Pabhassaramidaṁ, bhikkhave, cittaṁ. Tañca kho āgantukehi upakkilesehi upakkiliṭṭhaṁ. Taṁ assutavā puthujjano yathābhūtaṁ nappajānāti. Tasmā ‘assutavato puthujjanassa cittabhāvanā natthī’ti vadāmī”ti.

Translated: “Bhikkhus, a mind is of pabhassara nature. That mind is contaminated by defilements (keles or kilesa).  A normal human who has not heard my Dhamma (assutavā puthujjano) is unaware of this true nature. I do not recommend citta bhāvana to them.” By “citta bhāvana” the Buddha means Satipaṭṭhāna/Ānāpānasati. 

▪The second sutta states, “Pabhassaramidaṁ, bhikkhave, cittaṁ. Tañca kho āgantukehi upakkilesehi vippamuttaṁ. Taṁ sutavā ariyasāvako yathābhūtaṁ pajānāti. Tasmā ‘sutavato ariyasāvakassa cittabhāvanā atthī’ti vadāmī”ti.

Translated: “Bhikkhus, a mind is of pabhassara nature. Once uncovered, it cannot be contaminated by defilements (keles or kilesa).  A Noble Person who has heard my Dhamma (sutavā ariyasāvako) knows this true nature. I recommend citta bhāvanā to them.” 

What Is a Pabhassara Citta?

15. What is meant by “pabhassara”?

▪The word comes from three sounds at the root: “pa” means again and again, “bha” is related to “bhava, “and “sara” means “to engage/participate” (“සැරිසැරීම” in Sinhala.) Thus, a “pabhasara citta” with only one “s” in the word (NOT pabhassara) is a contaminated citta that will lead to the saṁsāric journey or the rebirth process.

▪The opposite of “pabha sara” is “pabha assara,” where “assara” means “not take part in.” It rhymes with “pabhassara.”

▪Thus, someone who has cleansed the mind to generate “pabhassara citta” is not liable to be reborn among the 31 realms, i.e., only an Arahant can generate “pabhassara citta.”

▪See “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga” for details.
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oWhat Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika

oSuffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities (with Desanā 2)

oSatipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life (with Desanā 3)

oHow Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts? (with Desanā 4; in two parts)

oNoble Eightfold Path – Role of Sobhana Cetasika

oGetting to Samādhi (with Desanā 5)

oSexual Orientation – Effects of Kamma and Gati (Saṅkhāra)
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We discuss kilesa (defilements) in terms of impure mental factors (asobhana cetasika.)

Kilesā Make a Mind Corrupt

1.  Kilesa in Pāli or Keles in Sinhala (where “කෙලෙසෙනවා or kelesanava” means “make something impure”) are related to gati and āsava (in both Pāli and Sinhala.) They are the main reasons we do things (saṅkhāra) to perpetuate the sansāric journey. The closest English translation for kilesa is “impurities accumulated in mind.”

▪Kilesā gives rise to immoral thoughts or akusala citta via asobhana cetasika, as discussed below. Asobhana cetasika is listed in “Cetasika (Mental Factors).”

▪Sobhana or asobhana cetasika (moral or immoral mental factors) are what makes a given citta a moral (kusala) or corrupt (akusala); for details, see “Mind and Consciousness.”

▪As you can guess, sobhana and asobhana mean “beautiful” and “non-beautiful,” respectively.

Kilesā Are Related to “Saŋ”

2. There are several posts on related critical concepts of saŋ, saṅkhāra, saṁsāra, etc. See, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

▪Also, repeated bad habits cultivate gati and anusaya (hidden cravings/defilements.) All these are related to kilesa and lead to a set of unique kilesa for each living being. Of course, they keep changing.

▪When one removes all these mental impurities or kilesa (or keles), one attains kilesa parinibbāna or saupadisesa Nibbāna. That person is still “in this world of 31 realms.” That is the state of a living Arahant; they have removed all mental impurities from the mind.

▪When that Arahant dies, there is no rebirth, and Nibbāna is “complete.” That is Parinibbāna or anupadisesa Nibbāna.

Kilesā And Upakkilesā

3. Kilesa are of different types:

▪Lobha (excess greed), dosa (ill will), and moha (delusion) are, of course, the primary mental impurities or kilesa.

▪The others arise because of the primary three and are called upakkilesa (“upa” means “close to”). Several Upakkilesa Suttas describe them variously. “WebLink: suttacentral: Upakkilesa Sutta (AN 5.23)” provides an analogy. Just as gold becomes dull and hard to work if other metals are mixed in, pañcanīvaraṇain makes a citta dull.

▪“WebLink: suttacentral: Upakkilesa Sutta (MN 128)” has a more detailed description. I have linked it to the start of that discussion.

Cetasika Analysis in Abhidhamma 

4. Abhidhamma provides a more detailed description of kilesa and upakkilesa in terms of cetasika.

▪Kilesā and upakkilesā are all asobhana cetasika. The three main asobhana cetasika (lobha, dosa, moha) are kilesa.  The rest are upakkilesa. That observation will help us better identify kilesa and upakkilesa.

▪The other 11 asobhana cetasika belonging to upakkilesa are the following: Diṭṭhi (wrong views), vicikicchā (inability to sort out moral from immoral), thīna (dullness of mind), middha (trapping of the mind somewhere and losing focus), issa (jealousy), macchariya (tendency to hide wealth), kukkucca (do lowly acts), ahirika (shamelessness in doing immoral), anatoppa (fearlessness in doing immoral), uddhacca (tendency to become offended), and māna (self-importance).

5. Identifying kilesa as asobhana cetasika makes it easier to see how kilesa (mental impurities) are systematically reduced and removed at each stage of Nibbāna.

•The Abhidhamma Piṭaka of the Tipiṭaka was finalized after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha. So, in the Sutta Piṭaka, mostly the term kilesa was used.

•The Buddha briefly described Abhidhamma to Ven. Sāriputta. It took several generations of Bhikkhus of the “Sāriputta lineage” to fully assemble the Abhidhamma structure. It was finalized only at the third Buddhist Council; see “Abhidhamma – Introduction.”

•Some say that the citta/cetasika analysis was “invented” by bhikkhus when compiling Abhidhamma after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha. But they are sadly uninformed. Various types of cetasika that can arise in cittas are discussed in suttas. See, for example, “Kāya Sutta (AN 10.23)” and “Mahācunda Sutta (AN 10.24).”

Removal (Non-appearance) of Asobhana Cetasika with Magga Phala

6. There are four universal asobhana cetasika that are in ALL akusala citta. They are moha (delusion), uddhacca (restlessness), ahirika (shameless of wrongdoings), and anottappa (fearlessness of misdeeds). See “Cetasika (Mental Factors).” It is easy to see that these four asobhana cetasikā (or mental impurities) are completely removed only at the Arahant stage. However, all akusala cetasikā reduce in strength at each stage of magga phala.

▪The following asobhana cetasika stop arising after the Sotāpanna stage: diṭṭhi and vicikicchā. Furthermore, lobha, dosa, and moha reduce the strength to become rāga, paṭigha, and avijjā.

▪The above clarification could help one decide whether one has attained the Sotāpanna stage. (See the meanings of those Pāli terms in #4 above.)

▪At the Sakadāgāmi stage, kāma rāga (which is a part of rāga) and paṭigha reduce in strength (they still keep the same names). At the Anāgāmi stage, both kāma rāga and paṭigha stop arising.

▪The remaining asobhana cetasika [avijjā, ahirika, anatoppa, uddhacca, mana] stop arising at the Arahant stage.

Many Mental Impurities Removed at Sotāpanna Stage

7. Thus, we can see that many “mental impurities” or kilesa or asobhana cetasika stop arising after the Sotāpanna stage. Still, a Sotāpanna abstains entirely from only one akusala kamma, as discussed in “What is the only Akusala Removed by a Sotāpanna?.”

▪The Buddha said that the kilesa leftover for a Sotāpanna is equivalent to a thumb-full of sand compared to sand on Earth for an average human. Now we can see why. Many asobhana cetasika stop arising, and all others are reduced in strength at the Sotāpanna stage. 

▪Note that akusala kamma (immoral deeds) are different from akusala citta (immoral thoughts). There are ten akusala kamma and 12 akusala citta. See “Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)” and “Akusala Citta and Akusala Vipāka Citta.” 

▪The mind is a very complex entity, and all these parameters are needed to describe what happens in mind. But they are all inter-consistent. With time, one can grasp various aspects of the mind with these parameters.

▪All different types of defilements removed or reduced at each stage of Nibbāna are listed in “Conditions for the Four Stages of Nibbāna.” That table provides a complete summary in one place.

Kilesa in Twelve Types of Akusala Citta

8. Let us discuss some practical things when figuring out how different types of cetasika influence our thoughts (citta.)

▪As shown in #6, moha (or its reduced form avijjā) is in all akusala citta. There are only 12 types of akusala citta, and 8 of them have lobha (or its reduced forms of kāma rāga, rūpa rāga, or arūpa rāga). When one is attracted to a sensory object, one of these eight akusala citta arises. 

▪Lobha and dosa do not arise together. There are only two akusala citta with the dosa cetasika. When repulsed by a sensory object, one of these two akusala cittā arise.

▪The other two akusala citta do not have lobha or dosa, but only the moha as a root. These two cittā arise not due to greed or hate but purely due to moha (or avijjā, its reduced form).

▪More details can be found in the post, “Akusala Citta and Akusala Vipāka Citta.”

Kilesā, Asobhana Cetasika, and Immoral Gati

9. Each person’s kilesā are thus a combination of the 14 asobhana cetasika but keep changing/evolving. The goal is to stop them from arising. In practice, this happens by changing one’s gati (habits) and anusaya (hidden cravings); see “9. Key to Ānāpānasati – How to Change Habits and Character (Gati).”

▪Until the Sotāpanna stage, any of the asobhana cetasika can arise in a person. They may temporarily be subdued or lessened in strength but never removed. 

▪Therefore, these kilesā (or asobhana cetasika) do not always appear; they can stay hidden as anusaya. They can come to the surface when triggered by an external stimulus (like seeing an attractive person or an enemy). This “bubbling up to the surface” is called āsava. See, “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).”

▪When in a comprehensive anariya meditation program (like a meditation retreat), these kilesā (or asobhana cetasika) do not get a chance to come to the surface; they stay hidden as anusaya. The environment at a retreat is such that “temptations” would be minimal. Thus one could be enjoying nirāmisa sukha at such a retreat.

▪However, when one returns from the retreat, one is exposed to various sensory inputs. That WILL re-awaken the same old akusala citta burdened with asobhana cetasika.

Once Removed at a Magga Phala, Kilesa Cannot Return

10. However, when one removes a part of kilesa (asobhana cetasika) at each stage of magga phala, they are PERMANENTLY removed or reduced per #6 above. No external stimulus can trigger asobhana cetasikā that have been permanently removed.

▪That is the difference between the temporary relief many have experienced at meditation retreats and the permanent relief upon becoming a Sotāpanna, i.e., between the anariya and Ariya Paths. 

▪See “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apāyagāmi Citta.”

An Analogy

11. Since all these Pāli words could confuse you at first read, let us use an analogy to clarify what kilesā (asobhana cetasikā) do to our thoughts. Here we compare citta (or thoughts) to a glass of pure water. Most of our thoughts are like clear water. They are not immoral or moral, just neutral. We see, hear, etc., millions of things daily but generate moral or immoral thoughts in relatively few cases.

▪In this analogy, immoral thoughts are like dirty water. Just like added dirt makes the water cloudy, asobhana cetasikā contaminate a citta. But how do these asobhana cetasikā get incorporated into a citta?

▪Since a citta arises in a billionth of a second, there is no way to control what kinds of cetasikā get into a citta. It happens automatically, according to our gati/anusaya!

Anusaya Can Be Compared to Mud at the Bottom of the Glass

12. Even though a glass of water has dirt, most of it settles at the bottom. Thus, the water appears relatively clean. Our minds are like that too. Most of the dirt (mental impurities, kilesa, or asobhana cetasika) remain hidden most of the time. They stay as anusaya; see “Āsava, Anusaya, and Gati (Gathi).” Thus anusaya can be thought of as “the dirt accumulated” at the bottom of the water glass.

▪However, if stirred with a straw, the dirt will make the water dirty.

▪In the mind’s case, the stirrer is a desired (attractive) or an undesired (repulsive) sense event. Mainly the asobhana cetasika of greed and hate come to the surface (always accompanied by the four universal cetasika mentioned in #6, but could be accompanied by a few more of the other 10 asobhana cetasika, depending on the situation.

▪The other two related parameters of gati and anusaya contribute to setting up the exact asobhana cetasika that will arise for a given sensory input. For example, an alcoholic only has to see a whiskey bottle to get the urge for a drink. Only a person with ingrained habits (gati) of a thief will steal on impulse, i.e., anusaya will be triggered automatically.

Connection to Pañcanīvaraṇa

13. Another related point is that glass with dirt ALWAYS has some of it mixed in with water, even though most of the “heavy stuff” goes to the bottom. We can compare that “ever-present” muddy color to the pañca nīvaraṇa (five hindrances), which makes our minds “covered” almost at all times.

▪Just like the dirty water prevents us from seeing what is in the water, a mind covered with pañca nīvaraṇa cannot “see-through.”

▪These “ever-present” pañca nīvaraṇa are responsible for the “sense of agitation” or “sense of unfulfillment” that is there with us most of the time.

▪When engaged in a meditation program, the mind can become relatively pure for a considerable time. That is called vikkhambhana pahāna (or pahāna.) That is in contrast to tadaṅga pahāna (suppressing only for a short time) and uccheda pahāna (permanent removal). See “Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities.”

▪By the way, while listening to a discourse or reading a Dhamma post, one could get into tadaṅga pahāna. Then the content may become easily understood, and one could momentarily feel the nirāmisa sukha too. That is why one should read these posts when the mind is relatively calm. That makes conditions for tadaṅga pahāna optimum and even extends to vikkhambhana pahāna, i.e., for a day or longer.

Nirāmisa Sukha Appears With Removal/Suppression of Kilesa

14. Now we can see how nirāmisa sukha comes during meditation sessions per the question raised in a previous post, i.e., “Nirāmisa sukha is felt by which citta?”.

▪Nirāmisa sukha appears when the asobhana cetasika (or kilesa) and pañca nīvaraṇa are SUPPRESSED. 

▪The post “Noble Eightfold Path – Role of Sobhana Cetasika” addresses how a Sotāpanna’s mind automatically blocks certain types of asobhana cetasika.

Why Is It Necessary to Use Pāli Words?

15. I hope everyone will understand my reasons for emphasizing Pāli words. In many cases, it is difficult or even impossible to find a single English word to convey the meaning of a Pāli word (e.g., anicca); these are powerful words that pack a lot of content. Here, there is no equivalent word in English for kilesa.

▪It is best to use Pāli words (and some Sinhala words like “niveema” or “suva”), but with an understanding of what they mean. See “Why is it Necessary to Learn Key Pāli Words?.” So, don’t be discouraged by these Pāli terms; keep reading to the end, and you will see it start making sense. You can “fill in the gaps” by reading relevant posts afterward.
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September 2, 2016

1. In the post, “Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth” in this series (“Living Dhamma”), we introduced two types of hidden suffering revealed to the world by the Buddha, and discussed the first type of suffering that we experience in this life.

▪Here we continue that discussion, and figure out ways to relieve that suffering.

2. In the previous post, “What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika,” we discussed how asobhana cetasika represent the mental impurities or kilesas.

▪In this and a few more desanās, we will discuss that highly condensed post, in order to simplify and clarify the main ideas relevant to practice.

3. Here is the desanā (You may need to adjust volume control on your computer):

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 2 - Suffering in This Life - Role of Mental Impurities

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 2 - Suffering in This Life - Role of Mental Impurities (Original - Larger file size)

 

Relevant posts mentioned in the desanā:

2. The Basics in Meditation

Cetasika (Mental Factors)

Mind and Consciousness

Next in the series, “Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life.”
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September 10, 2016

1. This is the sixth post in this series. It is important to follow the series from the beginning. All posts are at: “Living Dhamma.”

▪Here I want show that what we have been discussing in this section is exactly what is recommended in the beginning of the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta. 

▪Here we will discuss the key verse, “ātāpī sampajāno, satimā vineyya loke abhijjhā domanassaṁ” that appears in the sutta numerous times. It is also the basis of the Ānāpānasati bhāvanā.

2. Many people believe that the Sutta is basically a kammaṭṭhāna that one recites or “meditate on.” But it is much more than a kammaṭṭhāna. I will provide more evidence in future posts, but here is the audio on the basics of the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (you may need to control the volume in your computer):

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 3 - Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta - Relevance to Suffering in This Life

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 3 - Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta - Relevance to Suffering in This Life (Original - Larger file size)

3. Links relevant to the desanā:

Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Structure

What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra)

More posts on “saŋ”: Saŋ

1. Introduction to Buddhist Meditation

Kamma, Debt, and Meditation

Prerequisites for the Satipaṭṭhāna Bhāvanā

 

 Next post in the series, “How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?.”
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September 22, 2016

In this post, we will discuss why mano saṅkhāra are different from kāya and vacī saṅkhāra. Understanding this will help one to realize how our gati can AUTOMATICALLY give rise to immoral thoughts.

▪It will also help one understand how such initial immoral thoughts can be overcome by purposefully generating moral thoughts. This is actually the basis of the Satipaṭṭhāna and Ānāpānasati bhāvanā.

▪Furthermore, we will discuss the issue of where our gati, kilesa, or cetasika are “stored.”

This is the seventh post in this section: “Living Dhamma.” To get full benefits, one should start from the first post. I am using a combination of text and audio files to convey a lot of information in this section.

Here are the audio files :

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 4 - How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 4 - How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts? (Original - Larger file size)

 

October 22, 2017: I just listened to the above audio after one year. They are good and provide solid basis for understanding gati and how they can be changed by controlling vacī and kāya saṅkhāra that we have control over.

▪It is important to realize that many citta vīthi flow in a second. But each subsequent citta vīthi is influenced by the previous one. So, they can take one on a downward path very quickly unless we intervene by being mindful.

▪It is very important to realize that: mano saṅkhāra are generated AUTOMATICALLY based on our gati. Vacī saṅkhāra are generated when we “talk to ourselves, without getting the words out.” Both such “internal speech” and actual speech are associated with vacī saṅkhāra; bodily actions are kāya saṅkhāra. 

▪July 26, 2019: Reader Siebe just pointed out that at 14.30 mins I had defined speech as ‘kāya saṅkhāra’. That is not correct, as explained in more detail in “Correct Meaning of Vacī saṅkhāra.”

▪We become CONSCIOUS about both vacī and kāya saṅkhāra quickly and thus have control over them; see, “Correct Meaning of Vacī saṅkhāra.”

Posts mentioned in the desanā

1. Suicide statistics: WebLink: Suicide and Depression

▪I know that most readers of this site do not have suicidal tendencies. But the point is that we underestimate the severity of mental suffering compared to our physical suffering.

2. If one has a hard time comprehending the Tilakkhaṇa, starting with anicca, one needs to first follow the mundane Eightfold Path, remove the first type of suffering, and experience the nirāmisa sukha as explained in the previous posts in this section.

▪This is also pointed out in the “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty)” and “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

3. More details on how our minds control our physical bodies are in the sections: “Mind and Consciousness” and “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”

▪In particular, the following post illustrates how we perceive our external world: “Citta and Cetasika – How Viññāṇa (Consciousness) Arises.”

▪Citta Vīthi are discussed in “Citta Vīthi – Processing of Sense Inputs.”

4. How thoughts can affect other people: “Transfer of Merits (Pattidana) – How Does it Happen?.”

5. The brain architecture of humans and animals: “Truine Brain: How the Mind Rewires the Brain via Meditation/Habits.”

6. The post mentioned in the discussion on the question “Where are these gati or kilesa or cetasika are maintained or stored?”: “Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial.”

Next in the series, “Noble Eightfold Path – Role of Sobhana Cetasika.”
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September 30, 2016; revised December 5, 2017 (#5); July 11, 2021; August 26, 2022

1. In previous posts in this section, we have discussed how nirāmisa sukha or “peace of mind” arises due to both removal of asobhana cetasika (non-beautiful mental factors) or kilesa AND the cultivation of sobhana cetasika (beautiful mental factors).

▪In this post, I will point out that 7 of the 8 factors in the Noble Eightfold Path are in the set of sobhana cetasika. 

2. The most important fact that one needs to comprehend from the posts in this series up to this point, is that our minds are heated/agitated by the presence of asobhana cetasika or kilesa or defilements.

▪On the other hand, our minds are soothed and comforted, and made joyful by the presence of sobhana cetasika.

▪One may not realize this until one comprehends this fact and practices cultivating sobhana cetasika while suppressing/removing asobhana cetasika.

3. As explained elsewhere at the site, Abhidhamma, with its methodical analysis of citta and cetasika, was not finalized for a few hundred years after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha at the Third Buddhist Council. This enlarged Canon completed at the Third Council was committed to writing in Sri Lanka in the first century BCE (29 BCE) at the Aluvihara Monastery at the Fourth Buddhist Council. This was the last Buddhist Council attended by Arahants.

▪Soon after that, the decline of the pure Dhamma of the Buddha started its decline with the simultaneous rise of the Mahāyāna; see the section “Historical Background.”

▪When Buddhaghosa wrote the Visuddhimagga, presumed to be a summary of the Tipiṭaka, even Theravadins stopped using the Tipiṭaka for convenience.

▪Therefore, no one seemed to have realized some important possible usages of cetasika: First, kilesa are the same as asobhana cetasika. Second, components of the Noble Eightfold Path are in the set of sobhana cetasika. This makes it easier to comprehend how one could systematically follow the Path, which is the post’s focus.

▪I will discuss the details in the upcoming desanās, but here I would like to provide a summary that we can use for that discussion. Another summary post that will be used in these desanās is a summary given in one of the previous posts: “What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika.”

4. Let us start by continuing from the last desanā, where we discussed how INITIAL thoughts in response to a sensory event arise without us even being conscious about it. These initial thoughts arise AUTOMATICALLY due to our gati or set of sobhana/asobhana cetasika. Any akusala thoughts arise due to our kilesa, which are the same as asobhana cetasika.

▪However, because our speech and bodily actions are much slower than the rising of those initial thoughts, we can keep vigilant and reverse any reactive akusala thoughts that are AUTOMATICALLY generated.

▪This is the basis of both Satipaṭṭhāna and Ānāpānasati Bhāvanā. Please listen to that previous desanā on “How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?” and fully comprehend this important concept. Here is the link to that desanā in two parts (there is volume control on the right, but for the second desanā, you may need to turn up the volume on your computer):

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 4 - How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 4 - How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts? (Original - Larger file size)

 

▪We also discussed the evidence for such gati to be associated with any given person and addressed the question of where they are “stored.”

5. We also saw in the above desanās that those initial thoughts that arise in response to a sense event are called mano saṅkhāra. Therefore, we do not have conscious control over mano saṅkhāra, AND they arise within a fraction of a second DUE TO our gati (set of sobhana/asobhana cetasika).

▪December 5, 2017: Such akusala mano saṅkhāra CAN then lead to the generation of vacī saṅkhāra (silent speech in our heads and speech) and kāya saṅkhāra (bodily actions). This differs from the desanā, and I have discussed the reasons for this revision in “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

▪But, if we are mindful (sati), we can catch any such akusala mano saṅkhāra and make sure they do not lead to akusala vacī and kāya saṅkhāra.

▪In the Eightfold Path, such deliberately generated vacī saṅkhāra are called sammā saṅkappa or sammā sankalpa.

▪And those sammā saṅkappa were generated because one acted with sammā sati.

6. In the above desanās, we discussed an example of a person X finding a lost ring. If X had strong greedy gati, The initial thoughts (mano saṅkhāra) could be to keep the ring for himself. However, if X knows about being mindful, X has time to evaluate the situation with vacī saṅkhāra (in his head) and conclude that keeping the ring for himself is immoral.

▪If he made that correct decision, even after thinking about it, he could prevent an akusala kamma of stealing. Not only that, he can do a kusala kamma by ensuring that the ring is returned to the rightful owner.

▪So, now we can see the critical roles of sammā sati and sammā saṅkappa in the Eightfold Path. We have the opportunity (unlike animals) to rationally think about our initial REACTIVE decisions and to reverse them if they are immoral.

7. If X acted with sammā sati and realized the problem with the initial reaction and made the right decision with sammā saṅkappa, then he can take the next steps to sammā vācā (moral speech) and sammā kammanta (moral actions) to implement that decision. He can walk over to the counter, hand over the ring, and tell the office personnel to return the ring to the owner.

▪This is just one possible example. We come across many such instances during the day. In another example, one may get annoyed by someone accidentally stepping on one’s foot in a crowded place and start yelling at that person without thinking about the consequences. That person did not intentionally do that, especially since it was likely to be a stranger.

▪Even if one started getting the words out, one could quickly stop and smile at the person indicating that it is no big deal. That would make that person be relieved because, most likely, he/she felt bad about it.

▪This simple act of kindness would lead to a “cooling down” on both sides. The other person will feel relief and will thank for the kindness. Furthermore, it could have escalated into a shouting match and led to “heated minds” on both sides.

8. When one sees the benefits of such mindful behavior, one will start doing more. One will start living a moral life. This is sammā ājīva or moral livelihood.

▪Not only that, one will make an extra effort to be mindful and catch any reactive thoughts that could lead to such akusala kamma. This is sammā vāyāma or moral effort. 

▪In a few weeks or months, this will start changing one’s ingrained gati. When one stops using asobhana cetasika, their power will diminish with time. At the same time, one is cultivating sobhana cetasikā (i.e., sammā sati, sammā saṅkappa, sammā vācā, sammā kammanta, sammā ājīva, sammā vāyāma). Thus bad gati will diminish, and good gati will grow.

9. Now, X was able to think rationally about the bad consequences of his initial decision (mano saṅkhāra) to keep the ring because he had sammā diṭṭhi or moral vision, to some extent. Deep down, he knew that such an act of stealing was immoral and was able to fight off the tendency to keep it.

▪Sammā diṭṭhi is related to the sobhana cetasika of paññā, which is loosely translated as “wisdom.” This “wisdom” cannot be cultivated by reading books, even by reading Dhamma. The paññā cetasika is cultivated by learning Dhamma and living it (i.e., by following the Eightfold Path), thereby getting rid of moha.

10. Now, let us examine the connection between the other factors in the Eightfold Path (here, the mundane version) and some of the sobhana cetasika.

▪First, three factors in the Eightfold Path have the same names in the list of sobhana cetasika: sammā vācā, sammā kammanta, sammā ājīva; see “Cetasika (Mental Factors).”

11. Sammā saṅkappa are the vacī saṅkhāra that we deliberately generate even if we have akusala mano saṅkhāra arising due to sense inputs. Vacī saṅkhāra are described in the suttā as vitakka (pronounced “vithakka”)and vicāra (pronounced “vichaara”).  Vitakka is turning the mind towards a thought object, and vicāra is keeping the mind around that thought object.

▪Those who are familiar with jhānā know that vitakka and vicāra are two jhāna factors in anariya jhānā. In the first anariya jhāna, one can, for example, turn the mind into a kasiṇa object (vitakka) and keep it there (vicāra). In Ariya jhānā, they are called savitakka and savicāra because one is focused on Nibbāna.

▪So, you can see that maintaining sammā saṅkappa is the same as generating “moral” vitakka and vicāra or kusala vacī saṅkhāra. Remember that these are generated in the head, not speaking out. They are called “sankalpana” in Sinhala.

▪Also, we note that vitakka and vicāra could be used in immoral paths. A master thief planning a robbery will focus on that task and spend many hours thinking about the plan. So, those two cetasikā fall under the category called particulars or pakiṇṇaka; they can appear in kusala or akusala thoughts as needed.

12. Now, sammā vāyāma arises from another of these particulars, or pakiṇṇaka cetasika, the viriya cetasika.

▪When one is making an effort to live a moral life, that sammā vāyāma. If one is making an effort towards an immoral life, like that master thief, he is making micchā vāyāma.

▪Of course the sati cetasika, which is a sobhana cetasika, is sammā sati.

13. Now, we are left with sammā samādhi. This is the only factor that is not related to a cetasika directly. Most people have the idea that samādhi is jhāna or at least is attained only in formal meditation. But it is much deeper. In the next desanā, I will discuss samādhi and the implications of what is summarized in this post.

▪We are trying to comprehend and reinforce the FOUNDATION of Buddha Dhamma: How one can remove the “thaapa” or “heat” from the mind by getting rid of asobhana cetasika (kilesa) and SIMULTANEOUSLY “cool down” the mind and bring joy to it, by cultivating sobhana cetasika.

This was discussed in the first desanā in this series:

“The Hidden Suffering that We All Can Understand“

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 1 - The Hidden Suffering That We All Can Understand

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 1 - The Hidden Suffering That We All Can Understand (Original - Larger file size)

▪More details were given in the following two desanās:

“Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities”

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 2 - Suffering in This Life - Role of Mental Impurities 

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 2 - Suffering in This Life - Role of Mental Impurities (Original - Larger file size)

“Satipattana Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life”

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 3 - Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta - Relevance to Suffering in This Life

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 3 - Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta - Relevance to Suffering in This Life (Original - Larger file size)

14. As discussed in the above desanās, akusala thoughts that arise with asobhana cetasika cloud our minds and keep us in the dark. Moha is darkness; it leads to lobha and dosa. That darkness can be temporarily lifted (tadaṅga pahāna) during listening or reading Dhamma.

▪The next step is to keep that “light on” for days and weeks by being mindful and stopping akusala thoughts that lead to akusala kamma for an extended time. This is vikkhambhana pahāna, which is what we are trying to achieve now. It is done by being mindful, i.e., with sammā sati.

▪The ultimate goal is to permanently remove such asobhana cetasika and to make that “cooling down” permanent (uccheda pahāna), even for future lives. We will get to that in future posts. But we need to establish a good foundation and experience the nirāmisa sukha for extended periods (vikkhambhana pahāna) first.

15. To get rid of darkness (moha), one has to bring light in. Light is paññā or “wisdom”, a sobhana cetasika. The Noble Eightfold Path is designed to optimize the paññā cetasika — via sammā samādhi — and to eliminate the moha cetasika.

▪Other sobhana cetasika, like karuṇā and mudita (or mudutā) also help with this process.

▪Ultimately, one will see how different pieces of the puzzle (including Paṭicca Samuppāda) all fit together to make an easy-to-see picture of the whole process. That will make it easier to grasp the Tilakkhaṇa and advance to the next stage.

▪All of these can be shown to be consistent with the scheme of sīla, samādhi, and paññā. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Cetanā Karaṇīya Sutta (AN 11.2), the Buddha has detailed how sīla (moral conduct) leads to nirāmisa sukha, and nirāmisa sukha leads to samādhi, and samādhi, in turn, leads to paññā. We will discuss all these in the upcoming desanās.

Next in the series, “Getting to Samādhi.”
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Getting to Samādhi





October 7, 2016

1. In the post “Noble Eightfold Path – Role of Sobhana Cetasika,” it was discussed how 7 of the 8 factors in the Noble Eightfold Path are related to some of the sobhana cetasika or moral mental factors.

2. In the following desanā, we discuss how the cultivation of those 7 factors lead to the 8th factor in the Noble Path, Sammā Samādhi, or at least the mundane version of it first (volume control will appear on right when you start playing):

“Getting to Samādhi“

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 5 - Getting to Samādhi

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 5 - Getting to Samādhi (Original - Larger file size)

 

Links mentioned in the desanā:

3. Before one can comprehend the Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta), one needs to get to mundane Sammā Samādhi. There are two kinds of Sammā Samādhi and also a micchā samādhi:

▪What is Samādhi? – Three Kinds of Mindfulness

▪Three Kinds of Diṭṭhi, Eightfold Paths, and Samādhi

4. The role of the brain in changing one’s gathi:

▪Brain – Interface between Mind and Body

5. Two types of suffering discussed in:

▪Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth

6. Suppressing and eliminating the pancanivarana in stages:

▪Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities

Next in the series, “Micchā Diṭṭhi – Connection to Hethu Phala (Cause and Effect)”, …
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Sexual Orientation – Effects of Kamma and Gati (Saṅkhāra)





January 14, 2017; revised December 3, 2022; September 20, 2024

This post will be helpful in not only clarifying Buddha’s teachings on sexual orientation but also that there can be many varieties of saṅkhāra, viññāṇa, and corresponding bhava and jāti arising according to Paṭicca Samuppāda.

1. In this beginning-less rebirth process, we all had likely switched back and forth between male and female many times, just as we are likely to have been born in most of the 31 realms in the past.

▪It is said that the Bodhisatta — before becoming Buddha Gotama — was a female when the pāramita process to become a Buddha was initiated.

▪However, once the pāramitā process progressed, and the Bodhisatta (Bodhisattva) became a male, it never switched to female.

▪Only a male can be a Buddha. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Bahudhātuka Sutta (MN 115).” Also, see “WebLink: PureDhamma forums: Did the Buddha Discriminate Against Women?”

2. Whether male or female is predominantly determined by the type of saṅkhāra, one cultivates, not necessarily due to a kamma vipāka. Those  who tend to be dependent on others tend to have female sex organs and itthi bhāva. [itthi : [f.] woman; female.]

▪But in some cases, kamma could be the direct cause. For example, there is an account in the Tipiṭaka where a wealthy male became a female because he generated sexual thoughts about a male Arahant (who had an attractive body.)  So, it involved both kamma vipāka and the cultivation of saṅkhāra.

▪A eunuch is a person who is castrated. But few are born without a sex organ, possibly due to a kamma vipāka of a past kamma.

▪If one intentionally severed or mutilated another’s sexual organs, one may be born without a sexual organ. Such a person is called a paṇḍaka in Pāli (“napunsaka” in Sinhala); I think they are called “intersex” in English.

3. Male/female distinction is there only in the kāma loka. There is no distinction in the Brahma realms (higher 20 realms). Brahmā do not have dense physical bodies or sexual organs; they all have purisa bhāva dasaka.

▪One is born in either the 16 rūpa loka realms or the four arūpa loka realms (Brahma realms) because one has given up all desires for bodily pleasures, including sex, i.e., one has seen the value of nirāmisa sukha (and jhānic pleasures) that can be achieved by giving up bodily (sensory) pleasures.

4. One is born in kāma loka because one likes bodily pleasures, especially those associated with taste, smell, and sex. Of course, vision and sound that help satisfy those three bodily pleasures also come into play here.

▪One is born in human or deva realms in the kāma loka because one has done meritorious deeds (puñña kamma). Female devas have attained those births because of their puñña kamma, just like male Devas. One is born a female Deva because one has cultivated “itthi saṅkhāra”; see #5 below.

▪One is born in the four apāya realms in the kāma loka because one has done immoral deeds (pāpa kamma). Here the corresponding saṅkhāra are apuññābhi saṅkhāra.

5. One is born male or female due to whether one cultivates “purisa saṅkhāra” or “itti saṅkhāra” by thinking, speaking, and doing things accordingly. One does not do either puñña abhisaṅkhāra or apuñña abhisaṅkhāra here.

▪Such saṅkhāra (kāya, vacī, and mano) are not necessarily moral (puññābhi saṅkhāra) or immoral (apuññābhi saṅkhāra). Those align with pure habits based on “purisa gati” and “itthi gati.”

▪This can be compared to cultivating habits for playing a particular musical instrument. They are called “vāsana keles,” keles that do not have good or bad kamma vipāka but are more like ingrained habits.

6. Purisa is the Pāli or Sinhala word for a male, which comes from “piri” or “full.” A male is likely to give more (especially to the wife) than to take from the wife. Itthi is the Pāli (and old Sinhala) word for female, and means “itiri” (pronounced “ithiri”) or “leftover space to be filled.” For example, if a cup is full that is “piri.” If it is not filled to the brim, it needs more to become whole; it has “itiri.”

▪So, a male is likely to buy things for his wife willingly but does not care much about his appearance. Most wives expect gifts and sustenance.

▪However, these “purisa gati” and “itthi gati” can vary significantly. A male has more “purisa gati” than “itthi gati.” But we do see “alpha males” with close to 100% “purisa gati” as well as females with very high “itthi gati.”

▪On the other hand, we also see females who like to act and dress more like males and males who want to act and dress more femininely. If they cultivate those gati more, a sex change is possible in future lives (in rare cases, even in this life).

7. In most families, if one examines the wardrobes of the husband and wife, one is likely to find many more items in the wife’s wardrobe (in particular, the man may have a couple of pairs of shoes but the wife will have many!). Females wear much more jewelry too.

▪Furthermore, women more concerned about their appearance (and that of their husbands). A guy usually grabs something to wear, but a woman will likely to pay much more attention. I know by experience that I have been “asked politely” to change into something better when going out.

▪Thus females constantly think about their (and their spouse’s and children’s) appearance. This is not necessarily due to greed but mainly due to sansāric habits.

8. Therefore, to attain Nibbāna, it does not matter whether one is a male, female, or somewhere in between (with mixed gati).

▪One is born in the deva realms due to good kamma vipāka, and there are male and female devas, just like in the human and animal realms. The type of sex is not determined by kamma vipāka.

▪All Brahma realms are “unisex.” They all have the purisa bhāva dasaka. Brahmā do not have dense bodies to experience the touch, the taste of foods, or smells. They have very fine/subtle bodies with just the hadaya vatthu, bhāva, kāya, cakkhu, and sota dasaka.

▪Therefore, a Brahma “body” has only five suddhaṭṭhaka (much smaller than an atom in modern science.) So, it is clear why sensory pleasures are absent in Brahma loka.

9. It is essential to realize that there are moral gati due to puññābhisaṅkhāra (puñña abhisaṅkhāra), immoral gati due to apuññābhisaṅkhāra (apuñña abhisaṅkhāra), and “kammically neutral” gati due to saṅkhāra that are not abhisaṅkhāra.

▪While one is born in the human bhava, one would also have an “itthi bhava” (as a female) or “purisa bhava” (as a male).

▪Also, one could be born in an “angry bhava” for a given period triggered by a sensory event such as seeing an enemy — if one has cultivated angry gati by thinking, speaking, and acting with an angry mindset.

▪Similarly, one could be born in a “greedy bhava.” If we start thinking mindfully, thinking, speaking, and acting with less greed, those greedy gati will reduce over time.

▪The more one thinks, speaks, and acts in a “female way,” one will cultivate “female gati,” but these are not moral or immoral saṅkhāra, as discussed above.

10. In any of these cases, the more saṅkhāra one makes, the more one builds up the corresponding viññāṇa (saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa) and so on until it gets to strengthening upādāna and thus strengthening bhava (upādāna paccayā bhava).

▪Therefore, Paṭicca Samuppāda explains how bhava is in the rebirth process and in bhava that lasts only for short periods, like getting into an “angry state of mind” or “angry bhava.”

11. Another possibility that may come into play in a transgender person (a person whose sex is changed during their lifetime) can be understood if one understands the role of the gandhabba (mental body) that dictates the functioning of the physical body. Gandhabba is not a Mahāyāna concept: “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

▪When a gandhabba goes into a womb, it is not firmly attached to the zygote (the cell formed by the union of the father and the mother) during the first several weeks.

▪Sometimes, the gandhabba leaves the womb if it turns out to be not a good match with the parents. This is the reason for a miscarriage.

▪If a gandhabba leaves the womb within such a short period, in some cases another gandhabba can enter the womb and take possession of the partially formed physical body abandoned by the previous gandhabba. Now, the second gandhabba may be of the opposite sex.

▪For example, suppose the first gandhabba was a male and the second a female. So, this female is thus taking hold of a physical body that was taking shape to be a male and thus continues to form a male body. Once born as a male baby, and while growing the female character may start to convert the physical body to that of a female. This is what happens to a transgender person.

12. One is bound to the kāma loka because one craves sensory pleasures, whether tasting good food, watching movies, listening to music, smelling lovely fragrances, or engaging in sexual activities. If one does those activities without engaging in immoral activities, then the only harm done is to be eligible to be born in the kāma loka.

▪Ir one desires such bodily pleasures, one cannot be freed from even the higher realms in the kāma loka (human and deva realms). However, it becomes relevant only at the Anāgāmī stage. A Sotāpanna or a Sakadāgāmī has not given up desires for sensual pleasures.

▪I have not seen anything in the Tipiṭaka that distinguishes between sexual activities based on who the partners are. So, it seems that homosexual or bisexual activities are not that different from heterosexual activities regarding kammic consequences are concerned. They are all done to achieve bodily pleasures. 

▪However, if one engages in immoral activities — in particular breaking the five precepts — then one would be eligible to be born in the lowest four realms of the kāma loka, the apāyā.

▪I specifically commented on homosexuality in answering a specific question by a reader. The main point is to ensure that any pleasurable activity at the expense of hurting someone will have harmful consequences. Depending on the nature, it could make one eligible to be born in the apāyā.

13. One way to understand the anicca nature is to look at the transient nature of our physical body and that it can provide only temporary bodily pleasures, even though they are enjoyable.

▪The gandhabba is the more long-lasting entity; a human bhava can last many thousands of years; a physical body is a temporary shell used by the gandhabba for about 100 years.

▪The bodily pleasures one experiences with this “physical shell” can last only the early part of 100 years. With age, those pleasures weaken, and there is no way to keep them the same.

▪On the other hand, jhānic pleasures — or at least nirāmisa sukha — can be enjoyed even in old age, as long as one keeps steps to maintain the brain in good condition. The gandhabba — since it is trapped inside the physical body — needs the brain to be mindful and to cultivate good vacī and mano saṅkhāra; this is what is emphasized in the earlier posts in this section, and analyzed in detail (for those who need to go deeper) in the Abhidhamma section.

14. Finally, it is essential to emphasize the point that it will take a concerted effort to understand these concepts fully. The more one reads, the more one will understand. It is not possible to gain insight by reading a few posts. One has to spend time and read relevant posts to “fill in the gaps.”

▪A simple introduction to the concept of gandhabba is given in this section: “Our Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

▪A section of the Abhidhamma is devoted to gandhabba: “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).” There are posts in other sections too. Posts are also in other sections.
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October 27, 2016 

oMicchā Diṭṭhi – Connection to Hethu Phala (Cause and Effect) (with Desana 6) 

oSuffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda (with Desana 7)

oSuffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda II (with Desana 8)
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Micchā Diṭṭhi – Connection to Hetu Phala (Cause and Effect)





October 18, 2016

1. The main reason for many people having various types of micchā diṭṭhi (or wrong views) can be traced back to the fact that the workings of cause and effect involving living beings — and in particular the mind of the sentient beings — is complex.

▪Science has been able to have much success in the material realm, simply because it is easier to see how cause and effect work in the material realm.

2. In the discourse (desanā) below, we will talk about cause and effect (hetu-pala) in Buddha Dhamma, and how conditions (paccaya) play a critical role in mental phenomena. The complex relationship between causes and effects in relation to the mind is the reason why it is hard for many to comprehend how and why kamma lead to kamma vipāka. As we discuss in the desanā: 

▪Nothing in this world can come to existence without suitable causes AND conditions,

▪Rebirth process must be valid, in order to fully implement the principle of causality (cause and effect).

3. The critical link between hetu-pala and Paṭicca Samuppāda is paṭṭhāna dhammā, which describe the conditions under which causes (hetu) bring about effects or results (phala).

▪In the near future, I will start a new section on paṭṭhāna dhammā. It is a deep subject, but it can be simplified to easily understand the relationship between hetu-pala and Paṭicca Samuppāda.

4. Here is the desanā (volume control on the right):

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 6 - Micchā Diṭṭhi Connection to Hetu Phala Cause and Effect

WebLink: Audio Desanā: Episode 6 - Micchā Diṭṭhi Connection to Hetu Phala Cause and Effect (Original - Larger file size)

 

Related Posts

1. – Getting to Samādhi

 – How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?

2. Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala)

3. Anantara and Samanantara Paccayā

4. – Saṅkhāra, Kamma, Kamma Bīja, Kamma Vipāka

 – Nāmagotta, Bhava, Kamma Bīja, and Mano Loka (Mind Plane)

 – Another post I forgot to mention in the desanā is on the question of “Where are those kamma seeds stored?.” It is discussed in, “How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?.”

5. What Does “Paccaya” Mean in Paṭicca Samuppāda?

6. Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein

7. How Character (Gati) Leads to Bhava and Jāti

Next in the series, “Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda”, ..
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Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda





October 28, 2016

In a previous desanā in this section, we discussed how suffering in this life is described in the beginning of the Mahā Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta. In this desanā, we will discuss how it is described by Paṭicca Samuppāda.

“Suffering in This Life – According to Paṭicca Samuppāda”

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 7 - Suffering in This Life According to Paṭicca Samuppāda

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 7 - Suffering in This Life According to Paṭicca Samuppāda (Original - Larger file size

 

Links mentioned in the desanā:

1. Posts in the “Paṭicca Samuppāda” can be consulted for details on Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles.

2. Taṇhā: Taṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance

3. Mano saṅkhāra arise automatically, without conscious thoughts. And conscious thoughts — even without speech — are vacī saṅkhāra:

How Are Gati and Kilesa Incorporated into Thoughts?

▪In this desanā, I incorrectly said that speech is ‘kāya saṅkhāra’ (at 14.30 mins) because the mouth and the tongue are moved during speech. However, whether one talks to oneself or actually get the words out loud, both are vacī saṅkhāra. There is a difference between moving body parts in general (as in walking) and moving the lips and tongues during speech: They are done with two types of rūpa: kāya viññatti and vacī viññatti respectively. I will discuss this in detail later.

▪My thanks to the reader who pointed out my mistake in categorizing speech as kāya saṅkhāra. I had to dig deeper in Abhidhamma to find the explanation. I can and do make mistakes, and that is why I welcome your input. My goal is to have this website to be fully self-consistent.

4. Suffering in this life due to vacī and kāya saṅkhāra done in this life:

Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities

Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta – Relevance to Suffering in This Life

5. Role of asobhana cetasika in immoral thoughts:

What Are Kilesa (Mental Impurities)? – Connection to Cetasika

6. Phassa and samphassa:

Difference between Phassa and Samphassa

Kāma Assāda Start with Phassa Paccaya Vedanā or Samphassa Jā Vedanā
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Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda II





December 7, 2016

1. In the previous desanā, “Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda,” we discussed one application of Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS).

▪Here, we will continue that discussion to gain more insights and discuss the importance in controlling vacī saṅkhāra during Satipaṭṭhāna and Ānāpānasati bhāvanā.

2. I have posted three new essays in other sections at the website since that time. 

▪Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra 

▪Āsevana and Aññamañña Paccayā

▪Sutta Learning Sequence for the Present Day

They are relevant to the discussions in this section.

3. Here are the PS sequences for reference, as you go though the discussion. You may want to make a printout of this post or have this post open while listening.

▪Avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra, saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa, viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa, nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana, saḷāyatana paccayā phassa, phassa paccayā vedanā, vedanā paccayā taṇhā, taṇhā paccayā upādāna, upādāna paccayā bhava, bhava paccayā jāti, jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa, soka, parideva, dukkha, domanassa, upayāsā sambhavan ti.”

The cycle ends with maraṇa or death and describes the time evolution of how a saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala) (whether it is a thought process or a living being or an inert entity) arises and eventually dies.

New desanā: “Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda II”

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 8 - Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda II

WebLink: Audio Desana: Episode 8 - Suffering in This Life and Paṭicca Samuppāda II (Original - Larger file size)

 

Links mentioned in the desanā:

1. Posts in the “Paṭicca Samuppāda” section can be consulted for details on Paṭicca Samuppāda cycles.

2. Time evolution of a saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala):



▪Difference between and Vaya (destruction of saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala) that has arisen) and Nirodha (stopping of the arising of a saṅkhata (sankata in Sinhala)).

Nirodha and Vaya – Two Different Concepts

3. How “random thoughts” come to our minds:

Our Two Worlds: Material and Immaterial

What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis

4. Two types of vedanā:

▪Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways 

True meaning of taṇhā:

▪Taṇhā – How We Attach Via Greed, Hate, and Ignorance 

Why suitable conditions are necessary to bring kamma vipāka:

▪Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya 

Cultivating good gathi and removing bad gathi through Ānāpānasati (and Satipaṭṭhāna):

▪9. Key to Ānāpānasati – How to Change Habits and Character (Gati) 
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September 2, 2017

oIs It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?

oSīla, Samādhi, Paññā to Paññā, Sīla, Samādhi

oYe Dhammā Hetuppabhavā.. and Yam Kiñci Samudaya Dhammam..
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Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?





September 28, 2018; revised June 1, 2021; December 13, 2021; February 1, 2023; February 19, 2023; rewritten November 2, 2024

Getting rid of sensual desires or kāma rāga (including sex, craving for food, etc.) is not necessary for a Buddhist in the beginning and even up to the Sotāpanna stage. Sotāpannā still have cravings for sensory pleasures.

Introduction

1. I saw the above question raised in a discussion forum (with a different title). The questioner stated: “Eliminating sensual desire as a lay follower doesn’t seem possible, or reasonable, especially if one plans on being in a relationship, or having motivation at work. ..”

▪It is a critical question. Most people do not understand that one must follow the Noble Path of the Buddha sequentially.

▪Getting rid of sensual desires or kāma rāga (including sex, craving for food, etc.) is unnecessary in the beginning and even up to the Sotāpanna stage.

▪Getting to the final stage of Nibbāna (Arahanthood) is a step-by-step process.

▪I recommend reading the post first. After that, explore the links provided to get more information.

Following the Path Is a Step-by-Step Process

2. The necessary INITIAL steps involved are:

(i.)Be moral and observe the mundane five precepts (abstain from killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, outright lying, and getting intoxicated,) gossip, slandering, and harsh speech; see, “2. The Basics in Meditation.”

(ii.)Understand the correct “wider worldview” of the Buddha, and get rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi; see, “Wrong Views (Micchā Diṭṭhi) – A Simpler Analysis.” Such wrong views include not believing in rebirth and rejecting the existence of a manomaya kāya (gandhabba).

(iii.)Learn about Buddha’s “deeper worldview.” Buddha Dhamma is Paṭicca Samuppāda. Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta nature) characterizes this world based on Buddha Dhamma; see “Buddha Dhamma – Noble Truths, Paṭicca Samuppāda, Tilakkhaṇa.” Those scientifically oriented may want to read the section “Origin of Life.”

(iv.)Removal of kāma rāga can be accomplished with relative ease once one gets a good understanding of Paṭicca Samuppāda. Then, one will be able to see that craving for sensual pleasures is a “mind-made illusion”; it is also called “distorted saññā” or “saññā vipallāsa.” See “Fooled by Distorted Saññā (Sañjānāti) – Origin of Attachment (Taṇha).” 

(v.)Step (iv) is not necessary to attain the Sotāpanna stage but could be helpful. However, step (iv) is essential to remove kāma rāga and attain the  Anāgāmi stage.

▪Those steps must be followed in that order.

3. When one starts to understand the “anicca nature” (anicca means much more than impermanence) of this world, one becomes a Sotāpanna Anugāmi. When that “correct vision” about “this wider world of 31 realms” sinks into the mind permanently, one becomes a Sotāpanna.

▪One does not need to think about removing the desire for sex or any other sensory pleasure until one reaches the Sotāpanna stage. But one must abstain from IMMORAL deeds like sexual MISCONDUCT. That is a critical point that most people do not understand.

The futility of Starting at the End

4. Therefore, many people waste precious time by trying to suppress sensory desires and, in some cases, by trying to eliminate the innate sense of “me” or “a self.”

▪However, just like one cannot learn algebra or advanced calculus without first learning how to do addition, those people will not make any significant progress. It is impossible to do so.

▪Furthermore, while breath meditation may temporarily relieve the “stresses of day-to-day activities,” it will not provide the long-term release from suffering that the Buddha explained. See “Attaining Nibbāna Requires Understanding Buddha’s Worldview.”

▪Until one begins understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda and Tilakkhaṇa (which explain the Four Noble Truths,) one will never get to the Sotāpanna stage.

A Sotāpanna Has Not Given Up Sensual Pleasures (Kāma Rāga)

5. Even during the Buddha’s time, many lay followers attained the Sotāpanna stage and continued to live “householder lives,” too. They were married and had regular jobs. There was no need to avoid sensory pleasures, including sex.

▪For example, Vishākā (or Visākā), who was the leading female lay disciple at the time, attained the Sotāpanna stage at age seven and went on to get married and have twenty-plus children.

▪Many others were regular lay people with families who attained the Sotāpanna stage and continued to live that way.

▪Of course, those who desired higher stages of Nibbāna tried to eliminate the craving for sensory pleasures. Most of them became bhikkhus who abstain from sex and other sensory pleasures.

Only at Anāgāmī Stage One Will Lose Kāma Rāga

6. One will abstain from sensory pleasures only after becoming an Anāgāmī. Even a Sakadāgāmī still enjoys sensory pleasures, even though he/she would not have the desire to “own” things that provide sensory pleasures.

▪For example, a Sakadāgāmi would still enjoy some sensory pleasures but would not desire to own “things that provide sense pleasure” (houses, cars, etc.).

Losing Craving for Sensory Pleasures Comes After a Deeper Understanding of Tilakkhaṇa

7. One CANNOT just give up sensory pleasures by sheer willpower and become an Anāgāmī. One must comprehend the “anicca nature” at a higher level than a Sotāpanna, and then those desires will NATURALLY disappear.

▪That maybe hard for most people to understand: how the desire for sense pleasures will naturally disappear. One should follow the Path SEQUENTIALLY, one step at a time.

▪By the way, the sense of “me” or ” a self” will go away only at the Arahant stage! It is unnecessary to worry about that before the Sotāpanna stage.

It is Necessary to See the Harmful Consequences of Sensory Indulgences (Kāmasukhallikānuyoga)

8. However, it is also important to realize that one must avoid excessive sensory pleasures (kāmasukhallikānuyoga) and extreme ascetic practices of completely avoiding normal comforts (Attakilamathānuyoga.) The Buddha recommended the “middle path,” where one would live a simple, comfortable life without going to extremes.

▪Therefore, one cannot become a Sotāpanna while enjoying sensory pleasures to the full, i.e., maintaining a “playboy type” lifestyle.

▪When one starts comprehending the anicca nature, one’s life WILL become simple.

▪Even before one reaches the Sotāpanna stage, one will start feeling nirāmisa sukha due to lessened mental stress due to this simple lifestyle.

9. Of course, one can speed up the process of the Sotāpanna stage by giving up sensory pleasures. Those who take this path become bhikkhus. They voluntarily give up most sense pleasures, including sex.

▪If one is to attain jhāna, one must at least SUPPRESS all sensual desires. For example, in “WebLink: suttacentral: Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41),” “‘idha bhikkhu vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati.”

▪That means one needs to have all thoughts of sensory pleasures and akusala kamma removed from one’s mind when getting to a jhāna.

▪That statement appears in every sutta describing jhāna.

The Wider WorldView

10. Buddha’s teachings are more of a “previously unheard worldview” than a religion in the conventional sense; see “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?.”

▪According to the Buddha’s “wider worldview,” there are 31 realms in this world. Suffering in those realms decreases as one goes from the lowest four realms (apāyā,) where the suffering is intense, to the human realm (where suffering and happiness co-exist). There is increasingly more happiness (or less stress) in the six Deva and 20 Brahma realms. However, those existences also have finite lifetimes.

▪The peaceful feeling one experiences in a jhāna is the same sensory experience by Brahmā in the corresponding realms. But getting to jhāna has nothing to do with getting to magga phala, even though jhāna can provide a better mindset for insight meditation.

▪None of those realms can provide permanent happiness because a lifetime in any realm is finite. Even though the Brahma realms have very long lifetimes, one would eventually die and be reborn in any realm.

▪If one’s goal is permanent happiness, one must eventually reach the Arahant stage of Nibbāna. However, if one can reach the Sotāpanna stage, one is guaranteed to reach the Arahant stage within a few subsequent births.

Difference With Other World Religions

11. That is the main difference between Buddha Dhamma and other religions. Christianity and Islam promise permanent happiness in Deva realms (meeting the Creator God), and Hinduism promises lasting happiness in a Brahma realm.

▪But the Buddha taught that nothing in this world is permanent. That holds for living beings and inert things in the whole universe.

▪Scientists (including Einstein) believed as recently as 100 years ago that the universe is in a “steady state.” Now science has accepted that everything in our world is in constant flux. See “Aggañña Sutta Discussion – Introduction.”

▪Therefore, one born in any realm will die from there and be reborn in another realm.

There Is Nowhere in This World Where Suffering Is Absent (Anicca Nature)

12. The above sub-title summarizes the anicca nature of this world. One gets to the Sotāpanna stage by “seeing that.” When one first realizes the anicca nature of this world, one can immediately see the dangers of doing the strong dasa akusala. That realization will make one’s mind resistant to doing “apāyagāmi actions,” i.e., those that make one eligible to be born in the four lowest realms (apāyā.)

▪That understanding registers permanently in the mind of a Sotāpanna and is unbreakable. That is why he/she will never do such immoral deeds, no matter how tempting. Our minds (at the base level) operate like machines, yet we (humans) can take control. See “Mind Operates Like a Machine According to Nature’s Laws.”

▪At that time, one will have faith in Buddha, Dhamma, and Saṅgha when one can see how valuable Dhamma is. Of course, the Buddha discovered that Dhamma. It can be conveyed accurately only by a Noble Person.

▪That is the reason for “unbreakable faith,” or “aveccappasāda” (avecca pasāda) in Buddha, Dhamma, and Saṅgha; see #4 of “Sotapatti Anga – The Four Qualities of a Sotāpanna.”

▪One is also said to have “Ariyakānta sīla” or “unbreakable moral conduct” as a Sotāpanna. That does not mean one will not do any of the dasa akusala. But one will never again do a dasa akusala with strong kamma vipāka bringing rebirth in the apāyā. A Sotāpanna has permanently removed such a mindset.

There Are Dangers in Craving for Sensory Pleasures

13. Finally, one may think that all one needs to do is get to the Sotāpanna stage. Because then one would be free from the apāyā. That is true. However, when one reaches the Sotāpanna stage, one will only SEE (with wisdom) the sufferings in the kāma loka, including the Deva realms. That is Sammā Diṭṭhi, or “correct view.” 

▪It is a good idea to focus on getting to the Sotāpanna stage first (and not worry about the higher stages.)

▪Still, one must start at least seeing the dangers of excessive sensory pleasures, even before the Sotāpanna stage. As stated in the WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammika sutta (Snp 2.14):

▪Abrahmacariyaṁ parivajjayeyya,

Aṅgārakāsuṁ jalitaṁva viññū;

Asambhuṇanto pana brahmacariyaṁ,

Parassa dāraṁ na atikkameyya.

Translated: A wise person would live a celibate life (avoiding sex), as one would avoid falling into a pit of fire. But if one is not yet at the stage of abstaining from sensory pleasures, one should refrain from sexual misconduct.

▪Furthermore, sensual pleasures are not restricted to sex. Excessive attachment to ALL sensory pleasures comes under kāmasukhallikānuyoga in #8 above. Also, see “What is “Kāma”? It is not Just Sex” and “Craving for Pornography – How to Reduce the Tendency.”

Summary

14. It is not necessary (or prudent) to try to abstain from sensual pleasures in the beginning. First, one must understand why and how such attachments lead to future suffering (in future rebirths).

▪Of course, that is impossible if one does not believe in rebirth. That is why learning the worldview of the Buddha is necessary. It is a “previously unheard worldview” (“pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu”), as the Buddha repeatedly stated in his first sermon, “WebLink: suttacentral Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11).” 

▪Also see “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?” and “Basic Framework of Buddha Dhamma.”

▪When one starts understanding this “new teaching/worldview” (especially by comprehending Paṭicca Samuppāda), one will have confidence in the rebirth process and other doctrinal foundations like the validity of the laws of kamma.
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1. These days, it is customary to state that the Noble Eightfold Path consists of three steps: sīla (moral conduct), samādhi (Concentration), and paññā (wisdom). However, that sequence holds only for the mundane Eightfold Path. It does not lead to Nibbāna but only sets the conditions for entering the Noble Eightfold Path. However, this is where one should start.

▪In this initial stage, one cultivates sīla by living a moral life by making a determined effort not to violate the five precepts; see “2. The Basics in Meditation.”

▪Samādhi is much more than concentration; see, “What is samādhi? – Three Kinds of Mindfulness.” When one lives a moral life, one’s mindset will gradually change to a calm state (“sama” + “adhi”), as explained in that post.

▪With this calm mindset, one will be able to get rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi (“Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.” Then one reaches mundane Sammā Diṭṭhi or the first level of wisdom.

2. One must follow the mundane Path before understanding anicca, dukkha, and anatta, and get into the Noble Path; see “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?.” Thus, there are three necessary steps to Nibbāna:

▪Follow the mundane Eightfold Path by living a moral life (sīla) to remove the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. Those include not believing in kamma vipāka, rebirth, etc. One can then attain mundane samādhi and achieve the first level of wisdom (paññā): sīla, samādhi, paññā.

▪Then start removing a DEEPER layer of micchā diṭṭhi (that this world can offer lasting happiness) by learning the CORRECT versions of anicca, dukkha, and anatta (Tilakkhaṇa).

▪Once one grasps the basics of Tilakkhaṇa, one becomes a Sotāpanna Anugāmi. One then starts living with an unbreakable sīla to attain Sammā samādhi and the four stages of Nibbāna by following paññā, sīla, and samādhi.

3. The first level of wisdom, achieved in the mundane path, is called kammassakata Sammā diṭṭhi: understanding that one’s actions, speech, and thoughts (kāya, vacī, and mano saṅkhāra) — one’s kamma — WILL have consequences in the future, both in this life and in future lives.

▪With kammassakata sammā diṭṭhi, one understands and accepts the fact that what we experience (kamma vipāka, good and bad) is due to our past kamma.

▪One understands that to encounter good kamma vipāka in the future (including future lives), one needs to cultivate GOOD kamma (i.e., good mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra).

▪Even more importantly, one starts avoiding strong BAD kamma. Thus, one begins to get rid of the coarse levels of lobha, dosa, and moha, which is the same as preventing dasa akusala.

▪When one follows this “sīla step,” one will begin to experience the early stages of Nibbāna, known as “cooling down”; see “Nirāmisa Sukha” and “How to Taste Nibbāna.”

4. Some people think that if one kills animals without knowing that will have consequences, that will lead to kamma vipāka. That is not correct. “Intention to kill” must be there to bring kamma vipāka.

▪There is no superhuman being who keeps track of what one is doing. But when one intentionally kills an animal, one’s mind knows that, and one’s viññāṇa will adjust accordingly. See “Viññāṇa – What It Really Means.”

▪The more one kills animals, the more the viññāṇa capable of killing will only grow. That will lead to a corresponding bhava in the niraya realm (hell), where similar suffering exists.

▪Therefore, being ignorant of nature’s laws is not an excuse. Not knowing it was unlawful will not be an excuse when one gets caught doing an illegal act.

▪There is another type of action where one unintentionally kills animals. For example, we kill many insects every time we take a walk. That does not lead to any kamma vipāka.

▪So, only those saṅkhāra (or more correctly abhisaṅkhāra) done with intention lead to viññāṇa (via “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa”), and subsequently lead to births in different realms via “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa,” etc. to …“bhava paccayā jāti.”

5. Most people also think that kamma vipāka arises only due to bodily actions (via kāya saṅkhāra.) But physical movements, speech, and thoughts all contribute to kamma. It is the cetanā (intention) involved in thoughts, speech, and actions (i.e., mano, vacī, and kāya saṅkhāra) that is kamma. That is explained in the subsection, “Living Dhamma – Fundamentals.”

▪When one begins to comprehend the laws of kamma (the fact that causes lead to similar effects IF suitable conditions are present), one will gradually get to mundane sammā samādhi. Then one’s ability to grasp more profound Dhamma concepts (paññā) will grow; see “Mundane Sammā Samādhi.”

▪One can stop future suffering only by eliminating the corresponding abhisaṅkhāra, i.e., “saṅkhāra nirodho bhava (and jāti) nirodho.” 

▪But saṅkhāra can be only be stopped by removing avijjā since saṅkhāra are unavoidable as long as avijjā is there. “Avijjā paccayā saṅkhārā.” That is why Sammā Diṭṭhi (understanding Tilakkhaṇa) is so important.

▪One will have a good idea of how births in different realms are associated with different types of suffering. Furthermore, one would see how one’s actions (saṅkhāra) lead to such births. I have summarized them in the table below.




	Realm(s)


	Level of Suffering


	Causes 


	Generation/Stopping of Saṅkhāra







	Niraya (Hell)


	Incessant suffering


	Dosa: Killing (especially humans), torture, rapes, etc 


	 





	Peta (Hungry Ghosts)


	Starvation


	Lobha or Excess greed (may I get all, not others)


	 





	Vinipatha Asura [‘demons’, titans, evil ghosts] 


	Spend time aimlessly; mostly heavy bodies not movable


	Moha : Tina middha, vicikicchā (lazy, lacking wisdom).


	 





	Animal (Tirisan: “tiri” + “saŋ” or with all 3 causes)


	Combinations of above three types


	Combinations of lobha, dosa, moha


	 





	Human (Manussa: “mana” + “ussa” or with advanced mind)


	In between lower and higher realms


	In between lower and higher realms


	Almost all saṅkhāra responsible births in all realms occur here.





	Deva (similar to human bodies, but much less dense)


	Mostly no physical suffering and abundant sense pleasures (kāma). But there is mental stress.


	Good kamma vipāka (done with alobha, adosa, amoha). Mental stress arises due to kāma rāga.


	 





	Rūpāvacara Brahma (only manomaya kāya; cannot be even seen with a microscope)


	Mental stress is much reduced. Mainly jhānic pleasures. Vipariṇāma dukha when close death.


	Suppression of kāma rāga and cultivation of rūpāvacara jhāna (while in the human realm)


	 





	Arūpāvacara Brahma (only hadaya vatthu and mind)


	Only arūpāvacara samāpatti. Vipariṇāma dukha when close death.


	Cultivation of arūpāvacara samāpatti (while in the human realm)


	 





	Nibbāna


	Permanent release from all suffering.


	Elimination of all causes for existence, i.e., rāgakkhaya, dosakkhaya, mohakkhaya.


	Mostly attained in the human realm, but possible in higher realms, especially after the Sotāpanna stage.









6. Now, it is clear how future suffering arises via one’s actions, speech, and thoughts (saṅkhāra). It is also clear that suffering decreases, and “nirāmisa sukha” grows at successively higher realms.

▪When one lives a sinful life and engages in dasa akusala like killing, raping, etc., one is likely to be reborn in the lowest four realms (apāyā) and face much suffering. Such actions involve kāya, vacī, and mano saṅkhāra with lobha, dosa, moha.

▪One is likely to be born in rūpa or arūpa Brahma loka when one cultivates jhānā by even abandoning kāma rāga (at least temporarily).

▪When one has reduced lobha, dosa, moha to rāga, paṭigha, avijjā (see, “Lobha, Dosa, Moha versus Rāga, Paṭigha, Avijjā”) by following the mundane eightfold path, one is likely to be reborn in the human or deva realms. In these realms ,suffering is much less, and most remaining suffering is mental,  especially in the Deva realms.

7. However, there is much suffering that we tend to ignore. Saṅkhāra dukha and vipariṇāma dukha belong to that category; see “Introduction – What is Suffering?” and the follow-up post.

▪That suffering arises due to kāma rāga, i.e., craving (upādāna) for sense pleasures. Thus even if one is not engaged in dasa akusala, one would not be released from kāma loka as long as one has kāma rāga.

▪At the next higher level in the rūpa and arūpa realms, kāma rāga is absent, and thus one enjoys jhānic pleasures.

▪Unlike sense pleasures, jhānic pleasures can be sustained for longer and are much more refined. However, that is still not permanent as the Nibbānic bliss is arrived by eliminating all suffering.

8. As humans, we can overcome suffering in the kāma loka during this life itself, by cultivating jhānā. That means being able to “temporarily live” in rūpāvacara or arūpāvacara realms.

▪In some cases, one may gets to attain rūpāvacara jhāna and arūpāvacara samāpatti by either removing or suppressing kāma rāga and paṭigha. Of course, that is not possible if one engages in dasa akusala.

▪There are Buddhist and non-Buddhist meditation techniques to achieve this. See, “Elephant in the Room 2 – Jhāna and Kasiṇa.”

▪If one develops jhānā, one will be born in rūpa or arūpa realms in the next birth. However, as we can see from the above table, any future births in those rūpa and arūpa realms are temporary. One could later be reborn in the apāyā.

▪The only permanent solution to end all future suffering is to attain Nibbāna, as shown in the above table.

9. When one gets into mundane sammā samādhi by cultivating sīla, one can see the truth of the overall picture shown in the table above. At this stage – with this broader world picture — one can take the second important step towards Nibbāna by comprehending the Tilakkhaṇa. However, one needs to know the correct versions of Tilakkhaṇa; see “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

▪That is the paññā (wisdom) associated with the first path factor (Sammā Diṭṭhi) in the Noble Eightfold Path. 

▪One will then be able to comprehend the First Noble Truth about the suffering in this world, the Dukkha Sacca.

10. The Buddha’s key message is that one cannot find permanent happiness anywhere among the 31 realms in this world. Any such temporary happiness would be minuscule compared to suffering in the apāyā and kāma loka. That is very hard to comprehend (no matter how well-educated one may be).

▪This fundamental fact of nature is called anicca. It means that NOTHING in this world can bring a permanent state of happiness (and WILL only bring suffering). The only permanent state of happiness is Nibbāna.

▪When one has the opposite perception of nicca and focuses on seeking long-term happiness in this world, one WILL face suffering (dukha) in the long run.

▪Thus, eventually, one will become helpless in this rebirth process, which is the anatta nature.

▪Those are the Three Characteristics of nature. See, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.” Therefore, the crucial second step toward Nibbāna (permanent happiness) is to learn these critical characteristics of Nature from a true disciple of the Buddha.

11. When one starts comprehending the Tilakkhaṇa to some extent, one becomes a Sotāpanna Anugāmi and enters the Noble Path; see, “Sotāpanna Anugāmi and a Sotāpanna.”

▪In this third and last step towards Nibbāna, one starts with a NEW mindset about this world’s real nature. One can see that unimaginable suffering in the future if one does immoral things to get sensual pleasure.

▪Thus one starts to understand the First Noble Truth or the Dukkha Sacca: There is unimaginable suffering in this world of 31 realms. At this initial stage, it is hard to see the dangers/suffering in the human and deva realms. But if one has comprehended the fact that apāyā (four lower realms) must exist for the laws of kamma to work, then one can see the unimaginable suffering in the apāyā.

▪The Buddha said one would simultaneously understand the other three Noble Truths when one understands the First Noble Truth. One will see that lobha, dosa, and moha are the origins of that suffering (Samudaya Sacca). That one needs to remove those causes (Nirodha Sacca). And, the way to accomplish that is to follow the Noble Eightfold Path (Magga Sacca).

12. This understanding becomes permanent forever (through future lives) when one attains the Sotāpanna stage. From that point onward, one will NOT be CAPABLE of doing a kamma that could make one eligible for rebirth in the apāyā. Thus, one will be free from the worst suffering in the future.

▪The post, “Akusala Citta – How a Sotāpanna Avoids Apāyagāmī Citta,” explains how Nature enforces the laws of kamma.

▪One’s mind will automatically reject any apāyagāmī action, even on an impulse.

13. Understanding Paṭicca Samuppāda is critical. It explains how future bhava (existences) arise due to how one thinks, speaks, and acts (with vacī  and kāya  saṅkhāra). See “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means” and “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

▪If one can hurt and kill others, one is making conditions to face similar situations in the niraya.

▪If one has excessive greed and is willing to hurt others for pleasure, one could be born a peta (hungry ghost).

▪Those who are lazy and depend on others cultivate asura saṅkhāra. That leads to asura viññāṇa and thus gives rise to an asura existence.

▪If one can think, speak, and act like an animal, one is cultivating animal saṅkhāra. Thus one could be born into an animal existence.

14. At this stage, one starts living by the ariyakanta sīla. This sīla is different from the sīla in the first step. [ariyakanta :[adj.] agreeable to the Ariyas. kanta : [adj.] pleasant; lovely; agreeable. (m.), the beloved one; husband. (pp. of kamati), gone; entered into.]

▪In the first type of sīla, one forcefully avoided doing pāpa kamma or immoral acts. But there could have been occasions where one “could not help breaking the sīla” because the temptations were too strong.

▪However, this new ariyakanta sīla is unbreakable, no matter how intense the temptation is. One’s mind has grasped that it is NOT WORTH to commit apāyagāmī actions. That is regardless of how much wealth or pleasures they could bring. [apāyagāmī : [adj.] going or conveying to the state of misery.]

▪For example, it is not worthwhile to make a lot of money by killing animals or fish, selling drugs that can harm others, lying, bribing, etc.

▪At this stage, one could still have cravings for sensual pleasures. Thus one could live an everyday married life, i.e., “moral living.”

15. It is unnecessary to attain any jhāna to get to the Sotāpanna stage. These days there is too much emphasis on jhāna.

▪One must realize that rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara jhāna are sensory experiences in the rūpa and arūpa realms. Therefore, such experiences belong to “this world” of 31 realms.

▪The Buddha stated that any of his lay disciples with the Sotāpanna stage is million times well-off than a yogi who had attained all jhānā and all abhiññā powers.

▪While those jhānā and abhiññā powers last only during this life, a Sotāpanna is freed from the apāyā FOREVER.

▪However, understanding jhānā is important since it confirms the Buddha’s broader worldview in the above table. There are many in the world today who can experience jhānā.

▪But some people mistakenly believe that jhānā are necessary to attain magga phala. But as the above table shows, jhānā are still part of “this world” and can be achieved even by following “non-Buddhist meditations.” More details in “Elephants in the Room.”
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This post will analyze two famous key verses to show the interconnections among the Four Noble Truths, Tilakkhaṇa, Paṭicca Samuppāda, and the Noble Eightfold Path. These main concepts must be comprehended to benefit from Buddha’s Dhamma.

Ye Dhammā Hetuppabhavā ...

Background

 

“Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā,

Tesaṁ hetuṁ tathāgato āha;

Tesañca yo nirodho,

Evaṁvādī mahāsamaṇo”

▪From just hearing this verse uttered by Ven. Assaji, Upatissa (later Ven. Sāriputta) became a Sotāpanna. That is the fundamental concept of Buddha Dhamma and is explained in detail in the Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪The correct translation is the following. “Whatever dhammā (which are kamma bīja) that give rise to the rebirth process, causes for those to arise have been declared by the Buddha; he has also explained how those causes can be stopped from arising (and thus end the rebirth process).”

▪First, let us briefly discuss how we arrive at this translation.

What Does “Hetuppabhavā” Mean?

1. “Ye dhammā” means “those dhammā.” The compound word in the verse is hetuppabhavā: It is the combination of “hetu,” “pa,” and “bhava,” which respectively mean causes, repeated, and existence. The combination rhymes as hetuppabhavā, in the same way, that dhamma cakka pavattana rhymes as “dhammacakkappavattana.”

▪Note that “pa” (meaning repeated) and “bhava” combine to rhyme as “pabbhavā” with an additional “b.”

▪So, hetuppabhavā means “causes leading to repeated birth or causes to sustain the rebirth process.”

▪Note that both words hetuppabhavā and pabhassara have the words “pa” and “bha” embedded in them; see, “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”

▪So, “ye dhammā hetuppabhavā” means “those dhammā that sustain the rebirth process or saṁsāra.”

Tesaṁ and Tesañca Both Have “Saŋ”

2. Tesaṁ is “te” + “saŋ” or three “saŋ” of lobha, dosa, moha. These are those hetu or causes.

▪Even though there are six root causes, they all can be eliminated by eliminating just three (lobha, dosa, moha); see, “Six Root Causes – Loka Samudaya (Arising of Suffering) and Loka Nirodhaya (Nibbāna).”

▪Of course, “saŋ” are the defilements responsible for the rebirth process for anyone, which are dasa akusala; see, “Saŋ.”

▪Again, “te” and “saŋ” combine to rhyme as “tesaṁ.”

▪So, “Tesaṁ hetuṁ tathāgato āha” means “The Buddha has declared what those three causes are.”

3. The next part, “Tesañca yo nirodho” or “Te saṁ ca yo nirodho” has the second complex keyword of nirodha, which comes from “nir” + “udaya,” where “nir” means stop and “udaya” means “arise.” [te + saṁ + ca = tesañca]

•Thus nirodha means to stop something from arising; see, “Nirodha and Vaya – Two Different Concepts.”

•The easiest way to understand nirodha is to see that a plant can be stopped from arising (i.e., coming into being) by destroying the seed. Put in the real context of the word nirodha, a plant’s coming into being can be stopped by stopping the creation of that seed.

•In the same way, a future existence (bhava) can be stopped by stopping the formation of the corresponding viññāṇa (kamma bīja), i.e., bhava nirodha is achieved by viññāṇa nirodha.

How Is Viññāṇa Nirodha Realized?

4. By going backward further in PS, viññāṇa nirodha in turn is done by (abhi)saṅkhāra nirodha; see below too. Of course, abhisaṅkhāra nirodha cannot be done by sheer willpower. One must cultivate paññā (wisdom) and get rid of avijjā. That requires comprehending Tilakkhaṇa or the futility of clinging to this suffering-filled world of 31 realms that will make one helpless in the end (especially when born in the four lowest realms or apāyā).

▪We can thus see that viññāṇa nirodha leads to the stopping of initiation of Akusala-Mūla Paṭicca Samuppāda (PS) cycles starting at the “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” step.

5. Now it is clear what is meant by “tesañca (te saṁ ca) yo nirodho, evaṁvādī mahāsamaṇo.” The Buddha (mahāsamaṇo) has explained how those defilements can be stopped from arising.”

▪Viññāṇa nirodha is achieved via stopping abhisaṅkhāra or — to put in a practical statement — by abstaining from all dasa akusala. That involves the three akusala done by the body (via kāya saṅkhāra), four akusala by the speech and defiled conscious thoughts (via vacī saṅkhāra), and three akusala by the mind (via mano saṅkhāra).

▪It is essential to understand what is meant by keywords like saṅkhāra and viññāṇa; see, “Mental Aggregates.”

▪It is essential to realize that conscious thoughts are also vacī saṅkhāra; see, “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.” It is not just immoral speech and deeds that matter, but immoral “daydreaming” counts too.

6. The way to achieve viññāṇa nirodha is, of course, the Noble Eightfold Path. When one follows the Noble Path, one’s avijjā will be removed and thus no more initiations of PS cycles, i.e., no more suffering (there will not be “jāti paccayā jarā, marana, soka,..).

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Petakopadesa, this verse expresses the four Noble Truths (cattāri ariyasaccāni), and we can now see why.

Yaṁ Kiñci Samudaya Dhammaṁ..

Introduction

7. The second related verse “yaṁ kiñci samudaya dhammaṁ sabbaṁ taṁ nirodha dhammaṁ” is in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN 56.11); see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (SN56.11).” [kiŋ + ci = kiñci ; kiṁ or kiŋ :[rel. or inter. pron.] what? ci : cid, indecl. an indefinite interrogative particle. koci [whoever] , kiñci [whatever] , kadāci [whenever] , kuhiñci [wherever] . cf. ca, cana, ce. ]

▪Translated: “If there are dhammā that give rise to suffering (i.e., any samudaya dhammā), all such dhammā can be stopped from arising (via the Noble Eightfold Path).” [samudaya = saŋ + udaya = rise of saŋ (that leads to suffering)]

▪“yaṁ kiñci samudaya dhammaṁ” means “any dhammā that eventually leads to suffering. And, “sabbaṁ taṁ nirodha dhammaṁ” means “all such dhammā” are nirodha dhammā, i.e., they can be stopped from arising.

Here Viññāṇa Is “Defiled Consciousness”

8. But we need to get the idea embedded in this verse, instead of just translating word-by-word.

▪From what we have learned so far, we know that samudaya dhamma (or kamma bīja) is created by viññāṇa, for which the best translation is “defiled consciousness.”

▪Viññāṇa, in turn, arises due to our own (abhi) saṅkhāra. And the reason that we do abhisaṅkhāra is that we are ignorant of the anicca nature, i.e., we have avijjā.

▪That is what the Paṭicca Samuppāda states: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra, saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa, viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa,” leading to “upādāna paccayā bhava, bhava paccayā jāti,” which ends up in the whole mass of suffering: “jāti paccayā jarā, maraṇa,…”

9. So, again we can see that samudaya dhamma arises with defiled viññāṇa that occur due to abhisaṅkhāra done with avijjā!

▪If we do not cultivate such defiled viññāṇa via abhisaṅkhāra (i.e., if we stop doing dasa akusala), then we will not end up with births leading to all types of suffering. Those are jarā (old age), maraṇa (death), soka (unhappiness), parideva (long lasting state of unhappiness where soka keeps bubbling up), dukkha (physical injuries, diseases, etc.), domanassa (long bouts of depression), upāsāya (extreme distress where can faint or generates suicidal thoughts).”

▪Those sufferings described above are mainly for the human realm. It will be much worse if one is born in the four lowest realms with unimaginable suffering.

Kamma Vipāka Are Not Deterministic

In the above, we have discussed how to stop the formation of kamma bīja. But what about that kamma bīja that we have already piled up during this life and from previous lives? Will not they bring vipāka and initiate new bhava and jāti filled with suffering?

10. Understanding that one gets a “second chance.” Kamma vipāka are not deterministic, i.e., kamma bīja cannot automatically bring vipāka.

▪In an uppatti [rebirth] PS cycle, we saw that kamma bīja form with the first two steps in the PS cycle: “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra” and “saṅkhāra paccayā viññāṇa.” This viññāṇa is called a kamma viññāṇa.

▪But when kamma bīja try to bring back corresponding vipāka at a FUTURE time, they are brought back as vipāka viññāṇa. That means the mind is exposed to a “sign” called a “nimitta” that corresponds to the same kamma done to make that kamma bīja.

11. So, it is essential to realize that in an uppatti PS cycle, the “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” step starts much later, may be even in future life.

An Example

12. We can explain that with an example. Suppose person X kills another human being in this life. That involves a lot of mano, vacī, and kāya abhisaṅkhāra and all of those contribute to a defiled mindset (viññāṇa) that led to a kamma bīja which got the most contribution at the moment of killing via a kāya abhisaṅkhāra.

▪Now, that kamma bīja will be there waiting to bring its vipāka at a later time.

▪Suppose X dies a few years later, but he has more kammic energy for this human bhava left. In that case, that kamma bīja cannot bring vipāka. He will leave a dead body as a gandhabba and wait for a suitable womb.

▪However, if X had killed one of his parents, that would be an ānantariya kamma, and that kamma bīja will bring its vipāka at the end of this life.

13. In either case, the “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa” step will start the rest of the PS cycle leading to a new bhava (let us say in the niraya) in the following way.

▪So, X is now on his deathbed, whether in this life or a future life as a human. Just before the dying moment, that kamma bīja will bring a sign (called nimitta) of that kamma to X’s mind. It could be a scene from that killing event or a scene from the niraya where he is about to be born.

▪Since he had done this act with intention, that mindset would come back, and he will have that defiled mindset (viññāṇa) responsible for the killing. Then he will have that nimitta come in, and this is the “nāmarūpa” that comes to his mind at that time: “viññāṇa paccayā nāmarūpa.”

14. All his six sense faculties will transform according to that sign or nimitta: “nāmarūpa paccayā saḷāyatana.” Of course, the nimitta will come through only one, let us say like a picture from that killing event or a sound.

▪His mind will now make contact (saḷāyatana paccayā phassa) just as in any sense event, and that leads to “phassa paccayā vedanā,” i.e., now he is about to re-enact the crime in his mind, starting at the “vedanā paccayā taṇhā” step.

The Difference For a Sotāpanna

15. But a critical point in these steps occur at the “vedanā paccayā taṇhā,” “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” steps. When one gets that nimitta of birth in the niraya that appears at the moment of death, one WILL NOT grasp it if one has attained the Sotāpanna stage.

▪A Sotāpanna’s mind has grasped the truth of the “anicca nature” and has a higher level of paññā (wisdom), so it WILL NOT grasp that nimitta. That is why Aṅgulimāla was able to attain Arahanthood, even after killing almost 1000 people. That past kamma bīja did not get to germinate.

16. Therefore, that nimitta will be ineffective if X had become a Sotāpanna in the intervening time, and a different (good or bad) next in line will appear. The process will continue until suitable new bhava is grasped at the “upādāna paccayā bhava” step.

▪That is how a Sotāpanna avoids “apāyagāmi kamma bīja” from bringing their vipāka.

▪Of course, if X had not attained the Sotāpanna stage, he would have been born in a niraya.

Further Reading

17. Kamma viññāṇa are discussed in detail in: “Kamma Viññāṇa – Link Between Mind and Matter.”

▪The process of how past kamma try to bring vipāka with vipāka viññāṇa is discussed in detail in “Avyākata Paṭicca Samuppāda for Vipāka Viññāṇa.”

▪Of course, one needs to understand what is meant by all these terms (vedanā, taṇhā, upādāna, etc.) to understand these processes; see, “Mental Aggregates.”

▪If one can truly comprehend this post, one could get to the Sotāpanna stage, because this is seeing the “way to Nibbāna,” i.e., permanently stopping future suffering. That is about getting to lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi. [lokuttara : [adj.] super-mundane; transcendental.]
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Introduction

1. Many people have recently attained magga phala (with or without jhāna) worldwide. We are indebted to the late Waharaka Thero for this great awakening through his correct interpretations of Buddha’s teachings. Many work tirelessly to make those interpretations available to others; see, “Parinibbāna of Waharaka Thero.”

▪Over the years, I have seen some critical issues related to jhāna and magga phala discussed at many online forums, without reaching a definitive conclusion. I hope this series of posts will be of use to bring more clarity.

▪I will create a consistent picture based solely on material from the Tipiṭaka. One common problem I see in online forums is that many people put Tipiṭaka on the same footing as commentaries (such as Visuddhimagga) written much later by people (non-Ariyā) like Buddhaghosa or Nagarjuna. That leads to confusion because those accounts have many contradictions with the Tipiṭaka.

▪These posts are supposed to be read in the given sequence. Please read carefully at a quiet time.

What Is Samādhi?

2. Samādhi (“sama” + “adhi” where “sama” means “same” and “adhi” means “dominance.”) For example, if someone thinks, speaks, and acts like a thief, they will get to the mindset that is the same as that of a thief, i.e., they will have a samādhi (or mindset) the same as that of a “thief.” In formal meditation, if one contemplates the benefits of morals and the dangers of immoral, they will get in a “moral samādhi” compatible with such thoughts. 

▪A good analogy is the following. We become restless if our environment becomes too hot. Then we try to find a way to cool ourselves. We get very uncomfortable if we are in a “too cold” environment also. Then we try to be warm by turning on a heater or wrapping ourselves with blankets. 

▪However, if the room temperature is moderate and away from both those extremes, we feel comfortable. We feel contended. 

3. The definition of samādhi is more restricted when we discuss that in the context of formal meditation or even living a moral life. Here samādhi is to get closer to “equilibrium.” If we move away from the equilibrium, we will feel that physically, mentally, or both.

▪To be physically in equilibrium, our bodies need to be in equilibrium. For example, we become uncomfortable, if the environment is cold or hot. To reach equilibrium, we need to heat or cool the room we are in. If we are in a noisy environment, we like to move away from there, etc.

▪The opposite of the Pāli word “sama” is “visama.” When either the body or the mind gets “away from equilibrium” (meaning “visama”), we become uncomfortable.

▪A greedy or angry mind is in a “visama” state and is away from samādhi. 

▪However, if the focus is a dhamma concept, the mind moves toward “equilibrium.”

▪This type of samādhi is essential to attain Magga phala. Jhāna is a particular category of samādhi. It can be conducive but is not essential to get to sammā samādhi.

Sammā Samādhi Are Two Types

4. Sammā Samādhi can be of many types. What is essential to attain magga phala is lokuttara Sammā Samādhi. As we have discussed before, there is mundane sammā samādhi that is reached by getting rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. Then there is lokuttara Sammā Samādhi that is reached by comprehending Tilakkhaṇa to some extent; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

▪As discussed in the previous post, “Sīla, Samādhi, Paññā to Paññā, Sīla, Samādhi,” one gets to mundane Sammā Samādhi via “Sīla, Samādhi, Paññā.” Then one can comprehend the Tilakkhaṇa and follow the Noble Path via “Paññā, Sīla, Samādhi,” with Sammā Diṭṭhi taking the lead.

▪There is nowhere in the Tipiṭaka that says one needs jhāna to attain magga phala or Nibbāna. See, “Samādhi, Jhāna (Dhyāna), Magga Phala.”

▪Magga phala means one is starting to break the bonds (dasa saṁyojana) to this world; see, “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process.” One attains magga phala by getting into lokuttara Sammā Samādhi (samādhi to remove “saŋ”: “saŋ” + “mā”; see, “What is “Saŋ”? Meaning of Sansāra (or Saṁsāra).”

Jhāna and Samāpatti

5. Jhānā are mental states experienced by Brahmas in the 16 rūpāvacara Brahma realms. A human can reach those mental states by overcoming akusala and kāma raga. If only suppression of them happens, then those are anariya (mundane) jhānā; if those defilements (anusaya) are removed in attaining them, they are Ariya (supermundane) jhānā attained by those with magga phala. See “Mundane versus Supramundane Jhāna.”

▪There are only four jhānic states discussed in the Tipiṭaka. The first jhāna is split into two in the Abhidhamma analysis.

▪The mental states above those jhānic states are called four higher (fifth through eighth) jhānā these days. Those are mental states of the arūpāvacara (formless) Brahmas in the four arūpāvacara Brahma realms. In the Tipiṭaka, those “formless attainments” (arūpa samāpattī) are never called “arūpa jhānā.” This is a later designation, especially by Buddhaghosa. 

6. For a human, getting to the first jhāna means (at least temporarily) transcending the kāma loka. Initially, that is only for a  couple of thought moments (citta). Then the mind “gets back” to citta vīthi associated with the kāma loka. The “breakthrough” to jhānic states happens with the “gotrabu citta” (changing the “gotra” or the lineage). This is evident in an Abhidhamma analysis of citta vīthi; see “Citta Vīthi – Processing of Sense Inputs.”

▪Only with practice one lengthens the “time in the first jhāna.” But the problem is identifying whether one has reached the jhāna stage. So, this may not be easy for someone who has not cultivated jhāna in previous lives.  Many misidentify various sensations as jhānās. 

▪As one lengthens the time in the first jhāna, one can start feeling those bodily experiences described in the Sāmaññaphala Sutta; see “Jhānic Experience in Detail – Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).” 

▪When jhānic citta vīthī start running without falling back to kāmāvacara citta vīthi, one is in a jhāna samāpatti.  

▪The higher arūpāvacara citta vīthī always run continuously; thus, they are always arūpāvacara samāpatti.

Jhānā Are Not Necessary to Attain Magga Phala

7. April 28, 2018: I found a desanā by Waharaka Thero where he presents clear evidence that jhāna is not necessary to attain magga phala (It is of course in the Sinhala language):

WebLink: Download “Are Jhāna Required for Magga-Phala”

▪The main point Thero makes is that if a jhāna were REQUIRED to attain the Sotāpanna stage, then that person WOULD NOT be reborn in the human realm, but in a Brahma realm corresponding to that jhāna.

▪However, the Tipiṭaka asserts that King Bimbisara (a Sotāpanna) was reborn in a lower Deva realm. Another is that Sakka, the king of the Tāvatiṁsā Devas, became a Sotāpanna while listening to a discourse by the Buddha and was reborn as Sakka (i.e., he died and was reborn a moment later; he did not even realize that until Buddha told him.)

▪One must be an Anāgāmi to attain the FIRST Ariya jhāna since kāma raga is eliminated even in the first Ariya jhāna. No sensual attraction can perturb one’s mind if one has reached that. So, one can watch any X-rated movie, for example, without getting aroused. That is the ultimate test of attaining either the Anāgāmi stage or the first Ariya jhāna; of course, one can be an Anāgāmi without attaining any jhāna.

Attaining Jhāna Has Nothing to Do With Nibbāna

8. In simple terms, jhāna are mental states in the 16 rūpa realms and the four arūpa realms. Thus by definition, attaining jhāna has nothing to do with Nibbāna. This can be seen in “The 89 (121) Types of Citta.”

Jhāna falls into two categories (Ariya and anariya) and — depending on the category — could be an asset or hindrance, as discussed in this section. The two categories are discussed in “Mundane versus Supramundane Jhāna.”

▪As discussed in “31 Realms Associated with the Earth” those 20 realms lie above the realms of kāma loka. Those rūpi and arūpi Brahmā enjoy only jhānic pleasures, which are better than sensual pleasures.

▪We all have been born in most of the 31 realms (except for the realms reserved for the Anāgāmis) uncountable times, and thus had attained those jhānic states uncountable times in previous lives.

▪As we know, sensual pleasures are present only in kāma loka (human realm, six deva realms, and the animal realm). 

▪Humans can cultivate jhāna by suppressing (anariya) or removing (Ariya) the craving for sensual pleasures (kāma rāga). The jhānic experience is discussed in, “Jhānic Experience in Detail – Sāmañña­phala Sutta (DN 2).”

▪One could approach Nibbāna via Ariya or anariya jhāna; see, “Ascendance to Nibbāna via Jhāna (Dhyāna).”

Difference Between Ariya and Anariya Jhāna

9. If those Brahmā are born there via cultivating mundane jhāna, then kāma rāga remains with them as anusaya (which means deeply hidden). So, when they die and are reborn in the lower realms, kāma rāga re-surface. The suppression is only during the time they live as Brahmā in those higher realms.

▪In the same way, those humans who get into jhānā SUPPRESSING kāma rāga can lose the ability to get into jhānā even in this life. The best example from the Tipiṭaka is Devadatta, who developed not only anariya (mundane) jhānā but also abhiññā powers, and then lost all that and ended up in an apāya. Even though Devadatta was exposed to correct Tilakkhaṇa (the Buddha himself ordained him), he did not comprehend. 

▪The ability to get into jhāna is also related to our gati (pronounced “gathi”; our habits from past lives). Those who have cultivated mundane jhānā in relatively recent past lives can quickly get into mundane jhāna and stay in it for even hours.

▪However, if one gets into even the first Ariya (Supramundane) jhāna, one has essentially attained the Anāgāmī stage by removing kāma rāga; see, “Ascendance to Nibbāna via Jhāna (Dhyāna).”

Magga Phala Require Sammā Samādhi

10. Magga phala (including the Arahant stage) can be reached via going through one of the jhānic states or without going through any jhānic state; see “Pannāvimutti – Arahanthood without Jhāna” and “The 89 (121) Types of Citta.”

▪This is also discussed in “WebLink: suttacentral: Paññāvimutta Sutta (AN 9.44)” and “WebLink: suttacentral: Susimaparibbājaka Sutta (SN 12.70).”

▪Furthermore, a Sotāpanna may attain anariya jhāna and be born in Brahma realms lying below the Suddhāvāsa realms reserved for the Anāgāmis. But they also do not return to kāma loka; see “Paṭhama Mettā Sutta.” Of course, those who attain anariya jhāna without magga phala will come back to kāma loka and could be born in the apāyā subsequently.

Further Details

11. More detailed information with references to suttā in the section “Samādhi, Jhāna (Dhyāna), Magga Phala..”

▪There are another series of posts on jhāna (in simpler terms, without too many Pāli words) in an older section: “Power of the Human Mind.” A new series with more details at “Elephant in the Room 2 – Jhāna and Kasiṇa.”
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Introduction

1. It is important to understand the meanings of vitakka/vicāra, savitakka/savicāra, and avitakka/avicāra. I see many discussions on discussion forums without reaching a satisfactory conclusion, and most sutta translations are incorrect. In particular, savitakka and savicāra are incorrectly translated as “with vitakka and vicāra.”

▪As always, one MUST start with the basics. Trying to extract the meanings of such keywords from deep suttā is counter-productive.

▪We need to start with the basic definitions. Then the meanings of verses in deeper suttā CAN BE figured out using those basic definitions. I have seen that this method ALWAYS works within the Tipiṭaka.

▪Please comment on the discussion forum if someone can point out a sutta in the Tipiṭaka that is inconsistent with this post.

▪Possible inconsistencies MAY arise if one tries to make them compatible with late commentaries like the Visuddhimagga.

What Are Vitakka and Vicāra?

2. For the words takka, vitakka, vicāra (තර්ක, විතර්ක, විචාර in Sinhala), the closest English words could be further/counter analysis, investigate in depth (based on one’s views.) They are the same as vacī saṅkhāra (“talking to oneself”) or saṅkappa.

▪ All those words describe conscious thinking about a thought object (ārammaṇa). One either silently “talks to oneself” or speaks out while analyzing the situation. [takka :[m.] thought; reasoning; logic. (nt.), butter-milk. vitakka :[m.] reflection; thought. vicāra :[m.] investigation; management; planning; discursive thinking.]

A clear explanation is given in Abhidhamma, in the discussion on kāma dhātu, byāpāda dhātu, vihiṁsā dhātu, nekkhamma dhātu, abyāpāda dhātu, avihiṁsā dhātu, in the following section: “WebLink: suttacentral: Dhātuvibhaṅga.” [avihiṁsa : (Avihesa) (f.) [a + vihiṁsā] absence of cruelty, mercy, humanity, friendliness, love.]

▪For example, “Tattha katamā kāma dhātu? Kāmapaṭisaṁyutto takko vitakko saṅkappo appanā byappanā cetaso abhiniropanā micchāsaṅkappo—ayaṁ vuccati kāma dhātu.”

Translated: “What is the element of kāma (indulgence in sensual thoughts)? Analysis/investigations of sensual objects lead to establishing wrong thinking. That is the element of desire/indulgence.” In other words, when one constantly generates such sensual (kāmapaṭisaṁyutto) thoughts, the kāma element (related to kāma rāga) builds up.

▪Similar explanations can be found elsewhere. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Nibbedhika Sutta (AN 6.63)” states, “Saṅkappa rāgo purisassa kāmo, Nete kāmā yāni citrāni loke..”.

Translated: “A person’s kāma is getting attached and thinking about (saṅkappa rāga) those pleasing things in this world (citrāni loke). Those beautiful things in the world are not kāma.”

3. The opposite, element of nekkhamma is defined as: “Tattha katamā nekkhammadhātu? Nekkhammapaṭisaṁyutto takko vitakko, saṅkappa, … pe … sammā saṅkappo—ayaṁ vuccati “nekkhamma dhātu.”

▪Translated: “what is the element of renunciation sensual thoughts? Analysis/investigations of renunciation of sensual objects lead to establishing correct views (leading to the removal of defilements). This is called the element of renunciation.” In other words, when one constantly generates such thoughts, kāma rāga is diminished.

▪Similarly for byāpāda dhātu (angry /hateful), vihiṁsā dhātu (cruel,) and the opposites abyāpāda (kind) dhātu, avihiṁsā (compassionate) dhātu. [vihiṁsā : [f.] (& adj. °a) [abstr. fr. vi+hiṁs, to injure] hurting, injuring, cruelty, injury. hiṁsā : [f.] [Vedic hiṁsā] injury, killing.]

▪It is essential to see the connection between vacī saṅkhāra (“talking to oneself”) and saṅkappa (as in Sammā Saṅkappa.) A second version of vacī saṅkhāra involves “speaking out.” See “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

Vacī Saṅkhāra Are Saṅkappa (Conscious Thoughts)

4. We can now see that kāma (abhijjhā) saṅkappa, byāpāda (or vyāpāda) saṅkappa, vihiṁsā saṅkappa are all “bad” vacī saṅkhāra. They associate with greed, hate, and ignorance.

▪Their opposites are associated with Sammā Saṅkappa: nekkhamma (renunciation of sensuality,) abyāpāda (renunciation of anger,) and avihiṁsā  (renunciation of cruelty) saṅkappa. [nekkhamma : [nt.] giving up the world; renunciation.]

▪Note that Sammā Saṅkappa comes next to Sammā Diṭṭhi in the Noble Eightfold Path. Therefore, we can see the importance of vacī saṅkhāra.

5. Now, we can also see the connection to vacī saṅkhāra as defined clearly in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷavedalla Sutta (MN 44)”: ..” vitakka vicārā vacī saṅkhāro” OR “vacī saṅkhāra are vitakka vicārā.”

▪Vacī saṅkhāra means “conscious thoughts that we silently generate” and those thoughts that lead to the speech by moving the lips, tongue, etc. Hateful or greedy speech is due to apuññābhi vacī saṅkhāra. Thinking about a Dhamma concept is a puññābhi vacī saṅkhāra; see “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra.”

Vacī Saṅkhāra (Vitakka Vicārā) Are Saṅkappa 

6. Another important sutta where this is discussed is “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (MN 117)”:

“Katamo ca, bhikkhave, sammā saṅkappo ariyo anāsavo lokuttaro maggaṅgo? Yo kho, bhikkhave, ariyacittassa anāsavacittassa ariyamaggasamaṅgino ariyamaggaṁ bhāvayato takko vitakko saṅkappo appanā byappanā cetaso abhiniropanā vacī saṅkhāro—ayaṁ, bhikkhave, sammā saṅkappo ariyo anāsavo lokuttaro maggaṅgo..”

▪Translated: “And what, bhikkhus, is Sammā Saṅkappa that is Noble, without āsava, supramundane, a factor of the Noble Path? Those are Noble thoughts (ariyacittassa) that are devoid of cravings (anāsava cittassa) and belong to the Noble Path (ariyamaggasamaṅgino ariyamaggaṁ bhāvayato) with analysis investigations (takko vitakko saṅkappo): that is Sammā Saṅkappa that is Noble, a factor of the Noble Path.”

Vitakka is Usually Reserved for “Bad Saṅkappa”

7. “WebLink: suttacentral: Akusala Vitakka Sutta (SN 9.11)” provides one example: “Tena kho pana samayena so bhikkhu divāvihāragato pāpake akusale vitakke vitakketi, seyyathidaṁ—kāma vitakkaṁ, byāpāda vitakkaṁ, vihiṁsā vitakkaṁ.”

▪Meaning: “That bhikkhu engaged in generating highly immoral (pāpa) and akusala vitakka during his resting time – they were sensual, ill-will, and cruel thoughts. [pāpake akusale vitakke vitakkeyyātha, seyyathidaṁ— kāma vitakkaṁ, byāpāda vitakkaṁ, vihiṁsā vitakkaṁ.]

▪Another verse in the same sutta: “Ayoniso manasikārā, so vitakkehi khajjasi..” or “with the wrong mindset (ayoniso manasikāra), he is burdened with such defiled thoughts.”

8. Succinct explanations can also be found in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Vitakka Sutta (SN 56.7).”

Following is the basic idea of the whole sutta:

▪“Bhikkhus, do not engage in evil unwholesome thoughts, which are: sensual thoughts, thoughts of ill will, thoughts of harming others (pāpake akusale vitakke vitakkeyyātha, seyyathidaṁ— kāma vitakkaṁ, byāpāda vitakkaṁ, vihiṁsā vitakkaṁ).

▪For what reason? These thoughts, bhikkhus, are without real substance (Nete, bhikkhave, vitakkā atthasaṁhitā), irrelevant to the fundamentals of the holy life, and do not lead to escape from the sense world, to dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct knowledge, to enlightenment, to Nibbāna.         When your mind starts such thoughts, bhikkhus, you should think: ‘This will lead to suffering.’

▪Instead, you should think: ‘These are the causes of suffering’; you should think: ‘The way to the cessation of suffering by cultivating thoughts of renunciation and compassion.” Such thoughts will lead to escape from the sense world, to dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct knowledge, to enlightenment, to Nibbāna.”

Vitakka/Vicāra and Savitakka and Savicāra

9. In many instances, the words vitakka and vicāra indicate “bad thoughts” or defiled thoughts.

▪However, in some cases, they indicate “all kinds of thoughts, good or bad.”

▪Therefore, one must identify which meaning to use in the words’ context. The above examples illustrate that point.

10. When one generates thoughts that specifically do not involve kāma rāga or other akusala — but the opposites (nekkhamma/kusala) — those are called savitakka and savicāra.

▪That is how one gets into jhāna: Eliminating (or suppressing) vitakka/vicāra and cultivating savitakka/savicāra.

11. You can see that in any sutta that describes jhāna. For example, in “WebLink: suttacentral: Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)”: “..So kho ahaṁ, ānanda, vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharāmi.”

▪Translated: “Ānanda, when one stays away from vitakka/vicāra with kāma rāga and akusala and cultivates savitakka/savicāra, one will get into the first jhāna.” 

▪However, vitakka/vicāra with kāma rāga and/or akusala may occasionally come to mind in the case of anariya jhāna.

▪Also see “Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)– Akuppā Cetovimutti.”

Avitakka and Avicāra

12. The absence of any “bad thoughts” is indicated by avitakka, avicāra. In this case, one would only have savitakka and savicāra (good thoughts). That is possible with Ariya jhāna.

▪This happens in the second jhāna, where only savitakka/savicāra remains.

▪Therefore, it is essential to realize that avitakka/avicāra DOES NOT mean “without thoughts”; it just means the absence of sensual or immoral thoughts.

13. This is very clear at the end of the “WebLink: suttacentral: Upakkilesa Sutta (MN 128)”: “ ..So kho ahaṁ, anuruddhā, savitakkampi savicāraṁ samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ, avitakkampi vicāramattaṁ samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ, avitakkampi avicāraṁ samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ, sappītikampi samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ, nippītikampi samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ, sātasahagatampi samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ, upekkhāsahagatampi samādhiṁ bhāvesiṁ..”

▪Translated: “Anuruddha, I systematically cultivated the following samādhi in this order. Savitakka savicāra samādhi, avitakka vicāramattaṁ samādhi (absence of vitakka with a trace of vicāra left), avitakka avicāra samādhi (absence of vitakka and vicāra), sappītikampi samādhi (with pīti or joy), nippītikampi samādhi (absence of pīti or joy), sātasahagatampi samādhi (with only sukha left), and upekkhāsahagata samādhi (sukha also removed to be in the upekkhā state).”

▪What the Buddha described above is getting to the first jhāna with savitakka savicāra, and then to the second jhāna with the absence of vitakka and vicāra (with pīti and sukha), the third jhāna with just sukha (joy removed), and the fourth jhāna with sukha also removed and with just upekkhā).

▪For a description of Ariya jhāna with jhānaṅga removed at each successive stage, see “WebLink: suttacentral: Rahogata Sutta (SN 36.11),” for example. [jhānaṅga : ‘constituents (or factors) of absorption’. aṅga : [nt.] 1. a constituent part; 2. a limb; 3. quality.]

Summary

14. Saṅkhāra is of different types, so it is necessary to get an idea of how to use these basic definitions of vitakka/vicāra, savitakka/savicāra, and avitakka/avicāra in terms of different types of saṅkhāra: puññābhisaṅkhāra, apuññābhisaṅkhāra, āneñjābhisaṅkhāra; see, “Correct Meaning of Vacī Saṅkhāra” and “Saṅkhāra – What It Really Means.”

▪Further details in the post, “Vacī Saṅkhāra – Saṅkappa (Conscious Thoughts) and Vācā (Speech).”

15. Finally, the “WebLink: suttacentral: Savitakkasavicara Sutta (SN 43.3)” clearly states that Nibbāna is reached (asaṅkhatagāmi maggo) via the following sequence. Savitakka savicāra samādhi, avitakka vicāramatta samādhi, avitakka avicāra samādhi.

“Katamo ca, bhikkhave, asaṅkhatagāmimaggo? Savitakkasavicāro samādhi, avitakkavicāramatto samādhi, avitakkaavicāro samādhi—ayaṁ vuccati, bhikkhave, asaṅkhatagāmimaggo.“
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Introduction

1. The Buddha clearly describes the jhānic experiences in the first four jhāna in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2).”

▪There are many conceptions about what it feels like to be in different jhānic states. Therefore, it is good to have a description by the Buddha to get a good idea about the experience.

▪It is a long sutta, and I will provide the English translation for its relevant sections. The Pāli version can be found in the link above.

2. Jhānic experiences in Ariya and anariya jhānā may have some standard features since these jhānā correspond to mental states of rūpāvacara Brahma realms. However, the Buddha clearly stated that anariya jhāna are “burdened” and not as peaceful as Ariya jhānā; see, “Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)– Akuppā Cetovimutti.”

▪To get into jhāna, one must transcend (elevate one’s mindset above) the sensual realms (kāma loka).

▪This means one’s mind needs to be devoid of sensual thoughts (kāma rāga) and dasa akusala AND focused on renunciation and compassion (savitakka/savicāra). In any sutta describing the jhānic experience, there is this phrase: “So vivicceva kāmehi, vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati...”

▪Translated: “Withdrawn from sensuality, withdrawn from akusala thoughts, and engaged in thoughts of renunciation and compassion, he enters and remains in the first jhāna...”

Experience in the First Jhāna

3. “Withdrawn from sense pleasures, withdrawn from akusala thoughts, he enters and dwells in the first jhāna, which is accompanied by savitakka and savicāra (applied and sustained moral thoughts). His mind is filled with joy (pīti), and the whole body is suffused and filled with bodily happiness (sukha) born from withdrawal from sense pleasures (kāma) and akusala thoughts. This rapture and happiness suffuse his entire body. (It should be noted that vitakka/vicāra or kāma and akusala thoughts are not completely removed in the first jhāna).

▪“Great king, suppose a skilled bath attendant or his apprentice were to pour soap powder into a metal basin, sprinkle it with water, and knead it into a ball so that the ball of soap (used in those days) be pervaded by moisture, encompassed by moisture, suffused with moisture inside and out, yet would not trickle. Similarly, the great king, the bhikkhu, drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses his entire body with the rapture and happiness born of seclusion. This, great king, is a visible fruit of a life abstaining from kāma and akusala.

Experience in the Second Jhāna

4. “Further, great king, with the removal of vitakka/vicāra (but savitakka/savicāra remain), the bhikkhu enters and dwells in the second jhāna, which is accompanied by internal confidence and unification of mind, is without sensual (kāma) or immoral (akusala) thoughts [vitakka and vicāra], and is filled with the rapture and happiness born of concentration. He drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses his body with this rapture and happiness born of concentration so that this rapture and happiness suffuse his entire body. See, “Vitakka, Vicāra, Savitakka, Savicāra, and Avitakka, Avicāra.”

▪“Great king, suppose there was a deep lake whose waters rose from below. It would have no inlet for water from the east, west, north, or south, nor would it be refilled from time to time with showers of rain; yet a current of cool water, seeping through underground channels, would maintain the water level, so that the entire lake is filled to the brim. Similarly, the great king, the bhikkhu, drenches, steeps, saturates and suffuses his body with the rapture and happiness born of concentration so that his entire body is suffused with this rapture and happiness. This great king is a visible fruit of a life abstaining from kāma and akusala.

Experience in the Third Jhāna

5. “Further, great king, with the fading away of rapture (pīti or joy is lost), the bhikkhu dwells in equanimity, mindful and comprehending, and experiences happiness with the body. Thus he enters and dwells in the third jhāna, of which the noble ones declare: ‘He dwells happily with equanimity and mindfulness.’ He drenches, steeps, saturates, and suffuses his body with this happiness free from rapture so that his entire body is suffused with this happiness.

▪“Great king, suppose in a lotus pond there were blue, white, or red lotuses that have been born in the water, grow in the water, and never rise above the water, but flourish immersed in the water. From their tips to their roots, they would be drenched, steeped, saturated, and suffused with cool water, so that there would be no part of those lotuses not suffused with cool water. Similarly, the great king, the bhikkhu, drenches, steeps, saturates and suffuses his body with happiness free from rapture so that this happiness suffuses his entire body. This great king is a visible fruit of a life abstaining from kāma and akusala.

Experience in the Fourth Jhāna

6. “Further, great king, with the abandoning of bodily pleasure (sukha), the bhikkhu enters and dwells in the fourth jhāna, which is neither pleasant nor painful and contains mindfulness fully purified by equanimity. He sits suffusing his body with a pure bright mind so that there is no part of his entire body not suffused by a pure bright mind (one’s physical body no longer is felt, and only a “white light” is discerned; that white light is the only “rūpa” left to be cognized).

▪“Great king, suppose a man were to be sitting covered from the head down by a white cloth so that there would be no part of his entire body not suffused by the white cloth. In the same way, great king, the bhikkhu sits suffusing his body with a pure bright mind, so that there is no part of his entire body not suffused by a pure bright mind. This, too, is a visible fruit of a life abstaining from kāma and akusala.

The sutta now proceeds to describe what the bhikkhu could further accomplish.

▪“With his mind thus concentrated, purified, bright, unblemished, free from defects, pliant, malleable, steady, and attained to imperturbability, he directs and inclines it to knowledge and vision. He discerns: ‘This body of mine is endowed with form, composed of the four primary elements, born from mother and father, nourished with rice and porridge, subject to inconstancy, rubbing, pressing, dissolution, and dispersion. And this consciousness of mine is supported here and bound up here.’

▪In other words, the bhikkhu can now see the ādīnava (drawbacks) and the burden of carrying one’s own physical body.

Essential Background to Attain Jhāna

7. Sāmaññaphala Sutta is an excellent sutta that also discusses in detail how one can set up the necessary background to attain jhāna.

▪It is too long a sutta to be discussed in a post. One could read Bhikkhu Bodhi’s English translation to get a good idea: “WebLink: PDF Download: The Sāmaññaphala Sutta.” It is a pdf file that one can download.

8. Also note that while the abandonment of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi is needed for even anariya jhānā.

▪Ariya jhānā require a level of comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa also, and thus only Ariyā (Noble Persons) can attain them; see, “Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)– Akuppā Cetovimutti.”

Eventual Outcomes of Ariya and Anariya Jhāna

9. Both types of jhāna lead to rebirth in corresponding Brahma realms. However, those with anariya jhāna will return to the human realm at the end of their lifetime, and could subsequently be born in the apāyā.

▪On the other hand, those who have cultivated Ariya jhānā will never come back to kāma loka, let alone apāyā. They will attain Nibbāna (Arahanthood) in Brahma realms.

10. This is clearly explained in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamanānākaraṇa Sutta (AN 4.123)” and several other suttā. 

For example, regarding those who have cultivated the first anariya jhāna: “Idha, bhikkhave, ekacco puggalo vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati. So tadassādeti, taṁ nikāmeti, tena ca vittiṁ āpajjati. Tattha ṭhito tadadhimutto tabbahulavihārī aparihīno kālaṁ kurumāno brahmakāyikānaṁ devānaṁ sahabyataṁ upapajjati. Brahmakāyikānaṁ, bhikkhave, devānaṁ kappo āyuppamāṇaṁ. Tattha puthujjano yāvatāyukaṁ ṭhatvā yāvatakaṁ tesaṁ devānaṁ āyuppamāṇaṁ taṁ sabbaṁ khepetvā nirayampi gacchati tiracchānayonimpi gacchati pettivisayampi gacchati.”

▪Translated: “An individual, withdrawn from kāma rāga, withdrawn akusala, enters and remains in the first jhāna filled with joy (pīti), and the whole body is suffused and filled with bodily happiness (sukha). If he does not lose the jhāna at death, he is born among the Brahmakāyika devas, who have a life span of an eon. These normal humans (puthujjano),  having used up all the life-span of those devas, may go to hell (niraya), to the animal realm, and the state of the hungry ghosts (peta).”

On the other hand, those who have attained the first Ariya jhāna: ” Bhagavato pana sāvako tattha yāvatāyukaṁ ṭhatvā yāvatakaṁ tesaṁ devānaṁ āyuppamāṇaṁ taṁ sabbaṁ khepetvā tasmiṁyeva bhave parinibbāyati.”

▪Translated: “But a disciple of the Blessed One, having stayed there, attains Nibbāna from there.”

11. The same is stated about those who have attained the second, third, and fourth anariya jhāna. None of them is free from the apāyā.

▪On the other hand, those who have cultivated Ariya jhāna attain Nibbāna from those corresponding Brahma realms.

12. This discussion about getting rid of (or at least suppressing) any sensual thoughts or kāma rāga may discourage those new to Buddha Dhamma.

▪That should not be the case; see, “Is It Necessary for a Buddhist to Eliminate Sensual Desires?” and “Starting on the Path Even without Belief in Rebirth.”
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Jhāna and magga phala are two separate entities, but they can be related.

1. There are four categories: One can attain magga phala without jhāna; one can attain (anariya) jhāna and not have magga phala; one can attain magga phala from any anariya jhāna; one can attain magga phala and then cultivate Ariya jhāna. To sort these out, one needs to understand the difference between Ariya (supramundane) and anariya (mundane) jhāna and whether (and how) they are related to magga phala.

▪In a series of posts based on material from the Tipiṭaka, I will try to put together a consistent picture. 

▪Even before the Buddha, ancient yogis cultivated jhāna and attained what they believed to be cetovimutti (liberation via calming the mind). But the Buddha showed that such cetovimutti is temporary; one would not attain akuppā cetovimutti (true and unshakable liberation) until Nibbāna is realized; see, “Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)– Akuppā Cetovimutti.”

2. Nibbāna can be approached two ways via jhāna: (i) through any of the rūpavacara anariya (mundane) jhāna, (ii) first attaining the Sotāpanna stage and then through Ariya (supramundane) jhāna.

▪Of course, there is another way to attain Nibbāna, without any jhāna, in paññāvimutti (liberation with wisdom); see below.

▪If one takes the path via Ariya jhāna, one would attain unshakable/unbreakable cetovimutti (akuppā cetovimutti.) That is what the Buddha attained on the night of the Enlightenment. [ubhato : [ind.] in both ways or sides; twofold.][It is also called ‘unshakable deliverance of mind’ （akuppa-cetovimutti）][akuppa : [adj.] steadfast； unshakable.]

▪Those yogis who attain cetovimutti via anariya jhāna have not removed avijjā anusaya; that is why they are not liberated. Then they can be reborn in the kāma loka; see #4 below.

3. As the table below shows, the level of suffering decreases as one moves successively to higher realms.

▪ In the post “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma – Introduction,” we described a model that consisted of 31 concentric “shells.” The actuality is close to that analogy, with some additional features. I have compiled a summary of the 31 realms in the “31 Realms of Existence” table.

▪From those posts, it is clear that as one goes from the apāyā through higher kāma loka to rūpa loka and finally to arūpa loka, attachments to “this world” get weaker AND actual suffering decreases too.

▪It seems that the highest arūpa realm is quite close to Nibbāna. In a way, it is — but technically, it is far away too.

4. Today, many English texts incorrectly label the “higher rūpāvacara samāpatti” as the fifth through the eighth jhāna. In the Tipiṭaka, they are labeled as  ākāsānañcāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana,  ākiñcaññāyatana, and nevasaññānāsaññāyatana samāpatti.

▪Yogis like Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddakarāmaputta, who had attained the highest jhāna and arūpa samāpatti at the time of the Buddha, believed that the highest arūpāvacara state was Nibbāna (or final release, vimutti). Indeed, at that highest realm of Ne’va saññā nā saññā, connection to “this world” is ALMOST cutoff, and one can experience the “highest bliss” that can be attained without realizing Nibbāna.

▪The Buddha (or rather the Bodhisattva), who learned to attain those highest jhānā and arūpa samāpatti from those yogis, realized that all living beings had attained those states many times in the rebirth process, and that is not the end of suffering.

▪He realized that until one completely removes all ten saṁsāric bonds (see, “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process”), one will never be free of ANY of the 31 realms. As discussed in that post, one SUCCESSIVELY and PERMANENTLY leaves the lowest realms (apāyā), higher kāma loka realms, and then rūpa and arūpa realms by breaking those bonds (saṁyojana) few at a time (by following the Noble Path).

5. However, one can TEMPORARILY enjoy the highest arūpa realms existence by cultivating even the corresponding MUNDANE jhāna, i.e., those attained without removing ANY saṁyojana.

▪For example, while we live in this human realm we are not subjected to the harsh sufferings in the apāyā, and we can enjoy the sensory pleasures, mixed in with some suffering.

▪In the same way, when one is born in the rūpa realms, one will not be subjected to the sufferings in the human realm, and the suffering is even less going from rūpa to arūpa realms.

▪However, since no saṁyojana are broken, one can be reborn in any of the realms in the future (just like an average human can be born in the apāyā in the future).

6. The easiest way to understand jhānic and arūpa samāpatti states is to examine the properties of the rūpa and arūpa realms  compared to those of the lower realms. The following table can be useful here.

 




	Realm(s)


	Level of Suffering


	Causes


	Generation/Stopping of Saṅkhāra







	Niraya (Hell)


	Incessant suffering


	Dosa: Killing (especially humans), torture, rapes, etc


	





	Peta (Hungry Ghosts)


	Starvation


	Lobha or Excess greed (may I get all, not others)


	





	Vinipāta Asura


	Spend time aimlessly; mostly heavy bodies not movable


	Moha : Thina middha, vicikicchā (lazy, lacking wisdom).


	





	Animal (Tirisan: “tiri” + “san" or with all 3 causes)


	Combinations of above three types


	Combinations of lobha, dosa, moha


	





	Human (Manussa: "mana" + "ussa" or with advanced mind)


	In between lower and higher realms


	In between lower and higher realms


	Almost all saṅkhāra responsible births in all realms occur here.





	Deva (similar to human bodies, but much less dense)


	Mostly no physical suffering and abundant sense pleasures (kāma). But there is mental stress.


	Good kamma vipāka (done with alobha, adosa, amoha). Mental stress arises due to kāma rāga.


	





	Rūpāvacara Brahma (only manomaya kāya; cannot be even seen with a microscope)


	Mental stress is much reduced. Mainly jhānic pleasures. Vipariṇāma dukha when close death.


	Suppression of kāma rāga and cultivation of rūpāvacara jhāna (while in the human realm)


	





	Arūpāvacara Brahma (only hadaya vatthu and mind)


	Only arūpāvacara jhānic pleasures. Vipariṇāma dukha when close death.


	Cultivation of arūpāvacara samāpatti (while in the human realm)


	





	Nibbāna


	Permanent release from all suffering.


	Elimination of all causes for existence, i.e., rāgakkhaya, dosakkhaya, mohakkhaya.


	Mostly attained in the human realm, but possible in higher realms, especially after the Sotāpanna stage.









7. If you look at any sutta describing Ariya jhāna, it always starts with verse, “..bhikkhu vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati..”

We can see why the above table helps understand how one gets to jhānā by first abstaining from akusala kamma (vivicca akusalehi dhammehi) and then kāma rāga (vivicceva kāmehi).

▪Until one overcomes kāma rāga, one has no hope of escaping the kāma loka and ascending to the rūpāvacara realms.

▪However, one does not need to REMOVE kāma rāga anusaya to attain mundane (anariya) jhāna, even up to the highest in the arūpa loka; suppression of kāma rāga is enough. This is why Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rama Putta, who are in the arūpa realms right now, could even be reborn in the apāyā in future lives.

▪All one needs to do is to have the mind focused on a neutral object to make the mind free of akusala thoughts and kāma rāga while in the jhāna.

8. We can summarize the above conclusions in the following way:

▪One frequently engaged in akusala kamma is LIKELY to be born in the four lowest realms (apāyā).

▪One who abstains from akusala kamma and abstains from sensual pleasures (Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rama Putta) can cultivate rūpāvacara jhāna or arūpāvacara samāpatti. Since they are mahāggata kusala kamma (mahāggata means higher), one WILL be reborn in rūpa or arūpa loka at the death of this physical body BEFORE the next cuti-paṭisandhi transition. Getting to even an anariya jhāna is ānantarika kamma.

▪However, if it is an anariya jhāna or arūpāvacara samāpatti, one has not been released from the apāyā since one has not removed avijjā by comprehending Tilakkhaṇa.

9. One can get to the first anariya jhāna by focusing on a fixed mundane object (breath or a kasiṇa object).

▪When one does this for long periods and also abstains from sensual pleasures (like ancient yogis did), one can get into the first jhāna, followed by successively higher jhāna, when one practice for longer times.

▪Conventional breath meditation is a kasiṇa meditation, since it focuses on the breath.

10. This is how all living beings in the lower realms get into the Abhassara Brahma realm when our world system (Cakkavata) is destroyed in a “loka vināsaya.” When the Sun starts heating up, fine sense objects start being destroyed, and less sensual objects will be there to trigger kāma rāga. All humans and animals will move to higher realms (over an antakkappa which lasts billions of years).

▪When the human and animal realms are destroyed, all those beings would be reborn in the first rūpa realms. When that is gradually destroyed, they will be reborn in the next higher realm, and so on, until they are all in the Abhassara realm.

▪Even though all dense material realms are destroyed at the destruction of the Sun and the Earth [loka vinasaya], all rūpa and arūpa realms at or above the Abhassara realm remain intact. When the Solar system is “re-formed” after billions of years, they all gradually come down to lower realms. See “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

▪Just like none of those living beings had removed their anusaya (or broken the saṁyojana), one engaged in mundane jhānā has not removed them either.

11. On the other hand, one gets to the first Ariya jhāna by focusing on the “cooling down” (Nibbāna) one has seen. This is usually done by reciting/contemplating the verse “etaṁ santaṁ etaṁ paṇītaṁ…”, and also recalling one’s own experience of Nibbāna (cooling down).

The best example from the Tipiṭaka is Ven. Moggallāna. We all know that Ven. Moggallāna (Kolita before becoming a bhikkhu), attained the Sotāpanna stage upon hearing a single verse by Ven. Assaji and then conveyed to him by Upatissa.

▪Then Kolita (and Upatissa) went to see the Buddha and were ordained. It took them a week to two weeks to attain Arahanthood. The WebLink: suttacentral: Moggallāna Saṁyutta in the Saṁyutta Nikāya has nine suttā that describe step-by-step how Ven. Moggallāna attained Ariya jhānā one by one starting with the first Ariya jhāna. Thus it is pretty clear that the Sotāpanna stage comes before any Ariya (supramundane) jhāna.

▪In particular, the very first sutta there describes how the Buddha came to him by iddhi bala and encouraged him to cultivate the first Ariya jhāna (WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamajhāna Pañhā Sutta; SN 40.1): “..Atha kho maṁ, āvuso, bhagavā iddhiyā upasaṅkamitvā etadavoca: ‘moggallāna, moggallāna. Mā, brāhmaṇa, paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ pamādo, paṭhame jhāne cittaṁ saṇṭhapehi, paṭhame jhāne cittaṁ ekodiṁ karohi, paṭhame jhāne cittaṁ samādahā’ti..” OR “..the Buddha came to me by iddhi bala and told me: Moggallāna, Moggallāna, Brahmana, do not become delayed, cultivate the first jhāna...”

▪The subsequent suttā in the Moggallāna Saṁyutta describe how the Buddha instructed him through each successive rūpāvacara jhāna and arūpāvacara samāpatti up to nirodha samāpatti, where Ven. Moggallāna developed all iddhi bala and became second only to the Buddha in supernormal powers.

12. Thus, one needs to be an Anāgāmi to attain the first Ariya jhāna because one needs to remove kāma rāga anusaya to get to even the first Ariya jhāna; see, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Jhāna Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya 9.36).”  See “Pannāvimutti – Arahanthood without Jhāna.”

▪This means one is essentially an Anāgāmī by the time one is fully absorbed in the first Ariya jhāna. But a Sotāpanna could be in the vicinity of the first Ariya jhāna. There are three levels for a given jhāna: hīna (weak), majjhima (middle), and panīta (strong).

▪After that one gets to higher Ariya jhānā by doing vipassanā (insight meditation) on the anicca nature of that jhāna that one is already in, i.e., by eliminating successive jhāna factors OR one may be able to attain Nibbāna directly form there; see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Sallekha Sutta (MN 8).”

▪Since any jhāna is associated with either a rūpa realm or an arūpa realm, those states are subject to the anicca nature, just like everything else that belongs to this world of 31 realms.

13. Those who have higher wisdom can attain even the Arahant stage before getting to any jhāna or from lower Ariya or anariya jhāna; they are called paññāvimutta Arahants. They may cultivate (Ariya) jhāna after the Arahanthood to seek relief until the end of their current life. Jhānic pleasures are the only “pleasures” recommended by the Buddha; of course, they are not sensory pleasures belonging to kāma loka.

▪For example, minister Santati attained Arahanthood without any jhāna; he had just returned from fighting a war! See #4 of “Pannāvimutti – Arahanthood without Jhāna” for more examples. They are paññāvimutta Arahants.

▪On the other hand, some go through the Ariya jhānās to attain Arahanthood, as Ven Moggallāna did; see #11 above.) Such Arahants are called “liberated both ways” or ubhatobhāgavimutta Arahants.

14. A question arises as to whether one can get into anariya jhāna while cultivating Ariya jhāna, i.e. while following kammaṭṭhāna that are based on contemplating the Tilakkhaṇa and taking Nibbāna as the ārammaṇa. The unknown factor here is whether the meditator is really focused on those things.

▪Therefore, that is a question that can be answered only by the person in question. Just because one is reciting Ariya kammaṭṭhāna does not necessarily mean one will get to Ariya jhāna. What matters is whether one has attained the Sotāpanna stage first, because one needs to keep Nibbāna as the ārammaṇa, not a worldly object (even light).

▪We know that Devadatta, who had cultivated anariya jhāna AND attained iddhi powers, finally ended up in an apāya. Even though he had been exposed to the correct interpretation of Tilakkhaṇa, he had not grasped them.

▪The best way to confirm is the following: If one has attained the first Ariya jhāna, one would have removed kāma rāga anusaya. Watch an adult movie and see whether sensual (sexual) thoughts arise!

15. However, anariya jhāna cannot be labeled as “bad.” They belong to higher (rūpāvacara) mental states, and those who have cultivated anariya jhāna will have an easier time attaining magga phala. One needs to contemplate the anicca nature of jhānic states.

▪One can attain any magga phala up to full Nibbāna (Arahanthood) from ANY of the anariya jhāna. This is how the 89 cittā become 121 cittā; see “The 89 (121) Types of Citta.”

16. The critical question is “If mundane and supramundane jhāna seem to have similar characteristics that one feels, then how does one determine whether one has attained mundane or supramundane jhāna?

▪As we saw above, one gets to the first Ariya jhāna by REMOVING kāma rāga, not just by suppressing as in anariya jhāna, i.e., one is essentially an Anāgāmī if one can be fully absorbed in the first Ariya jhāna.

▪While it may not be straightforward to determine whether one is a Sotāpanna or not, it is relatively easy to determine whether one is an Anāgāmī, who has removed all kāma rāga: one’s CRAVING for ALL sensory pleasures (food, music, sex, etc) should not be there anymore. This DOES NOT mean, for example, that one should not eat tasty foods, or that one will not taste the sweetness of sugar. But one will not have the urge to drink or to engage in sex, for example.

17. Finally, a common problem is that some people get attached to mundane jhānic pleasures and get trapped there (for some, even a state of calmness is enough!). They must realize that anariya (mundane) jhānic states belong to this world. Until those bonds to a given realm in this world are removed, one would remain in the rebirth process (and thus, future suffering in the apāyā is not eliminated). We have attained the highest anariya jhānā numerous times in our deep past.

▪Those who can quickly get into anariya (mundane) jhāna, can do so most likely because they had cultivated jhāna in recent lives, possibly in the current human bhava.

▪Furthermore, those who cannot get into even anariya (mundane) jhāna, should not be concerned. It could just be that they had not cultivated jhāna in recent births. As discussed above, jhānā are not necessary to attain magga phala. Thus, some people may have even attained the Sotāpanna stage but may be stressed unnecessarily because of their inability to get into jhāna.

The basic layout was presented in this post. Further details at “Samādhi, Jhāna (Dhyāna), Magga Phala.”
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[paññāvimutti : [f.] emancipation through insight.][WebLink: suttacentral: Paññāvimutti Sutta (AN 9:44)]

1. One could get to magga phala without ever going through jhāna. The Noble Eightfold Path, at its completion, takes one to Sammā Samādhi. Then one becomes an Arahant by completing the following two steps — Sammā Ñāṇa and Sammā Vimutti — to become an Arahant.

This is stated clearly in the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Cattārīsika Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya 117): “..Tatra, bhikkhave, sammādiṭṭhi pubbaṅgamā hoti. Kathañca, bhikkhave, sammādiṭṭhi pubbaṅgamā hoti? Sammādiṭṭhissa, bhikkhave, sammāsaṅkappo pahoti, sammāsaṅkappassa sammāvācā pahoti, sammāvācassa sammākammanto pahoti, sammākammantassa sammāājīvo pahoti, sammāājīvassa sammāvāyāmo pahoti, sammāvāyāmassa sammāsati pahoti, sammāsatissa sammāsamādhi pahoti, sammāsamādhissa sammāñāṇaṁ pahoti, sammāñāṇassa sammāvimutti pahoti. Iti kho, bhikkhave, aṭṭhaṅgasamannāgato sekkho, dasaṅgasamannāgato Arahā hoti. Tatrapi sammāñāṇena aneke pāpakā akusalā dhammā vigatā bhāvanāpāripūriṁ gacchanti..”

▪Thus the Noble Path starts with Sammā Diṭṭhi and gets to Sammā Samādhi, at which point one is said to have completed eight steps and is still a sekkha (in training): aṭṭhaṅgasamannāgato sekkho. 

▪Then one fully comprehends the real nature with Sammā Ñāna and attains full release or Sammā Vimutti (Arahantship). Now, one has completed all ten steps and is no longer in training (dasaṅgasamannāgato Arahā hoti).

2. Every one of us has attained anariya jhāna in many births during our deep past. Thus attaining a jhāna is insignificant compared to attaining a magga phala. 

▪It is also clear that even a Sotāpanna Anugāmi is a million-fold better than one with the ability to get into jhāna, or even abhiññā powers, including the ability to travel through the air, create things by mind power, etc.

▪Attaining jhānā can sometimes become a hindrance since many people get attached to jhāna and stop making an effort towards magga phala, which is sad.

3. It takes time to cultivate jhāna, especially for those who have not cultivated them in recent past lives. People who have high wisdom (paññā) may attain magga phala (even Arahanthood) within a very short time, and they are called paññāvimutta Arahants or “wisdom-liberated.” Bahiya Daruchiriya, who attained Arahantship upon listening to a single verse by the Buddha is a good example; see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Bahiya Sutta (Udāna 1.10).”

▪The Susima Sutta, also called “WebLink: suttacentral: Susimaparibbājaka Sutta (Saṁyutta Nikāya 12.70)” discusses a group of Arahants who were paññāvimutta Arahants. 

▪In that sutta, the Buddha explained to Susima that there are Arahants without any supernormal (iddhi) powers, because they were paññāvimutta Arahants. Once attaining Arahanthood, they have no desire to cultivate iddhi (abhiññā) powers since they have seen the anicca nature of those powers.

4. In some exceptional cases, one may simultaneously gain abhiñña powers together with the Arahanthood, within a very short time.

▪Many got to magga phala without ever getting to a jhāna. Alavaka Yaksa, Upatissa, Kolita, Aṅgulimāla, minister Santati, and many others attained various stages of Nibbāna by just listening to a single desanā. The account of Santati can be found at: “WebLink: tipitaka.net: Dhammapada Verse 142.”

▪Another prominent example in the Tipiṭaka is the story about the Cūḷapanthaka Thero. After trying hard for months, he almost disrobed because he could not even memorize a single verse. But with Buddha’s help, he was able to attain Arahanthood in a day and simultaneously achieved abhiññā powers as well: “WebLink: suttacentral.net: Cūḷapanthaka.”

5. Some argue that WebLink: suttacentral: Sacca Vibhaṅga Sutta (MN 141) states that Sammā Samādhi is attained ONLY WHEN one attains the first four jhānā. This is not correct. All one needs to do is get to the vicinity of ANY of those four jhānā (thus one could get to the upacāra samādhi for the first jhāna, for example), and attain magga phala from there.

▪Here is the relevant verse from the above sutta: “..Katamo cāvuso, sammāsamādhi? Idhāvuso, bhikkhu vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati, vitakkavicārānaṁ vūpasamā ajjhattaṁ sampasādanaṁ cetaso ekodibhāvaṁ avitakkaṁ avicāraṁ samādhijaṁ pītisukhaṁ dutiyaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati, pītiyā ca virāgā upekkhako ca viharati … pe … tatiyaṁ jhānaṁ … pe … catutthaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati, ayaṁ vuccatāvuso: ‘sammāsamādhi’...”

▪The key is “upasampajja viharati,” which means one stays close to any one of jhāna (“upa” means close or in the vicinity), which means one can either get to that jhāna or can get to upacāra samādhi for that jhāna. This is why it is not labelled as “Sammā Jhāna” but “Sammā Samādhi.”

▪The fact that it is unnecessary to cultivate jhāna to attain Arahanthood becomes apparent when you analyze how 89 types of citta become 121 citta, as explained below.

6. The 89 (or 121) citta existing in the 31 realms are discussed in “The 89 (121) Types of Citta.”

▪There are 54 citta that could arise mainly in the kāmāvacara realms; 15 and 12 cittās respectively mainly arise in the rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara realms. The total so far is 81 citta.

▪Without going through any jhāna at all, there are 8 cittās associated with attaining the four stages of Nibbāna (4 magga citta and 4 phala citta). Then the total number of citta is 81 +8 = 89.

▪Now, one can attain each magga phala from the five rūpāvacara jhāna (these can be Ariya or anariya jhāna.) For example, the Arahanthood can be reached from the vicinity of each of those five jhāna. Thus in this case, the total number of citta becomes 81 + 40 = 121.

▪It is to be noted that the five jhāna in the terminology of Abhidhamma are the same as the four jhāna in the terminology of the suttā; the first jhāna [vitakka and vicāra] in sutta terminology is split into two in Abhidhamma.

7. In Abhidhamma, the above explanation becomes even more clear when one looks at the citta vīthi to attain a magga phala):

B B B B B “BC BU MD P U A G M P P” B B B B B…..

where, B = bhavaṅga, BC (bhavaṅga calana), BU (bhavaṅga upaccheda), MD = mind door, P = parikamma, U = upacāra, A = anuloma, G = gotrabhu (change of lineage), M = magga citta, P = phala citta. [Here, “anu” means “through the understanding of Tilakkhaṇa,” “lo” means “craving for worldly things,” and “ma” means “removal,” and thus “anuloma” means “removal of craving for worldly things to some extent via the comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa.”]

▪So, there is no jhāna citta preceding the magga or phala citta in the citta vīthi for a magga phala. Once one gets to the upacāra samādhi, it goes through anuloma and gotrabhu (change of lineage) to the magga and phala citta. This is why upacāra samādhi (which is Sammā Samādhi) is enough to attain even the Arahanthood.

8. On the other hand, a citta vīthi to attain a jhāna:

B B B B B “BC BU MD P U A G J” B B B B B…..

where, J = jhāna citta.

▪Note that upacāra citta for jhāna differs from upacāra citta for magga phala, even though the same symbol represents them. Here, upacāra means “close,” either to the jhāna or to magga phala, which are two different attainments. As we discussed earlier, jhāna are associated with “this world” and magga phala are associated with Nibbāna.

▪Gotrabhu (change of lineage) citta induces either a magga phala or a jhāna, which are two very different changes: jhāna is just a change of lineage to one of the 31 realms, whereas magga phala is to be dissociated from the 31 realms.

▪For a discussion on citta vīthi, see “Citta Vīthi – Processing of Sense Inputs.”

9. There is another piece of strong evidence from the Tipiṭaka that one does not need to attain even the first Ariya jhāna to attain the Sotāpanna stage. We all know that Ven.Moggallāna (who was Kolita before becoming a bhikkhu), attained the Sotāpanna stage upon hearing a single verse uttered by Ven. Assaji.

▪Then Kolita (and Upatissa) went to see the Buddha and were ordained. It took them a week to two weeks to attain Arahanthood. The WebLink: suttacentral: Moggallāna Saṁyutta in the Saṁyutta Nikāya has nine suttā that describe step-by-step how Ven. Moggallāna attained Ariya jhānā in sequence, starting with the first Ariya jhāna. They both had attained the Sotāpanna stage the day they met Ven. Assaji. This is conclusive evidence that one does not need to attain any Ariya jhāna before the Sotāpanna stage.

▪In particular, the very first sutta there describes how the Buddha came to him by iddhi bala and encouraged him to cultivate the first Ariya jhāna (WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamajhāna Pañhā Sutta; SN 40.1): “..Atha kho maṁ, āvuso, bhagavā iddhiyā upasaṅkamitvā etadavoca: ‘moggallāna, moggallāna. Mā, brāhmaṇa, paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ pamādo, paṭhame jhāne cittaṁ saṇṭhapehi, paṭhame jhāne cittaṁ ekodiṁ karohi, paṭhame jhāne cittaṁ samādahā’ti..” OR “..the Buddha came to me by iddhi bala and told me: Moggallāna, Moggallāna, Brahmana, do not become delayed, cultivate the first jhāna...”

▪The subsequent suttā in the Moggallāna Saṁyutta describe how the Buddha instructed him through each successive rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara jhānā, where Ven. Moggallāna developed all iddhi bala (power) and became second only to the Buddha in supernormal powers; see, “Ascendance to Nibbāna via Jhāna (Dhyāna).”

10. Therefore, one could get to the higher stages of Nibbāna via two paths.

▪One could cultivate jhānā and attain successively higher jhānā by comprehending the anicca nature of those jhānā (as we mentioned above, they still belong to this world), and REMOVING successive jhāna factors.

▪I will write more about this in the future, but the point is that those jhānic states are still subject to both the saṅkhāra dukkha and the vipariṇāma dukkha, even though temporarily exempt from dukkha dukkha.

▪The second path does not require jhāna; Sammā Samādhi is enough. For those with higher levels of wisdom (paññā), higher stages of Nibbāna can be arrived at without going through jhāna.

11. The second path is discussed in the WebLink: suttacentral: Kimatthiya Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya 11.1). Here one can start with comprehending dukkha, which leads to Nibbāna via the following steps: saddhā, pīti, passadhi, sukha, samādhi, yathābhūtananadassana, nibbida, virāga, and to vimutti; see, “WebLink: suttacentral: Upanisa Sutta (Saṁyutta Nikāya 12.23).”

▪When one starts with lokuttara Sammā Diṭṭhi and follows the ariyakānta sīla (Sammā Vācā, Sammā Kammanta, Sammā Ājīva), one will automatically get to Sammā Vāyāma, Sammā Sati and Sammā Samādhi (these three path factors constitute Samādhi). By the way, Sammā Diṭṭhi and Sammā Saṅkappa constitute paññā. So, the sequence is paññā, sīla, samādhi.

▪That Sammā Samādhi is all one needs to get to Sammā Ñāṇa (ultimate wisdom) and Sammā Vimutti (ultimate release) and thus to attain the Arahanthood; fulfilling all ten factors lead to the Arahanthood (“dasahangehi samannagato”).

12. One time a bhikkhuni asked Ven. Ānanda: “..‘yāyaṁ, bhante ānanda, samādhi na cābhinato na cāpanato na ca sasaṅkhāraniggayhavāritagato, vimuttattā ṭhito, ṭhitattā santusito, santusitattā no paritassati. Ayaṁ, bhante ānanda, samādhi kiṁphalo vutto bhagavatā’ti?,” OR

“bhante ānanda, I have this samādhi which is stable, without defilements, contented, joyful, and without agitation. What did the Blessed One call this samādhi?”

Ven. Ānanda replied: “..‘yāyaṁ, bhagini, samādhi na cābhinato na cāpanato na ca sasaṅkhāraniggayhavāritagato, vimuttattā ṭhito, ṭhitattā santusito, santusitattā no paritassati. Ayaṁ, bhagini, samādhi aññāphalo vutto bhagavatā’ti. Evaṁsaññīpi kho, āvuso, tadāyatanaṁ no paṭisaṁvedetī”ti,” OR,

“Yes, bhikkhnuni, there is such a samādhi. The Blessed One called it Arahant phala samādhi which is without any defilements.”

▪This is in the WebLink: suttacentral: Ānanda Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya 9.37). She was an Arahant and she did not even realize that!

▪That samādhi is tadāyatana or Nibbāna; see, “Nibbāna “Exists”, but Not in This World.” [tadāyatana: tadayatana (n) [ta+ayatana] That...the-foundation-about, (a) Nibbāna. (b) Arahantship. (c) First jhāna. (f) Fourth jhāna. (g) Space-perception jhāna. (h) Spiritual-perception jhāna. (i) Akiññā. See “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamanibbānapaṭisaṁyuttasutta (KN Ud 8.1)”; “ “Atthi, bhikkhave, tadāyatanaṁ, yattha neva pathavī, na āpo, na tejo, na vāyo, na ākāsānañcāyatanaṁ, na viññāṇañcāyatanaṁ, na ākiñcaññāyatanaṁ, na nevasaññānāsaññāyatanaṁ, nāyaṁ loko, na paraloko, na ubho candimasūriyā.” OR “There is, bhikkhū, nibbāna where there is no earth, no water, no fire, no wind; no dimension of infinite space, no dimension of infinite consciousness, no dimension of nothingness, no dimension of neither perception nor non-perception; no this world, no other world, no moon or sun.” ” and “Ānandasutta (AN 9.37)”; “Evaṁsaññīpi kho, āvuso, tadāyatanaṁ no paṭisaṁvedetīti.” OR “One who doesn’t experience nibbāna perceives in this way.”]
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Here we will discuss three critical suttā from the Tipiṭaka to resolve controversial arguments about mundane (anariya) and supramundane (Ariya) jhāna.

▪The post, “Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)– Akuppā Cetovimutti” clearly explains the difference between Ariya and anariya jhāna.

▪It is interesting to note that some suttā do not specifically label jhāna as Ariya or anariya. One has to read a given sutta carefully to figure out which jhāna are discussed, but the conclusion always is that anariya jhāna are worthless by themselves unless used as a platform to attain magga phala; see, “Samādhi, Jhāna, Magga Phala – Introduction.”

▪The “Paṭhama Mettā Sutta” also discusses the critical differences between Ariya and anariya. It shows that a Sotāpanna can cultivate anariya jhāna (i.e., without removing kāma rāga) and be born in lower Brahma realms. However, unlike those with anariya jhāna without magga phala, that person will not return to kāma loka.

▪Only four jhāna (five according to Abhidhamma analysis) are discussed in the Tipiṭaka. Today, many English texts incorrectly label the “higher arūpāvacara samāpatti” as the fifth through the eighth jhāna. In the Tipiṭaka, they are labeled as ākāsānañcāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana,  ākiñcaññāyatana, and nevasaññānāsaññāyatana samāpatti and NOT jhānic states.

1. The main characteristics and purposes of Ariya (supermundane) jhāna are described in detail in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Jhāna Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya 9.36).” The English translation (WebLink: suttacentral: Mental Absorption) at that site is not good, so I will translate most of the sutta here. However, the Sinhala Translation (WebLink: suttacentral: ඣානනිස්සයන සූත්‍රය (AN 9.36)) is much better; of course, anicca and anatta are mistranslated there too.

▪I will use critical Pāli terms without translating since anyone reading the post will likely understand them. I think that would make it easier to read.

2. Now, I will translate the sutta, and the numbers below correspond to the paragraphs in the Pāli version: “WebLink: suttacentral: Jhāna Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya 9.36).”

#1. Bhikkhus, I will state the removal of āsava (mental fermentations) via the first jhāna, second jhāna, third jhāna, fourth jhāna, ākāsānañcāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana, ākiñcaññāyatana, nevasaññānāsaññāyatana, saññāvedayitanirodha (the last four are the arūpavacara samāpatti states). Also, I have minimized wording to keep the paragraph short, just giving the meaning. [āsava: mental effluent, pollutant, or fermentation, （lit: influxes）, ‘cankers’, taints, corruption's, intoxicant biases. There is a list of four （as in D. 16, Pts. M. , Vibh.）: the canker of （wrong） views （diṭṭhāsava）, of sense-desire （kāmāsava）, of （desiring eternal） existence （bhavāsava）, and of ignorance （avijjāsava）.]

▪Thus the primary purpose of jhānic states is to do insight meditation and remove āsava, not to enjoy that jhānic “pleasure” or relief. Nibbāna is attained via the removal of āsava: “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavā.”

▪There is a lot of important information in the next paragraph.

#2. Bhikkhus, I declare the removal of āsava (mental fermentations) via the first jhāna. On account of what do I say that? A bhikkhu abstaining from sense pleasures (vivicceva kāmehi), abstaining from akusala, arrives in the vicinity of the first jhāna (upasampajja viharati). He thus contemplates the anicca nature (aniccato), dukkha nature (dukkhato), disease-ridden nature (rogato), cancer-like nature (gandato), arrow-like nature (sallato), painful (aghato), danger-ridden (ābādhato), alien (parato), subject to destruction (palokato), an empty (suññato), not-fruitful and leading to helplessness (anatto) OF rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa (rūpagataṁ vedanāgataṁ saññāgataṁ saṅkhārāgataṁ viññāṇagataṁ). He turns his mind away from those phenomena and, having done so, inclines his mind to Nibbāna: ‘etaṁ santaṁ etaṁ paṇītaṁ yadidaṁ sabbasaṅkhārasamatho sabbūpadhipaṭinissaggo taṇhākkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbānan’ti. [“It is peaceful, it is serene, the expelling of all saṅkhāra, breaking of bonds, removing greed and hate; Nibbāna.”] Thus he gets rid of āsava. Suppose he does not complete the removal of āsava. In that case, he will remove the first five saṁyojana and thus be born opapātika (in Brahma loka) and attain parinibbāna there. He will not return to this world (“No ce āsavānaṁ khayaṁ pāpuṇāti, teneva dhammarāgena tāya dhammanandiyā pañcannaṁ orambhāgiyānaṁ saṁyojanānaṁ parikkhayā opapātiko hoti tattha parinibbāyī anāvattidhammo tasmā lokā”).

▪Thus one cannot attain Ariya jhāna without comprehending the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of the pañcakkhandha.

▪The standard verse, “..(paṭhamaṁ) jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati..” is commonly translated as, “..enters and remains in the (first) jhāna...” However, “upasampajja viharati” (“upa” + “saŋ” + “pajja”) means “abiding in the vicinity of clarifying and removing ‘saŋ’ ”; of course ‘saŋ’ are lobha, dosa, moha or āsava. The prefix “upa” means “near or close.” For example, “upasampadā” (“upa” + “saŋ” + “padā”) means a bhikkhu has advanced and is getting close to “sorting out ‘saŋ’ ” and thus to magga phala.

▪Now, let us recapture the three critical steps in the above paragraph: First, one gets to the jhāna by contemplating a long list of faults (ādīnava) of the five aggregates rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa that make up one’s world; see, “The Five Aggregates (Pañcakkhandha).” [ādīnava：m. 過患, 患難, 過失, 危難. bad consequences (suffering), difficult and dangerous situation (trouble), fault (inadvertent [not resulting from or achieved through deliberate planning] mistakes), danger and disaster (distress)]

▪Once one gets to the vicinity of the first jhāna, one can intensify it and be fully absorbed in it by contemplating the relief that is already seen: ‘etaṁ santaṁ etaṁ paṇītaṁ yadidaṁ sabbasaṅkhārasamatho sabbūpadhipaṭinissaggo taṇhākkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbānan’ti. This is the extra effort involved in cultivating the jhāna versus paññāvimutti path. [It is peaceful, it is serene, the expelling of all saṅkhāra, breaking of bonds, removing greed and hate; Nibbāna.]

▪Thirdly, one can get to the higher jhāna by again contemplating the faults (ādīnava) of the five aggregates.

#3. “Bhikkhus, suppose an archer or archer’s apprentice practice on a straw man or mound of clay. After a while, he could shoot long distances, fire accurate shots in rapid succession, and pierce great masses; in the same way, a bhikkhu abstaining from sensuality, abstaining from akusala, arrives in the vicinity (upasampajja) of the first jhāna.”

▪The rest is essentially the same as in #2 above from that point onward about how āsava are removed by contemplating those faults (ādīnava) of the five aggregates, to the following confirmation statement at the end of the paragraph to emphasize the following: “Bhikkhus, I surely declare removal of āsava (mental fermentations) via the first jhāna.”

#4. This paragraph repeats the same paragraph of #2 above, for the second, third, and fourth jhāna. It is interesting that even at the fourth jhāna, one could only be guaranteed to become an Anāgāmī. However, as mentioned in #2, one could attain Arahanthood even from the first jhāna if all āsava are removed. That holds for any jhāna through the fourth.

#5. The same verse as #3 is repeated for the second, third, and fourth jhāna, with the paragraph ending, “..Bhikkhus, I surely declare the removal of āsava (mental fermentations) via the fourth jhāna.”

#6 , #7. The paragraphs in #2 and #3 for the first jhāna are now repeated for the first arūpāvacara samāpatti: ākāsānañcāyatana.

#8 , #9. The paragraphs in #2 and #3 for the first jhāna are now repeated for the second and third arūpāvacara samāpatti: viññāṇañcāyatana and ākiñcaññāyatana.  Again, it is interesting that even at such higher arūpāvacara jhānā, one could only be guaranteed to become an Anāgāmī.

#10. “As for the two saññāsamāpatti āyatana – nevasaññā nā saññāyatana samāpatti and saññāvedayitanirodho – they remove āsava and will lead to the faultless state of Nibbāna.”

▪Thus if one gets to the highest  arūpāvacara Ariya samāpatti, one will attain the Arahantship, and also will be able to get to nirodha samāpatti (saññāvedayitanirodho).

3. That is, in essence, the complete sutta, which provides many key insights that have been hidden surprisingly. I almost fell off my chair when I first read it. I am unsure how and why modern translators failed to understand the importance of this sutta.

▪Then I started reading more suttā and realized that these critical pieces are in many other suttā. See, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Cūḷa Vvedalla Sutta (MN 44)” AND “WebLink: suttacentral: Kāyagatāsati Sutta (MN 119).”

4. We can learn a lot of critical aspects of Ariya jhāna from this critical sutta. Let us begin with the fact that one gets to the vicinity (upasampajja) of the first jhāna by contemplating the faults (ādīnava) of pañcakkhandha (rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, viññāṇa); once getting there, one further removes āsava by the same process. 

▪Thus, one gets to jhāna with insight meditation (Vipassanā) on the unsuitability (faults of) kāmāvacara states, and then once getting to jhāna, starts doing Vipassanā on the unsuitability of any jhānic state to transcend that state.

▪There is a long list of such faults (ādīnava) (from #1): anicca nature (aniccato), dukkha nature (dukkhato), disease-ridden nature (rogato), cancer-like nature (gandato), arrow-like nature (sallato), painful (aghato), danger-ridden (ābādhato), alien (parato), subject to destruction (palokato), an empty (suññato), not-fruitful and leading to helplessness (anatto). 

5. Therefore, the main goal at any given Ariya jhāna is to contemplate all those faults (ādīnava) of that state — and move to the next higher state. If a Noble Person goes through the four rūpāvacara jhānic states, all arūpāvacara samāpatti up to the neva saññā nā saññā and attains Nibbāna, they are said to have attained akuppā cetovimutti. See “Nirodha Samāpatti, Phala Samāpatti, Jhāna, and Jhāna Samāpatti.”

▪Of course, one could remove all āsava and attain Nibbāna from any lower jhāna.

▪If one attains Nibbāna from a lower jhānic state (below the highest arūpāvacara samāpatti), one is said to attain paññāvimutti.

▪While the word “jhāna” has come to everyday use, a better word is “dhyāna” (ඣාන in Pāli and දැවීම in Sinhala, meaning “burning”).

▪We will stick with the word “jhāna” instead of “dhyana” since it is commonly used. It is just helpful to know where the meaning comes from.

6. One can think clearly in any jhāna. Even intermittent vitakka/vicāra (“wheeling around” with stray thoughts) will be absent after the second jhāna, i.e., one is in the avitakka/avicāra (free of vitakka/vicāra) mode after the second jhāna; I will discuss jhānaṅga or jhāna factors in a future post.

▪This is why Ariya jhāna is helpful in insight (Vipassanā) meditation. The mind becomes calm when more and more saṅkhāra are removed as one proceeds to higher jhāna (and samāpatti) states.

7. Even though the relief experienced in Ariya jhāna is the only “enjoyment” recommended by the Buddha, that is not the primary purpose of Ariya jhāna. That is because if one gets attached to a jhāna, one cannot move up to the higher one. In any case, it is mainly those who get to anariya jhāna who get attached to them (however, it is possible to attain any stage of magga phala even with anariya jhāna or even without any jhāna). If one has seen the anicca nature, one will not get attached to a jhāna.

▪In that context, in a previous post, it was discussed that any jhānic state is a mental state corresponding to “this world”; see “Ascendance to Nibbāna via Jhāna (Dhyāna).”

8. Pañcanīvaraṇa are also completely removed at the first Ariya jhāna. From the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāvedalla Sutta (MN 43): “.. Idhāvuso, paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ samāpannāssa bhikkhuno kāmacchando pahīno hoti, byāpādo pahīno hoti, thinamiddhaṁ pahīnaṁ hoti, uddhaccakukkuccaṁ pahīnaṁ hoti, vicikicchā pahīnā hoti...”

▪Many suttā clearly state such conditions for the first supramundane jhāna.

▪In contrast, neither the five saṁyojana nor the pañcanīvaraṇa is removed in any mundane jhāna. The reasons are apparent: none of the kilesa (klesha/defilements) can be removed by taking a neutral object as the ārammaṇa.

9. This is why the Buddha told Ven. Saddhā: “..“Ājānīyajhāyitaṁ kho, saddhā, jhāya; mā khaḷuṅkajhāyitaṁ..”, OR “Saddhā, cultivate the ajānīya (thoroughbred horse) jhāna, not the khalunka (mule) jhāna”: WebLink: suttacentral: Saddhā Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya 11.9).

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Sutta Central translation, khalunka is a colt (a young horse). But the correct translation is a mule. As described in the sutta, a mule is lazy and useless compared to a thoroughbred horse.

▪As described in the sutta, one who cultivates mundane jhāna takes worldly objects (kasiṇa, breath) as ārammaṇa, and even though they can attain jhāna, they will not have the respect of the devas who can see the ārammaṇa.

▪On the other hand, devas cannot see the ārammaṇa (Nibbāna) of those who have cultivated Ariya jhāna, and they pay respect to him from a distance.

10. Therefore, there is a HUGE difference in HOW one arrives at a given jhāna.

▪One using the anariya path gets to jhānā by focusing one’s mind on a mundane object, i.e., an object belonging to this world (for example, one’s breath or a kasiṇa object) and/or by contemplating mundane moral thoughts (benevolent, kind, etc.); we will discuss this in the next post. [See “Nirodha Samāpatti, Phala Samāpatti, Jhāna, and Jhāna Samāpatti” #9 on What Is a Jhāna?]

▪On the other hand, one on the Noble Path reaches a jhāna by contemplating Nibbāna, i.e., the anicca, dukkha, and anatta nature of this world of 31 realms. 

▪However, jhāna sukha is the only sukha recommended by the Buddha since sensory pleasures will bind one to the kāma loka. It is said that some paññāvimutta Arahants cultivate jhāna after attaining Arahanthood.

11. Also see the previous post where it is discussed how Ven. Moggallāna cultivated the first jhāna after attaining the Sotāpanna stage: “Ascendance to Nibbāna via Jhāna (Dhyāna).”

▪One who can get fully absorbed in the first Ariya jhāna will be born in the Suddhāvāsa realms of the rūpa loka, and will not come back to the kāma loka, i.e., one is an Anāgāmī, as clearly stated in the Jhāna Sutta and several other suttā.

▪On the other hand, one who cultivates mundane first jhāna will be born in the first rūpāvacara Brahma realm in the next birth, but in later rebirths could even be born in the apāyā (since kāma rāga was only suppressed, not removed).

12. One can get into mundane (anariya) jhāna via breath or kasiṇa meditation, and one could do Vipassanā from mundane jhānic states.

▪But the problem is that people get addicted to those states and cannot see their anicca nature.

13. In addition to the above suttā (and more that I found) on Ariya jhāna, I found other suttā that discussed anariya jhāna. In none of these suttā was a specific label saying Ariya jhāna or anariya jhāna. However, one can see which is which when reading text.

▪In the following reference, it is clearly stated that kāma rāga is only suppressed (vikkhambhanato) in all rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara jhāna. On the other hand, it states that kāma rāga is removed (samucchedato) in stages via magga phala.

▪The difference between vikkhambhana pahāna and samuccheda pahāna is discussed in, “Suffering in This Life – Role of Mental Impurities.”

The following are the two relevant passages from the Khuddaka Nikāya, Mahāniddesa, Aṭṭhakavagga: WebLink: suttacentral: 1. Kāmasuttaniddesa (Mnd 1) . There is no English translation there, but the Sinhala translation is given: WebLink: suttacentral: කාම සූත්‍ර නිර්දෙශය (Mnd 1).

Paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ bhāventopi vikkhambhanato kāme parivajjeti … pe … dutiyaṁ jhānaṁ bhāventopi … tatiyaṁ jhānaṁ bhāventopi … catutthaṁ jhānaṁ bhāventopi … ākāsānañcāyatanasamāpattiṁ bhāventopi … viññāṇañcāyatanasamāpattiṁ bhāventopi … ākiñcaññāyatanasamāpattiṁ bhāventopi … nevasaññānāsaññāyatanasamāpattiṁ bhāventopi vikkhambhanato kāme parivajjeti. Evaṁ vikkhambhanato kāme parivajjeti.

▪Translated: “kāma” is suppressed (vikkhambhanato) in the first jhāna, …to nevasaññānāsaññāyatana (highest arūpāvacara samāpatti). As we saw above, kāma is removed even before getting to the first Ariya jhāna. Thus, only anariya (mundane) jhāna are meant here.

▪See “WebLink: suttacentral: Tapussa Sutta (AN 9.41)” for another example.

Kathaṁ samucchedato kāme parivajjeti? Sotāpattimaggaṁ bhāventopi apāyagamanīye kāme samucchedato parivajjeti, sakadāgāmimaggaṁ bhāventopi oḷārike kāme samucchedato parivajjeti, anāgāmimaggaṁ bhāventopi anusahagate kāme samucchedato parivajjeti, arahattamaggaṁ bhāventopi sabbena sabbaṁ sabbathā sabbaṁ asesaṁ nissesaṁ samucchedato kāme parivajjeti. Evaṁ samucchedato kāme parivajjetīti—yo kāme parivajjeti.

▪Translated: “kāma” is removed (samucchedato) in stages via the Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmī stages and is removed at the Anāgāmī stage; it is removed without a trace at the Arahant stage.

14. The following sutta clearly states the difference between Ariya and anariya jhānā.

WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhamanānākaraṇa Sutta (AN 4. 123): “ Idha, bhikkhave, ekacco puggalo vivicceva kāmehi vivicca akusalehi dhammehi savitakkaṁ savicāraṁ vivekajaṁ pītisukhaṁ paṭhamaṁ jhānaṁ upasampajja viharati. So tadassādeti, taṁ nikāmeti, tena ca vittiṁ āpajjati. Tattha ṭhito tadadhimutto tabbahula-vihārī aparihīno kālaṁ kurumāno brahmakāyikānaṁ devānaṁ sahabyataṁ upapajjati. Brahmakāyikānaṁ, bhikkhave, devānaṁ kappo āyuppamāṇaṁ. Tattha puthujjano yāvatāyukaṁ ṭhatvā yāvatakaṁ tesaṁ devānaṁ āyuppamāṇaṁ taṁ sabbaṁ khepetvā nirayampi gacchati tiracchānayonimpi gacchati pettivisayampi gacchati. Bhagavato pana sāvako tattha yāvatāyukaṁ ṭhatvā yāvatakaṁ tesaṁ devānaṁ āyuppamāṇaṁ taṁ sabbaṁ khepetvā tasmiṁyeva bhave parinibbāyati. Ayaṁ kho, bhikkhave, viseso ayaṁ adhippayāso idaṁ nānākaraṇaṁ sutavato ariyasāvakassa assutavatā puthujjanena, yadidaṁ gatiyā upapattiyā sati.”

Translated: “There is the case where an individual, withdrawn from sensuality (kāma), withdrawn from akusala, enters & remains in the first jhāna: rapture & pleasure born from withdrawal, accompanied by directed thought & evaluation. He savors that, longs for that, and finds satisfaction through that. Staying there—fixed on that, dwelling there often, not losing the jhāna—then when he dies, he is born with the devas of Brahma’s retinue. The devas of Brahma’s retinue, monks, have a life span of an eon. A run-of-the-mill person, having stayed there, having used up all the life-span of those devas, goes to hell, to the animal realm, or the state of the hungry ghosts. But a disciple of the Blessed One, having stayed there, having used up all the life-span of those devas, attains Parinibbāna. This, monks, is the difference, this the distinction, this the distinguishing factor, between a Noble disciple and a normal person who had not heard the Noble Truths (assutavatā puthujjanena), in regards to the gati and birth.”

▪When one attains the first Ariya jhāna, one has become an Anāgāmī. He/she will be born in that Brahma realm and attain Parinibbāna there, as stated in the above sutta.

▪In other words, kāma rāga must be REMOVED entirely to get to the first Ariya jhāna. It is only temporarily suppressed (vikkhambana pahāna) for the anariya jhāna.

▪A Sotāpanna who gets to the first anariya jhāna has not removed kāma rāga. But he/she will not come back to the kāma loka (will get the Anāgāmi phala moment in the Brahma loka and attain Nibbāna there). So, he/she is still an Anāgāmi (“na” + “āgami” or not coming back).

▪Even some followers of Waharaka Thero in Sri Lanka do not seem to understand this point. However, Waharaka Thero has explained this in the following short desanā (in Sinhala): “WebLink: Ariya and Anariya Jhāna (Audio).”
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Nirodha samāpatti and various phala samāpatti are related to Nibbāna. Jhāna and jhāna samāpatti belong to “this world.”

Introduction

1. Nirodha samāpatti and various phala samāpatti are different, and they are very different from jhāna and jhānā samāpatti.

▪The first two are related to Nibbāna. 

▪Jhānā belong to “this world.” Jhānā are the mindsets that rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara Brahmā enjoy.

2. Before starting the discussion, I would like to emphasize the following. The concepts we deal with in this post and that of Nibbāna (Arahanthood, in particular) are virtually impossible to imagine for most people. However, a few people could have studied these concepts in detail and may have some “nagging questions.” Hopefully, this information will be helpful.

▪These concepts are contrary to ideas that normal humans are familiar with. Normal humans crave things in the material world so much that it is almost impossible to rationalize why one would want to stop rebirth (i.e., to attain Arahanthood). Therefore, it is a waste of time to spend too much time thinking about such abstract concepts until one reaches the Sotāpanna stage; these concepts start making sense only when one gets closer to the Anāgāmi stage.

▪In the same way, it is hard for an average human to imagine how nirodha samāpatti (where all thoughts are stopped) can provide happiness. This is why I have explained in the “Nibbāna” subsection that Nibbānic bliss is NOT a feeling of pleasure (that would involve the vedanā cetasika and thus would belong to this world). It is more like the relief one would feel when a long-lasting migraine headache goes away.

▪With that out of the way, let us start the discussion.

Life Maintained by Kammic Energy

3. Humans have four types of “kāya”: kammaja, cittaja, utuja, and karaja (or āhāraja) kāya. That last one is our physical body. Such a physical body is absent in rūpāvacara and arūpāvacara realms. 

▪It is essential to remember that life is maintained by kammic energy, not via citta vīthi. Therefore, kammaja kāya is present at ALL TIMES. Kammaja (“kamma” + “ja”) means “created by kamma (vipāka).”

▪The kammaja kāya (hadaya vatthu plus a set of pasāda rūpa) is created at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. 

▪When kammaja kāya for the present bhava runs out of kammic energy, a new kammaja kāya matching the next bhava is initiated by kammic energy for the new bhava, at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment.

4. Therefore, each of us has had a kammaja kāya corresponding to most of the realms in this world from a time that cannot be traced to a beginning!

▪Kammaja kāya in human or animal realms is also called gandhabba kāya or simply gandhabba.

▪The blueprint for the human physical body is in the kammaja kāya (gandhabba.) Thus, the physical body grows according to the kammaja kāya (gandhabba).

Cittaja Kāya Is Present Only With Active Citta Vīthi

5. Cittaja kāya means the flow of citta vīthi. Remember that kāya is a “collection.” Citta arise in the hadaya vatthu in the kammaja kāya.

▪Cittā always run in “series” or vīthi. Each pañcadvāra (arising due to the five physical senses) citta vīthi ALWAYS has 17 cittā.

▪A manodvāra (arising directly in mind) citta vīthi typically has 10-12 cittā. However, as discussed below, when in a samāpatti, manodvāra citta vīthi can run continuously. 

6. While the kammaja kāya is active AT ALL TIMES, there can be gaps in the cittaja kāya.

▪In the absence of citta vīthi (i.e., active citta flow), the mind is in a bhavaṅga state.

▪While the mind is in a bhavaṅga state, cittaja kāya is absent.

Citta Absent in the Asaññā Realm

7. In the asaññā realm, there is no cittaja kāya or even a bhavaṅga state. One does not even know that one is alive. There is a fine physical body that is kept alive by kammic energy. So, the kammaja kāya is there.

▪This is why the Buddha said it is a waste of time to be born in the asaññā realm by cultivating asaññā meditation techniques. One will live in the asaññā realm for 500 mahā kappa (that is trillions of years) and comes back to the human realm and start all over.

▪In a previous post, I provided evidence that viññāṇa cannot exist without a rūpakkhandha; see #10 of “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” However, rūpakkhandha can exist without viññāṇa.

▪If we become unconscious for some reason, that is like living in the asaññā realm during that time.

Bhavaṅga State – Not a Citta

8. Bhavaṅga is a “state of mind” (other than bhavaṅga citta that sometimes appears inside a citta vīthi); see, “Bhava and Bhavaṅga – Simply Explained!”

▪When in a bhavaṅga state, there are no citta vīthi running, so not even universal cetasika present. One only knows that one is living, but there is no thought object (ārammaṇa). No citta vīthi run inside a bhavaṅga state.

▪A crude analogy of the bhavaṅga state is a TV set that is not tuned to a station. We can see the flickering white dots on the screen and hear a background “hum.” But there is no picture. So, the mind is “on” but has no thought object.

▪When an ārammaṇa comes to the mind, the mind captures that sound, picture, smell, etc., with the help of citta vīthi. It is like that TV being tuned to a station, and one can see the picture.

▪Now that we have covered the basics, let us discuss jhāna and samāpatti.

What Is a Jhāna?

9. When a mind transcends the kāma loka, it gets to the mindset of rūpāvacara Brahmas. Those are the jhānic states. Lower Brahma realms have lower jhānic states and higher Brahma realms have higher jhānic states.

▪But when a human enters a jhāna (especially without much practice), the mind does not stay continuously in the jhāna citta stream. It alternates between jhānic citta vīthi and pañcadvāra citta vīthi belonging to the kāma loka. Thus, the yogi may see and hear while in a jhānic state.

▪Initially, only 2-3 jhānā citta vīthi flow before a pañcadvāra citta vīthi comes in. As one cultivates the jhānā, less pañcadvāra citta vīthi will come in between successive jhānā citta vīthi. 

What Is a Jhāna Samāpatti?

10. With practice, one could be experiencing jhānā citta vīthi continuously for many minutes. That means the yogi will not be aware of any sensory inputs through the five physical senses; thus, he will not see, hear, etc. During that time, the yogi is in a jhāna samāpatti.

▪With more practice, the yogi can lengthen the time in the samāpatti to many hours.

Difference Between Samāpatti and Jhānā

11. Therefore, the main difference between any samāpatti and jhāna is that jhāna citta do not run continuously. When one is in a jhāna, jhāna citta vīthi are interrupted by pañcadvāra citta vīthi running in between. Pañcadvāra citta vīthi are those coming through the five physical senses. Therefore, when one is in jhāna, one can see, hear, etc.

▪But when in any samāpatti, the corresponding manodvāra citta vīthi runs continuously. Therefore, there is no set upper limit to the number of jhāna cittā running continuously in a samāpatti. Also, there is no opportunity for pañcadvāra citta vīthi to run; thus, one in a samāpatti is unaware of the external environment. 

▪It takes a lot of practice to turn a regular jhāna into a jhāna samāpatti, i.e., to maintain the jhāna cittās continuously for a long time.

▪There are only four jhānic states (rūpāvacara jhāna.) 

▪

Arūpa Samapatti (Not Arūpa Jhāna)

12. A yogi who has mastered all four rūpāvacara jhāna samāpatti can cultivate the higher-lying arupāvacara samāpatti. There are no arupāvacara jhāna. That means those cittās run continuously. That means an arupāvacara Brahma stays in the same samāpatti state for life!

▪A yogi in the highest rūpāvacara jhāna samāpatti (fourth jhāna samāpatti) can train to transition into the first arupāvacara samāpatti (ākāsānañcāyatana). Subsequently, they can attain higher arupāvacara samāpatti.

▪Today, many English texts incorrectly label the “arūpāvacara samāpatti” as the fifth through the eighth jhāna. There are no arūpāvacara jhāna.

▪In the Tipiṭaka, the four arupāvacara samāpatti are labeled as  ākāsānañcāyatana, viññāṇañcāyatana,  ākiñcaññāyatana, and nevasaññānāsaññāyatana samāpatti. There are no arupāvacara jhānic states. 

Phala Samāpatti

13. Of course, only those who have attained magga phala (Sotāpanna, Sakadāgāmi, Anāgāmi, Arahant) can get into phala samāpatti. 

▪When in a phala samāpatti, that phala citta runs continuously. Again, one will not see or hear during that samāpatti since only manodvāra cittā flow continuously.

▪For example, if one is in the Arahant phala samāpatti, one has the Arahant phala citta running continuously.

▪Not everyone with a magga phala can get into phala samāpatti automatically. Just like jhāna, they require a lot of practice unless one has cultivated jhāna in recent lives.

Nirodha Samāpatti Versus Asaññā Realm

14. In nirodha samāpatti, there is no citta vīthi or a bhavaṅga state. It is sort of like in the asaññā realm.

▪But of course, there is a vast difference between nirodha samāpatti and being in the asaññā realm. One who can get to nirodha samāpatti has removed ALL DEFILEMENTS (and thus avijjā), but one in the asaññā realm has not. So, at the end of the life in the asaññā realm, that person would come back to the human realm and can be reborn even in the apāyā in later rebirths.

▪This point explains why it is so peaceful not to have any citta running through the mind. That is the closest explanation that can be given to an average human as to how having no citta can be so peaceful. But this is hard even to imagine for an average human, as I mentioned initially. Those who cultivate jhāna and get to higher rūpāvacara jhānic and arūpāvacara samāpatti states can start seeing that this is true. That is why they cultivate arūpāvacara samāpatti up to the neva saññā nā saññā state.

Nirodha Samāpatti

15. Nirodha samāpatti is succinctly described in a verse in the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāvedalla Sutta (MN 43), where the difference between a dead body and the body of one in nirodha samāpatti is described: “Yvāyaṁ, āvuso, mato kālaṅkato tassa kāyasaṅkhārā niruddhā paṭippassaddhā, vacīsaṅkhārā niruddhā paṭippassaddhā, cittasaṅkhārā niruddhā paṭippassaddhā, āyu parikkhīṇo, usmā vūpasantā, indriyāni paribhinnāni. Yo cāyaṁ bhikkhu saññāvedayitanirodhaṁ samāpanno tassapi kāyasaṅkhārā niruddhā paṭippassaddhā, vacīsaṅkhārā niruddhā paṭippassaddhā, cittasaṅkhārā niruddhā paṭippassaddhā, āyu na parikkhīṇo, usmā avūpasantā, indriyāni vippasannāni. Yvāyaṁ, āvuso, mato kālaṅkato, yo cāyaṁ bhikkhu saññāvedayitanirodhaṁ samāpanno—idaṁ nesaṁ nānākaraṇan”ti.

Translated: “āvuso, a dead body does not generate any kāya saṅkhārā, vacī saṅkhārā, or citta saṅkhārā; its lifetime expired, and it does not breathe, and the body gets cold with all sense organs dead. But that bhikkhu in saññāvedayita-nirodha samāpatti, even though his kāya saṅkhārā, vacī saṅkhārā, and citta saṅkhārā all have ceased, and does not breathe, his body does not get cold, and all sense organs are kept alive. This āvuso, is the difference between a dead body and that bhikkhu in nirodha samāpatti.”

▪Here, saññāvedayitanirodha (saññā avedayita nirodha) means “both saññā and vedanā cease.” Without saññā and vedanā there are not even citta saṅkhāra.

▪Thus, there are no cittās arising when in saññāvedayita nirodha samāpatti.

Getting into Nirodha Samāpatti

16. Not all Arahants can get into nirodha samāpatti (only Ubhatobhāgavimutta Arahants can.) Access to nirodha samāpatti is NOT by taking Nibbāna as the thought object but via the arūpāvacara  samāpatti. As one gets to higher jhāna, the number of cetasika in a citta gets smaller, i.e., cittā become less and less “burdened.”

▪An Arahant has to go through the following sequence to get to nirodha samāpatti. Cultivate all the jhānā, get to the fourth jhāna samāpatti, and access all arūpāvacara samāpatti up to the neva saññā nā saññā. The neva saññā nā saññā state is just a step away from stopping the rising of any citta. 

▪From there, the Arahant can determine how long to stay in nirodha samāpatti and make the transition from the neva saññā nā saññā state to nirodha samāpatti.

▪While anariya yogis can get to the neva saññā nā saññā state, they CAN NOT make the transition to saññāvedayita nirodha samāpatti. Only an Arahant who has cultivated arūpāvacara samāpatti can get into saññāvedayita nirodha samāpatti.

▪By the way, this process of getting to nirodha samāpatti is described in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Anupada Sutta (MN 111)” and in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Pañcakaṅga Sutta (SN 36.19).”

▪More details in “Samādhi, Jhāna, and Sammā Samādhi.”

Nibbānic Bliss Is not a Cetasika Vedanā

17. The “WebLink: suttacentral: Pañcakaṅga Sutta (SN 36.19)” also clarifies another critical point. If there are no cittā (with saññā or vedanā) when one is in saññāvedayita nirodha samāpatti, how can one say that it is the ultimate happiness (Nibbānic bliss)?

▪Nibbānic bliss is not a cetasika vedanā, which would belong to this world. I have compared it to the relief one feels when a long-experienced migraine headache finally goes away; see “Nibbāna” subsection.

The above sutta, in the last verse, put it this way: “Ṭhānaṁ kho panetaṁ, ānanda, vijjati yaṁ aññatitthiyā paribbājakā evaṁ vadeyyuṁ: ‘saññāvedayitanirodhaṁ samaṇo gotamo āha, tañca sukhasmiṁ paññapeti. Tayidaṁ kiṁsu, tayidaṁ kathaṁsū’ti?

Evaṁvādino, ānanda, aññatitthiyā paribbājakā evamassu vacanīyā: ‘na kho, āvuso, bhagavā sukhaññeva vedanaṁ sandhāya sukhasmiṁ paññapeti. Yattha yattha, āvuso, sukhaṁ upalabbhati, yahiṁ yahiṁ taṁ taṁ tathāgato sukhasmiṁ paññapetī’”ti.”

Translated: “It may happen, Ānanda, that Wanderers of other sects will be saying this: ‘The recluse Gotama speaks of the saññāvedayita nirodha and describes it as pleasure. What is this pleasure and how is this a pleasure?

“Those who say so should be told: ‘The Blessed One describes as pleasure, not the feeling of pleasure. But a Tathāgata describes as Nibbānic pleasure absence of suffering.’ ”

Nirodha Samāpatti and Parinibbāna

18. No citta vīthi run in nirodha samāpatti, and bhavaṅga state is not present either. Life in the body is maintained with kammic energy. No vedanā, saññā, etc. The maximum time in nirodha samāpatti is seven days. The Arahant can determine, before getting into nirodha samāpatti, how long (up to 7 days) to stay in that state.

▪Parinibbāna state is just like nirodha samāpatti. The only difference is that there is no “coming back” to this world upon entering Parinibbāna.

▪Therefore, Arahants tend to get to nirodha samāpatti whenever possible to experience the “Nibbānic bliss” and to escape from the “burdensome worldly thoughts.” As I said, it is hard for normal humans to imagine this.

Nirodha Samāpatti and Arahant Phala Samāpatti

19. In other types of samāpatti (other than the nirodha samāpatti), manodvāra citta vīthi will flow continuously. There is no falling to bhavaṅga or taking an external object with a pañcadvāra citta vīthi. Thus, one cannot see, hear, etc. Usually, samāpatti will eventually break on its own, or (when one gets good at it) one can pre-set the time to be in samāpatti.

▪Arahant phala samāpatti is where an Arahant experiences the pabhassara citta, a pure citta with just the universal cetasika, where the saññā cetasika is not contaminated. Nibbāna is the thought object made contact with phassa cetasika, and vedanā and saññā are based on that (we have no idea about that). One does not hear or see anything there, just like in jhānā samāpatti.

▪When an Arahant is not in nirodha samāpatti or Arahant phala samāpatti, his/her citta gets only to the “mānasaṁ” state, in the sequence that usually ends up in the viññāṇakkhandha state for an average human; see #4 of “Pabhassara Citta, Radiant Mind, and Bhavaṅga.”
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Introduction

1. Grasping the message of the Buddha requires two essential ingredients. (i) It is easier done with a mind that has fewer defilements (kilesa or keles or klesha), and (ii) One needs to go beyond learning mundane interpretations of crucial concepts.

▪If those two conditions are satisfied, grasping deeper Dhamma concepts will not be a difficult task. If one can comprehend — not merely to memorize — the key concepts, it becomes easy to avoid getting the “viparīta saññā” or the “incorrect impression” of a given concept. [viparīta : [adj.] reversed; changed; wrong.]

▪This process gradually leads to the comprehension of “anicca saññā” which is the key to the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna.

▪In this post, we will start a discussion that will lead to a better explanation of “saññā” (which is one of the five aggregates) generally translated as “perception.”

Mental Body Is Primary and Physical Body Is Secondary

2. We will discuss how we grasp a given concept using any one of many human languages that are in use today.

▪It is essential to understand that the mental body (manomaya kāya or gandhabba) is primary — initiating all our thoughts, speech, and actions. The physical body that we value so much is secondary.

▪While our brains help us grasp what is expressed in a given language (and we have to learn a given language), a gandhabba can understand that message directly — without using a brain or eyes, ears, etc. that are associated with the physical body. The gandhabba — when outside the physical body — can see and hear without using eyes and ears, and grasp what is expressed by thoughts of other beings directly (where allowed by their kammic potential).

▪Gandhabbā — and most living beings — communicate among themselves via “saññā.” No “spoken language” is involved since they cannot “talk” like we do. See, “Ghost 1990 Movie – Good Depiction of Gandhabba Concept.”

▪That is somewhat similar to how we experience dreams. We do not use our ears to hear in our dreams. We “perceive” what others say in our dreams. That is the closest analogy to how a gandhabba hears when outside a physical body. Seeing is the same way. In dreams, we don’t use our eyes to see; our eyes remain closed when we dream. Both hearing and seeing are done just with the sota and cakkhu pasāda rūpa and the mind.

Why Do We Highly-Value Our Physical Bodies?

Of course, until a Buddha comes to this world and explains the existence of a mental body, we would not be even aware of that distinction. Even today, scientists believe that the physical body is all we have and that our thoughts arise in the inert brain!

3. We highly value our physical bodies because we enjoy sense pleasures associated with smells, tastes, and body touches.

▪However, to experience those three types of sensory contact, our mental bodies need to be trapped inside physical bodies. We pay the price for those sense enjoyments because those physical bodies are subject to rapid and unexpected decay and have relatively short lifetimes around 100 years.

▪Furthermore, when the mental body is enclosed or trapped inside a physical body, it loses the ability to see external objects directly, hear external sounds, and recall dhammā (memories/concepts). All six sensory inputs now need to be processed by the brain and converted to a form (“saññā”) that can be grasped by the trapped mental body (gandhabba). For a more in-depth analysis, see “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪The sense of smell, taste, or body touch is unavailable to beings in the higher 20 (Brahma) realms. Those Brahmā have mental bodies (with just a trace of matter) like our gandhabbā. Just like those Brahmā, the gandhabbā cannot sense smell, taste, or body touches, but can “directly see, hear, and grasp concepts” without the aid of a brain when outside a physical body.

▪Please contemplate and grasp what is meant by those statements before proceeding further.

The "Mental Body” Lives Much Longer!

4. Another critical factor is the difference between the lifetime of a physical body and that of a mental body (gandhabba).

▪A human gandhabba born at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment can live for hundreds to thousands of years. Within a given “human bhava,” there can be many repeated births as a human with a human body; see “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪When a physical body dies (and if more kammic energy for the human bhava remains), that gandhabba comes out of the dead body and waits for a suitable womb to re-enter and make a new human body. This process can happen many times during a given human bhava. Each time a different physical body is acquired by the gandhabba, as discussed below.

▪Therefore, it makes more sense to focus on the well-being of the mental body (gandhabba) than on the short-lived physical body.

Some Exceptions To The Above Rules

5. There are a few exceptions to the above process.

▪If one commits a ānantariya pāpa kamma (killing a parent, for example), then gandhabba that comes out of a dead physical body “cannot survive.” Because of that strong kamma vipāka, it undergoes a cuti-paṭisandhi moment and will be instantaneously born in an apāya suitable for that strong kamma.

▪If one develops Ariya or anariya jhāna, it also becomes a “good” ānantariya kamma. One will be born in a Brahma realm (corresponding to the highest jhānic state attained) by skipping the remaining human births. However, those who get to brahma realms via anariya jhānā will return to human or lower realms. Any Ariya (starting with a Sotāpanna) who attains Ariya jhānā will never come back to kāma loka. Of course, a Sotāpanna (Sakadāgāmī) without Ariya jhānā will be reborn in human (deva) realms.

▪That is also why an Arahant is not reborn, even if there is kammic energy left over for the human bhava. The gandhabba that comes out “cannot bear” the mindset of an Arahant, and will instantaneously undergo a cuti-paṭisandhi moment. Still, since an Arahant will not grasp a new bhava, they will not be reborn.

▪Those above cases — where the human bhava prematurely terminates — are similar to the burning of a heater coil used in an immersion heater, when the heated coil comes out of the water. The heater coil can “bear” the heat as long as it is in the water. But once out of the water, the heater coil will quickly burn out. The physical human body can “bear” any of those states (ānantariya kamma) discussed above. That is why a person who killed their mother will not be born in an apāya immediately; only when the gandhabba comes out of the body will it be burnt, and new birth in an apāya will start.

Why Are Most People Not Aware of The Gandhabba Concept?

6. Even though there is no discussion about the gandhabba in Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, it is a critical concept in Buddha Dhamma. The Buddha compared a gandhabba coming out of a physical body to a sword coming out of its sheath. The gandhabba is sometimes called a Tirokuddha in Suttā. 

▪People with abhiññā powers can move the gandhabba out of the physical body at will.

▪Some people had cultivated abhiññā powers in recent previous births and can do it at will even though they have less control over the mental body. One can float to the ceiling and watch one’s physical body lying on the bed, for example. Furthermore, during heart operations, the gandhabba can come out and view the process from the above, and provide details about it later. See. “Out-of-Body Experience (OBE) and Manomaya Kāya.”

7. The gandhabba has only a trace of matter even hard to imagine. It is our mental body or manomaya kāya.

▪To give an analogy: A barely seen dust particle may have millions of atoms. The “material stuff” in a gandhabba is million-fold smaller than an atom! The gandhabba is more like an “energy field.”

▪This mental body is like a fine mesh spread throughout the physical body with the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu) overlapping the physical heart.

▪If that mental body comes out of the physical body, the physical body becomes as inert as a piece of wood (as a dead body is).

How Can a “Mental Body” Control a Heavy Physical Body?

8. Let us start by addressing some fundamental objections to the mental body’s control of the physical body. First, how can a “mental body” move a heavy physical body? 

▪A good analogy is to compare it to how a human operator controls a heavy military tank from the inside of that enclosed tank. There, the human operator plays the role of the gandhabba.

▪The human operator, of course, does not have enough energy to move the tank. He merely controls the direction of the movement by instructing the on-board computer. The power to move the tank comes from the fuel stored in the military tank. 

▪In the same way, the mental body (gandhabba) instructs the brain to generate required bodily movements or speech. Here, the brain plays the role of the computer in the military tank analogy. The small amount of energy needed for the gandhabba comes from the kammic power that led to human bhava. The energy required for bodily movements (including speech) comes from our food.

Details of The “Operator Analogy”

9. In the above analogy, the operator is totally shielded from the external world. He can monitor the outside environment only via the audio and video equipment mounted on the tank. The video cameras, for example, can feed videos to an on-board computer, which analyzes and displays it on a monitor for the operator to see.

▪In the same way, our physical eyes send a picture to our brain, which analyzes them, and converts them to a form (“saññā”) that can be “seen” — or comprehended — by the gandhabba inside. So, our brain is the computer that conveys the information to the gandhabba that is really trapped inside the solid physical body; see, “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪The gandhabba accesses the other four sensory inputs the same way, with the help of the ears, tongue, nose, and the body.

▪Our memories, plans, etc. (all mental) are also “out there” (in the mano loka) but, of course, cannot be seen. They are collectively called “dhamma”; see, “What are Dhamma? – A Deeper Analysis.” Gandhabba accesses those with the help of the mana indriya in the brain, which is the sixth sense input (like eyes for seeing, ears for hearing, etc.), and has not been identified by science yet.

▪The mano loka co-exists with the rūpa loka (material world); see, “Our Two Worlds: Material and Mental.”

How Does A Gandhabba Hear When Outside a Physical Body?

10. Another possible question is: “How does the gandhabba see and hear when outside the human body?”

▪It is only in the human (and animal) realms that beings communicate via speech (and bodily gestures). In other realms, living beings communicate directly via saññā, one of the five aggregates (pañcakkhandha). While not all living beings can communicate with all other (it depends on each realm), where it is possible, communications take place via saññā generated in one’s thoughts. 

▪This experience is similar to one’s experience with dreams. In a dream, we do not “hear” what others say in the same way when we hear speech normally. In a dream, we perceive what they are saying. 

▪That is how those with abhiññā powers (even a few of us with gati from previous lives where they had such abhiññā skills in recent lives) can communicate with beings in other realms.

Why Do People Have Different Physical Bodies in Successive Human Lives?

11. It is the “same” gandhabba that is born with human bodies in successive human lives. Then another question may arise, “Why do people look different in successive rebirths?.” That is because the physical body in each human birth (within the same human bhava) arises with contributions from the parents for that life.

▪Even though the gandhabba brings in his/her gati (habits), āsava (cravings), kilesa (mental impurities), etc from the previous life, the physical body for each birth has significant contributions from the new parents.

▪Therefore, the DNA of the physical bodies of two successive lives could be different due to this reason. The building of a new physical body is described in the post, “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪Even then, a gandhabba needs to match the gati of the parents.

One Can Travel to Deva or Brahma Realms With the Manomaya Kāya

12. Another interesting piece of information comes from how the Buddha (and others with Iddhi Bala) traveled to deva or Brahma loka with the manomaya kāya. Here the physical body is left behind (the physical body does not die in this case, and is kept alive by the rūpa jīvitindriya). Upon returning, the manomaya kāya can re-enter the physical body.

▪Those who attain the fourth jhāna can develop iddhi powers can separate the manomaya kāya from the physical body. Then they can travel far with that manomaya kāya. Just as a sword comes out of its sheath, those with iddhi powers can pull the manomaya kāya out of the physical body.

▪Suttā state that the Buddha visited deva or Brahma lokas “within the time that takes a bent arm to be straightened.”

▪It is also possible for some of those with iddhi powers to travel with their physical bodies. That involves a different mechanism that is not relevant to this discussion.

Connection to “Astral Travel”

13. Even today, some ordinary people can dissociate their mental body from the physical body and “astral travel.” That manomaya kāya can then go to distant places within short times (this is what is called astral travel in the present day; see the Wikipedia article, “WebLink: WIKI: Astral projection.”

▪A gandhabba is the same as an “astral body” that is described in such accounts; see, for example, “Journeys Out of the Body: The Classic Work on Out-of-Body Experience,” by Robert Monroe (1992). There are two sequels to that book, as well as books by others. Accounts in at least some of those books are consistent with the above mechanism.

▪Also, the gandhabba can come out of the physical body under stressful conditions, particularly during heart operations. Many such accounts by a cardiologist have been documented in the book, “Consciousness Beyond Life,” by Pim van Lommel (2010).

Explanation of the “Time Gap” Between Two Successive Human Births

14. Many rebirth account features can be explained by the correct interpretation where the manomaya kāya (gandhabba) inherits many successive (but time separated) physical bodies.

▪In rebirth stories, there is always a “time gap” between successive human births (jāti). That time gap can be several years or at least few years. In between those successive lives, that lifestream lives as a gandhabba, without a physical body.

▪In most rebirth stories, the previous human life was terminated unexpectedly, like in an accident or a killing. Therefore, the kammic energy for the human bhava had not been exhausted. And the gandhabba just came out of the dead body and waited for another womb to enter.

▪The Buddha told Vacchagotta that the gandhabba survives that intervening time by using taṇhā as āhāra. Some gandhabbā can “inhale” aroma from plants, fruits, etc., too.

Further Information

15. If one has been following — and trying to “live” the moral life recommended in the previous posts in the “Living Dhamma” section — it would be easier to follow the upcoming posts as we will be diving deeper.

▪One aspect of realizing the anicca nature is to see the futility of expecting a “future happy life” by trying to make one’s physical body the “main focus.”

▪It is essential to keep one’s body in good condition by eating well and engaging in a good exercise program. It is ALSO important to realize that this body will only last about 100 years. On the other hand, the mental body or the gandhabba can last many hundreds of years.

▪Thus one should try to improve the condition of the mental body (gandhabba) by cultivating good gati and getting rid of bad gati.

▪A detailed analysis of life, in general, is in the “Origin of Life” section.

Next, “Saññā – What It Really Means.”
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Extensive evidence from the Tipiṭaka that the gandhabba state is a necessary feature of human (and animal) bhava. It is not an antarābhava state.

Introduction

1. I will present extensive evidence from the Tipiṭaka that the gandhabba state is necessary for human (and animal) bhava. It is not an antarābhava (a state “in-between two bhava”). It is within the same human bhava.

▪One’s mental body (gandhabba or manomaya kāya) controls the physical body.

▪Gandhabba will be alive through many successive births within human bhava (which can last thousands of years). When a given physical body dies, the gandhabba can enter another womb, when a matching one becomes available. Rebirth accounts confirm that mechanism. There are multiple births (jāti) within a human existence (bhava.)

▪However, the gandhabba concept is different from the idea of a “soul.” A gandhabba (manomaya kāya) will keep changing during its lifetime. Furthermore, it will die at the end of human bhava, and a brand new manomaya kāya for another existence (Deva, animal, etc.) will occur.

▪ There is also a group of Devās called “gandhabbakāyika Devās,” as pointed out in #14 below.

Clear Evidence from Paṭṭhāna

2. Those who believe that paṭisandhi takes place in a womb need to consult the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭṭhānapakaraṇa (Abhidhamma Patthana 1.1)” a section on Abhidhamma Piṭaka in the Tipiṭaka.

▪Paṭisandhi is the moment of grasping a new bhava, for example, human bhava. At that moment, a human gandhabba is born.

▪That gandhabba gets into a womb later, and that event is okkanti. Human bhava is long, thousands of years, and that is the lifetime of a human gandhabba. During that time, many okkanti events could lead to rebirths with “physical human bodies.”

▪Paṭisandhi takes place with kamma paccaya and okkanti takes place with sahajāta paccaya.

▪We know that birth in the human realm (paṭisandhi) is rare. However, once in the human realm, a human gandhabba can be reborn with different “physical bodies” (via many okkanti events.) Otherwise, how can we account for so many rebirth accounts by children?

Background

3. At the Third Buddhist Council, Moggaliputta Tissa Thero proved that there is no antarābhava in a debate with the Mahāyānists. That correct interpretation is in the Kathavatthu of the Tipiṭaka.

▪Most current Thervādins erroneously believe that the gandhabba state is an “antarābhava” state. That is incorrect; see “Antarābhava and Gandhabba” and “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

▪A human gandhabba exists within the human bhava.

4. A critical factor contributing to this erroneous belief that the gandhabba state is an “antarābhava” is the inability to distinguish between bhava and jāti. They erroneously believe that paṭisandhi takes place in the womb. But it is evident in the sutta passages below that it is okkanti (of the gandhabba) that happens, not paṭisandhi.

▪A human existence (bhava) could last hundreds or even thousands of years. Many human births (jāti) can occur during that time; see, “Bhava and jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪In rebirth stories, there is always a “time gap” (typically several years) between successive human births (jāti). Between those successive lives, that lifestream lives as a gandhabba, without a physical body.

▪Even during a given human life (jāti), the gandhabba may come out of the physical body under certain conditions; see “Out-of-Body Experience (OBE) and Manomaya Kāya.”

▪The human bhava is hard to attain; see “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.” However, there can be many births within a given human bhava until the kammic energy for that human bhava runs out. Otherwise, how can one explain all these rebirth accounts, where a human is reborn only a few years after dying in the previous human life?

5. I understand the reluctance of many to discard the deeply embedded idea that gandhabba is a Mahāyāna concept. I used to have that wrong view too. But as I have discussed above, many things will be left unexplained, and there will be many inconsistencies without them.

▪Most importantly, rejecting the idea of a gandhabba (i.e., the existence of a para loka) is a micchā diṭṭhi. Thus one cannot even become a Sotāpanna Anugami with that micchā diṭṭhi; see, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage” and “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Para loka).” So, I urge everyone to sift through the evidence and make informed decisions.

▪More evidence is in many other posts on the site. There are two subsections of the gandhabba state: “Mental Body – Gandhabba” and “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”

▪One can also use the “Search” box on the top right to locate all relevant posts by typing “gandhabba.”

▪A simple description of human conception is in “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.” It could be helpful to read that first.

Three Conditions for Conception per Suttā

6. The Buddha has described how three conditions must be satisfied for a conception to occur. That includes how a gandhabba (nominative case singular is gandhabbo; plural is gandhabbā) descending to the womb. For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Taṇhāsaṅkhaya Sutta (MN 38)”: “..Tiṇṇaṁ kho pana, bhikkhave, sannipātā gabbhassāvakkanti hoti. Idha mātāpitaro ca sannipatitā honti, mātā ca na utunī hoti, gandhabbo ca na paccupaṭṭhito hoti, neva tāva gabbhassāvakkanti hoti. Idha mātāpitaro ca sannipatitā honti, mātā ca utunī hoti, gandhabbo ca na paccupaṭṭhito hoti, neva tāva gabbhassāvakkanti hoti. Yato ca kho, bhikkhave, mātāpitaro ca sannipatitā honti, mātā ca utunī hoti, gandhabbo ca paccupaṭṭhito hoti—evaṁ tiṇṇaṁ sannipātā gabbhassāvakkanti hoti. Tamenaṁ, bhikkhave, mātā nava vā dasa vā māse gabbhaṁ kucchinā pariharati mahatā saṁsayena garubhāraṁ...”

Here is the WebLink: suttacentral: English translation from the Sutta Central website (I have slightly modified it): “..Bhikkhus, the descent to the womb takes place through the union of three things. Here, there is the union of the mother and father, but the mother is not in season, and the gandhabba is not present—in this case, no descent of an embryo takes place. Here, there is the union of the mother and father, and the mother is in season, but the gandhabba is not present—in this case, too, no embryo can result. All three following conditions must be met. Union of the mother and father, the mother is in season, and a gandhabba is present. That leads to the formation of an embryo. The mother then carries the embryo in her womb for nine or ten months with much anxiety, as a heavy burden...”

▪Even though the venerable Bhikkhus who manage the Sutta Central website do not believe in the concept of a gandhabba, they have at least correctly translated most of the Pāli verse.

▪By the way, the Sutta Central site is a valuable resource. It provides access to not only the Pāli version but also translations into several languages. I encourage everyone to contribute to that website to maintain that valuable database.

▪One needs to remember that some critical Pāli terms are mistranslated there. Those include anicca as impermanence and anatta as “no-self.” Furthermore, translating complex Pāli words like viññāṇa and saṅkhāra as just single words in English can lead to severe problems.

7. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Assalāyana Sutta (MN 93), there is more evidence that for conception to occur, a gandhabba needs to descend into the mother’s womb at the right time. That needs to happen within a few days of the parents’ union, and it needs to be during the mother’s season.

Here, the Buddha explains to Assalayana how the seer Asita Devala questioned seven brahmanā who had the wrong view that they were heirs to Mahā Brahmā. Here are the questions that seer Asita Devala asked:

“Jānanti pana bhonto—yathā gabbhassa avakkanti hotī’ti? ”

▪“But do you, sirs, know how there is a conception in the womb?”

“Jānāma mayaṁ, bho—yathā gabbhassa avakkanti hoti ‘ti. Jānāma mayaṁ, bho – yathā gabbhassa avakkanti hoti. Idha mātāpitaro ca sannipatitā honti, mātā ca utunī hoti, gandhabbo ca paccupaṭṭhito hoti; evaṁ tiṇṇaṁ sannipātā gabbhassa avakkanti hotī’ti.”

▪‘We do know, sir, how there is conception. There is coitus of the parents, it is the mother’s season, and a gandhabba is present; it is on the conjunction of these three things that there is conception.’

“Jānanti pana bhonto—taggha so gandhabbo khattiyo vā brāhmaṇo vā vesso vā suddo vā’ti?.”

▪“But do you, sirs, know whether that gandhabba is a noble, brahman, merchant, or worker?”

“Na mayaṁ, bho, jānāma—taggha so gandhabbo khattiyo vā brāhmaṇo vā vesso vā suddo vā’ti.”

▪“We do not know, sir, whether that gandhabba is a noble, brahman, merchant, or worker.”

Therefore, the concept of a gandhabba was accepted even by other yogis in Buddha’s time.

8. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Nidāna Sutta (DN 15): “..Viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpan’ti iti kho panetaṁ vuttaṁ, tadānanda, imināpetaṁ pariyāyena veditabbaṁ, yathā viññāṇapaccayā nāmarūpaṁ. Viññāṇañca hi, ānanda, mātukucchismiṁ na okkamissatha, api nu kho nāmarūpaṁ mātukucchismiṁ samuccissathā”ti? “No hetaṁ, bhante.” “Viññāṇañca hi, ānanda, mātukucchismiṁ okkamitvā vokkamissatha, api nu kho nāmarūpaṁ itthattāya abhinibbattissathā”ti? “No hetaṁ, bhante.”

Translated: “..With consciousness as a condition, there is mentality-materiality (nāmarūpa). How that is so, Ānanda, should be understood in this way: If viññāṇa were not to descend into the mother’s womb, would mentality-materiality (nāma rūpa) take shape in the womb?” “Certainly not, venerable sir.” “If, the descended viññāṇa were to depart, would mentality-materiality be generated into this present state of being?” “Certainly not, venerable sir.”

▪Here, it is clear that by “a viññāṇa descending to the womb,” the Buddha meant the descent of the manomaya kāya (gandhabba), not the paṭisandhi citta. A paṭisandhi viññāṇa cannot come out (depart) of the womb! In #7 below, we will present evidence that the other four khandhas always accompany viññāṇa. That includes the rūpakkhandha (and a gandhabba has all five khandhā).

▪That is clear from the verse at marker 21.6, which says that “viññāṇa” has determined the sex of the baby (“kumārakassa vā kumārikāya vā” or “boy or girl.”) As pointed out in #12 below, a paṭisandhi viññāṇa(or any kamma viññāṇa) cannot exist without a rūpa (i.e., at least a suddhaṭṭhaka.) In this case, the bhāva dasaka (which indicates the sex of the child) also “descends to the womb” together with hadaya vatthu and pasāda rūpa in the gandhabba.

▪The Pāli word “Okkanti” is often mistranslated as “rebirth.” But it means the “descend” of an already formed manomaya kāya (gandhabba). Rebirth happens (and a gandhabba is born) within a thought moment, at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment; see, “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

More Details from Suttā

9. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Kutūhalasālā Sutta (SN 44.9),” Vacca asked the Buddha, “..Yasmiñca pana, bho gotama, samaye imañca kāyaṁ nikkhipati, satto ca aññataraṁ kāyaṁ anupapanno hoti, imassa pana bhavaṁ gotamo kiṁ upādānasmiṁ paññāpetī”ti? OR “..and, Master Gotama, when a being has given up this body but has not yet been reborn in another body, what food does it consume?”

▪The Buddha answered, “..Yasmiṁ kho, vaccha, samaye imañca kāyaṁ nikkhipati, satto ca aññataraṁ kāyaṁ anupapanno hoti, tamahaṁ taṇhūpādānaṁ vadāmi.” OR “..When, Vaccha, a being has given up this body but has not yet been reborn in another body, I declare that it uses craving as food.”

▪Thus when a gandhabba leaves one physical and is not yet reborn in another body, its life is sustained by taṇhā (craving). That is similar to a rūpi Brahma using pīti (mental happiness) as food. Both gandhabbā and rūpi Brahmā have subtle bodies (smaller than an atom in modern science; only a few suddhaṭṭhaka). However, some gandhabbā can inhale odors for food and become relatively denser.

10. In the WebLink: suttacentral: Saṅgiti Sutta (DN 33), it is described how a gandhabba can enter a womb in four ways: “..Catasso gabbhāvakkantiyo. Idhāvuso, ekacco asampajāno mātukucchiṁ okkamati, asampajāno mātukucchismiṁ ṭhāti, asampajāno mātukucchimhā nikkhamati, ayaṁ paṭhamā gabbhāvakkanti. Puna caparaṁ, āvuso, idhekacco sampajāno mātukucchiṁ okkamati, asampajāno mātukucchismiṁ ṭhāti, asampajāno mātukucchimhā nikkhamati, ayaṁ dutiyā gabbhāvakkanti. Puna caparaṁ, āvuso, idhekacco sampajāno mātukucchiṁ okkamati, sampajāno mātukucchismiṁ ṭhāti, asampajāno mātukucchimhā nikkhamati, ayaṁ tatiyā gabbhāvakkanti. Puna caparaṁ, āvuso, idhekacco sampajāno mātukucchiṁ okkamati, sampajāno mātukucchismiṁ ṭhāti, sampajāno mātukucchimhā nikkhamati, ayaṁ catutthā gabbhāvakkanti.”

Translation: “..Four ways of entering the womb. Herein, bhikkhus, one unknowingly descends into the mother’s womb, abides there unknowing, and departs thence unknowing. That is the first class of conception. Another descends deliberately but abides and departs unknowingly. Another descends and abides deliberately but departs unknowingly. Lastly, another descends, abides, and departs knowingly.”

▪That is okkanti (descending of the gandhabba) into the womb (gabba), as described in the Mahā Taṇhāsaṅkhaya Sutta discussed above.

▪Almost the same description is in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sampasādanīya Sutta (DN 28).” Another relevant sutta is “WebLink: suttacentral: Titthāyatana Sutta (AN 3.61).”

11. It is a Bodhisattva in the last birth that, “.. descends, abides and departs the womb knowingly”, the fourth way of entering a womb, mentioned above.

▪In the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāpadāna Sutta (DN 14): “..Atha kho, bhikkhave, vipassī bodhisatto tusitā kāyā cavitvā sato sampajāno mātukucchiṁ okkami. Ayamettha dhammatā.”

▪Translated: “…Now Vipassī bodhisattva, bhikkhus, left the Tusita realm and descended into his mother’s womb mindful and knowingly. That is the rule.”

▪At the cuti-paṭisandhi moment in the Tusita realm, the deva died, and a human gandhabba was born, who entered the mother’s womb on Earth.

▪This sutta describes in detail the last seven Buddhas including Buddha Gotama, who have appeared in our cakkāvāta within the past 31 mahā kappa (great eons). English translation of the Sutta at Sutta Central provides a helpful summary in a table WebLink: suttacentral: English translation of the Sutta at Sutta Central.

▪However, in this sutta, gabbhāvakkantiyo and okkami are mistranslated at Sutta Central.

Paṭisandhi Viññāṇa Same as Gandhabba

12. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Bīja Sutta (SN 22.54),” it is clear that viññāṇa cannot exist or “travel” without the other four aggregates, including the rūpakkhandha: “..Yo, bhikkhave, evaṁ vadeyya: ‘ahamaññatra rūpā aññatra vedanāya aññatra saññāya aññatra saṅkhārehi viññāṇassa āgatiṁ vā gatiṁ vā cutiṁ vā upapattiṁ vā vuddhiṁ vā virūḷhiṁ vā vepullaṁ vā paññāpessāmī’ti, netaṁ ṭhānaṁ vijjati.”

“Bhikkhus, I say that it is impossible for viññāṇa to exist, to grow, and to move at rebirth in the absence of form, feeling, perception, and saṅkhāra..”

▪Therefore, descending of a paṭisandhi viññāṇa to a womb MUST be accompanied by all five khandhas, which is the kammaja kāya of the gandhabba. Viññāṇa can never exist without a rūpa; even the Brahmā in arūpa realms have hadaya vatthu, a suddhaṭṭhaka made of cattāro mahā bhūta.

▪Another specific reference is “WebLink: suttacentral: Gatikathā (KN Ps 1.6)” of the Paṭisambhidāmagga, which states, “Paṭisandhikkhaṇe pañcakkhandhā sahajātapaccayā honti,..” or “At the moment of Paṭisandhi all five aggregates (pañcakkhandhā) arise together (sahajāta)..” There is a detailed description of paṭisandhi in that link from markers 4.1 through 4.9.

Antarāparinibbayi State and Gandhabba

13. The first seven saṁyojana include kāma rāga, rūpa rāga, and arūpa rāga. In the absence of the first three saṁyojana, one cannot be reborn in any of the 31 realms in the kāma, rūpa, and arūpa loka. For a discussion on saṁyojana, see “Dasa Saṁyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process.”

▪When a person dies, the gandhabba comes out of the dead body. If that person had removed the first seven saṁyojana by the time he died, that gandhabba could not grasp a bhava in any of the 31 realms.

▪However, since the last three saṁyojana of māna, uddhacca, and avijjā are still there, that person will not be able to attain Parinibbāna either. In other words, gandhabba cannot die either.

▪Then “that person” will remain in the gandhabba state until his kammic energy for the human bhava runs out. That is called the “Anatarāpainibbiyāni” state.

▪That is discussed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Saṁyojana Sutta (AN 4:131): “..Katamassa, bhikkhave, puggalassa orambhāgiyāni saṁyojanāni pahīnāni, upapattipaṭilābhiyāni saṁyojanāni pahīnāni, bhavapaṭilābhiyāni saṁyojanāni appahīnāni? Antarāparinibbāyissa.”

▪The first five saṁyojanā are called orambhāgiyā saṁyojanā. Rūpa rāga and arūpa rāga are collectively called upapattipaṭilābhiyā saṁyojanā, and māna, uddhacca, avijjā are collectively called bhavapaṭilābhiyā saṁyojana.

Gandhabbakāyika Devās

14. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Suddhika Sutta (SN 31.1)” and several more subsequent suttās ending with “WebLink: suttacentral: Sāragandhādidānūpakārasuttanavutika (SN 31.23-112)” the Buddha described the existence of a group of Devās called “gandhabbakāyika Devās.” They are separate from human gandhabbās  and belong to the lowest Deva realm, the Cātummahārājika Deva realm.

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Sakkapañha Sutta (DN 21)” refers to a discussion between the Buddha and one of those gandhabbakāyika Devās named Pañcasikha.

There are many posts on the human gandhabba: “Mental Body – Gandhabba,” “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma,” and “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”
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Title pronunciation:

WebLink: Listen to Pronunciation: Antarabhava and Gandhabba

What Is Antarābhava?

1. There are many misinterpretations about the term “antarābhava.” Just two to three hundred years after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha, Mahayanists started saying that there is an antarābhava, because they thought gandhabba belonged to an antarābhava.

▪At the Third Buddhist Council, Moggaliputta Tissa Thero proved the non-existence of an antarābhava in a debate with the Mahāyānists. That correct interpretation is in the Kathavatthu of the Tipiṭaka.

2. Antarābhava (“antara” + “bhava,” where antara is “in-between”) means in between bhava or existences. For example, when a living being in the human bhava exhausts its kammic energy for that human existence, it grasps a new existence (bhava) at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. Suppose the next existence or bhava is existence as a deer, for this example.

▪The transition from a human to deer existence happens in a billionth of a second from the cuti citta (dying moment in the human bhava) to the paṭisandhi citta (first thought-moment in existence as a deer).

▪Therefore, indeed there is no antarābhava. The time-lapse from the cuti citta to the paṭisandhi citta is negligibly small; see, “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.” That was the point made by Moggaliputta Tissa Thero at the Third Buddhist Council: there is no “antarābhava” between the “human bhava” and the “deer bhava” in the above example.

▪Gandhabba is in the same “human bhava” until the human bhava’s kammic energy runs out (which could be many hundreds of years, compared to about 100 years of a lifetime for a human). In between successive human births within that human bhava, it is the gandhabba that lives in “para loka”; see, “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Paraloka).”

Bhava and Jāti Are Two Different Concepts

3. The critical point is that bhava and jāti are two different things. That is why in Paṭicca Samuppāda, there is a step, “bhava paccayā jāti.” There can be many “jāti” or births as a human within a single human bhava; see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪Living beings in human and animal realms are not born with fully-formed physical bodies. In all other 29 realms, beings are born with fully-formed bodies called opapātika or instantaneous births. Thus a deva or Brahma is born with fully-formed bodies.

▪That means a deva or Brahma will have the same body during that bhava, even though that body will change. For them, there are only ONE jāti within that bhava.

Humans (and Animals) Have Many Jāti Within That Bhava

4. In our example above, a human could have kammic energy supporting human existence (bhava) for thousands of years. However, a physical human body can last only for about 100 years.

▪The kammic energy of a human bhava is not in the physical body (karaja kāya) but is in the “mental body” or the manomaya kāya of the gandhabba. There is a whole section on the gandhabba at this site; see “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”

▪As explained in the post, “Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba) and the Physical Body,” a gandhabba will inherit “many physical bodies” during a given human existence.

▪As discussed in the post, “Ghost in the Machine – Synonym for the Manomaya Kāya?,” the physical body is inert, and it is the gandhabba that “gives life” to that inert body.

Āyukkhaya Maraṇa and Kammakkhaya Maraṇa

5. That is why the physical body’s death does not necessarily imply a cuti citta, i.e., one may be NOT released from the human bhava. One will lose the human bhava only if it is a “kammakkhaya maraṇa” or death where the kammic energy is exhausted (“maraṇa” in Pail or Sinhala is for death).

▪But most human deaths are “āyukkhaya maraṇa,” i.e., the end of life for the physical body (here “āyu” means the lifetime of a physical body.) More kammic energy for the human bhava left. There is no cuti citta at that time. In that case, there is no change in the gandhabba at the moment of death of the physical body.

▪That gandhabba would come out of the dead body and wait for another womb.

▪A housefly lives for about a week or so. But the “fly bhava” may last for thousands and millions of years. When a fly dies, a “fly gandhabba” comes out of that dead body. It will get into an egg laid by another fly and soon be born a fly. That process will repeat an uncountable number of times during that “fly bhava” (or the existence as a fly.)

6. Thus, if it is a “āyukkhaya maraṇa,” the gandhabba comes out of that dead body and waits for another womb. It is improbable that a matching womb will appear precisely at the death of a human physical body. In most cases, the gandhabba has to wait months and more likely years before a matching womb becomes available (gati of the gandhabba have to match the gati of the parents).

▪Most deaths due to accidents are not due to “kammakkhaya maraṇa,” i.e., just the physical body dies. The human in question will be reborn with a new human body at a later time. That is why many rebirths accounts describe death in a previous life due to an accident, murder, etc.

▪Of course, one could die with āyukkhaya maraṇa even at old age.

Mahāyāna Concept of Antarābhava

7. The reason that the Mahāyānists say that there is an antarābhava is that they believe that the gandhabba is not human and is an “in-between state.”

▪The irony is that many current Therāvadins even refuse to believe the EXISTENCE of a gandhabba simply because they do not want to be seen as taking the side of the Mahāyānists. Those Tharāvadins believe that when a human dies — with kammic energy left in the human bhava — the second human fetus starts INSTANTANEOUSLY in a womb. In other words, the previous human dies at the cuti moment, and a billionth of a second later appears as a new baby in a human womb (paṭisandhi).

▪However, that approach leads to many inconsistencies: (i) Such precise timing is an impossibility. (ii) The step “bhava paccayā jāti” in Paṭicca Samuppāda does not make sense: Is that new human birth a new bhava?. (iii) Paṭisandhi or grasping a new bhava happens within a thought-moment. However, the birth of a human body occurs via a series of steps described in #8 below. (iv) As discussed in #9 – #11 below, rebirth accounts are also not compatible with rebirth occurring in the womb. (v) There is more evidence from the Tipiṭaka, as discussed in #12, #13 below.

A Physical Human Body Versus Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba)

8. According to the Tipiṭaka, a full-pledged human appears via a series of steps: “jāti, sañjāti, okkanti, abhinibbatti, khandhānaṁ pātubhāvo, āyatānānaṁ pāṭilābho. See, “WebLink: suttacentral: Vibhaṅga Sutta (SN 12.2)” and “Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba) and the Physical Body.”

▪Here, jāti is the paṭisandhi moment, when the kammaja kāya for the new bhava appears in a thought-moment. Moments later, that kammaja kāya is augmented by the cittaja kāya and a utuja kāya, and a manomaya kāya (gandhabba) results. That is the sañjāti moment. This gandhabba comes out of the dead body in the previous life (bhava).

▪When that gandhabba goes into a suitable womb, that is the okkanti moment. In many suttā, that is described as “viññāṇa of a boy or a girl descending into a womb.” Note that by the time descending into a womb, the sex is already determined. It is a human gandhabba that comes into a womb.

▪There is no place in the Tipiṭaka that says paṭisandhi happens in a womb. Rather it says, “…gandhabba okkanti hoti.” 

9. Many rebirth account features are consistent with that correct interpretation where the manomaya kāya (gandhabba) inherits many successive (but time separated) physical bodies.

▪There is always a “time gap” between successive human births (jāti). They are always separated by several years or at least a few years. In between those successive lives, that lifestream survives as a gandhabba. The Buddha told Vacchagotta that the gandhabba survives that intervening time by using taṇhā as āhāra. Some gandhabbā can “inhale” aroma from plants, too.

▪We all know that human existence is difficult to get; see “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.” If each human birth is a “brand new human existence or bhava,” that would be inconsistent since human existence is a rare event.

Human Births Within the Human Bhava

10. Then another question may arise, “Why do people look different in successive rebirths?” The physical body in each human life (within the same human bhava) arises from the parents’ contributions to that life.

▪Even though the gandhabba brings in gati (habits), āsava (cravings), kilesa (mental impurities), etc., from the previous life, the physical body for the new life has significant contributions from the parents. The DNA of the physical bodies of two successive lives will be very different due to this reason. For details, see “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

Gandhabba’s Gati Will Change With Time

11. Furthermore, even the mental body of the gandhabba WILL change in the next life. Thus gati (habits), āsava (cravings), kilesa (mental impurities), etc., will also change as one grows up in a new environment under a different set of influences.

▪For example, one could have lived a moral life in the previous birth but may be born into a family of drug addicts due to a bad kamma vipāka. In that case, the new life could drastically change to an immoral life.

▪However, in most cases, the successive lives are not drastically different unless one makes drastic changes. If one could attain the Sotāpanna stage, then one will not be born into an immoral family. If one reaches the Anāgāmī stage of Nibbāna, one will never be born a human and born in the Brahma realm.

▪On the other hand, even if one is born in a moral family but under the influence of bad friends becomes a drug addict and commits crimes, one is likely to be born into an immoral family in the next birth. If one commits a ānantariya pāpa kammā (say by killing a parent), then one will be born in the apāyā at death, even if there is more kammic energy left in the human bhava.

More Evidence From Tipiṭaka

12. Now, let us discuss more evidence from the Tipiṭaka. During the night of his Enlightenment, the Buddha (or more accurately the ascetic Siddhartha) first attained the “pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa,” before attaining the “cutupapāda ñāṇa” and finally the “āsavakkhaya ñāṇa.” It is the āsavakkhaya ñāṇa that led to the Buddhahood; see, “The Way to Nibbāna – Removal of Āsavā.”

▪The first two pieces of knowledge (ñāṇa; pronounced “gnana”;) can be attained even with anariya jhānā (with limited capabilities). Both those deal with the ability to look back at previous lives. But with the first one, pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa, one could only look at the previous human births.

▪Here, “pubbe” means “previous,” “nivasa” means “house,” and “anussati” means “recall,” i.e., the knowledge to recall successive residences of a given gandhabba. In a given human bhava, a gandhabba could have many different “houses,” i.e., physical bodies. Thus with this ñāṇa, one could look at human births in the past, in multiple human bhava going back to very long times, depending on the yogi’s capability.

▪The second one, cutupapāda ñāṇa, extends the capability to see all previous rebirths in any realm. Here cutupapāda (cuti means the end of a bhava and upapāda means birth) refers to all types of rebirths in various realms (niraya, animal, deva, etc.) in the past.

Connection to Pubbe Nivāsānussati Ñāṇa

13. Furthermore, the Buddha described how he saw human gandhabbā moving from one physical body to the next (in a single human bhava) with the pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa. He explained that with the following simile: If one is in an upper level of a multi-story building (yes, there were multi-storied buildings at the time of the Buddha) located at a busy junction, one could see people meandering in the streets below.

▪Some people stay on the street, sometimes sitting in a bench or standing by the road, etc.; this is analogous to gandhabbā just waiting for a physical body (i.e., a womb).

▪Sometimes, a person enters a house and stays there for a long time; this is comparable to a gandhabba in a physical body for a long time, i.e., until old age.

▪Other times, a person may enter a house and come out after a few hours. That is comparable to death at a young age.

▪Also, a person could enter a house and immediately come out. That corresponds to abortion or an unsuccessful pregnancy.

14. Thus, the pubbe nivāsānussati ñāṇa is limited to looking at past human lives. That is an excellent example that the Buddha clearly stated the concept of the gandhabba. The cutupapāda ñāṇa extends the capability to see all previous rebirths in any realm.

▪In the Tirokudda Sutta, the gandhabba is called a “tirokudda”; see, “Hidden World of the Gandhabba: Netherworld (Paraloka).”

Change of Bhava

15. If a human dies at the end of the kammic energy for the human bhava, then the cuti-paṭisandhi transition happens at the death moment. In the specific example of a human to deer transition, now a “deer gandhabba” comes out of that dead body and has to wait for a matching “deer womb” to become available.

▪However, if the human was to become a deva, then a fully formed deva will appear instantaneously in a deva realm, the moment the human dies in a kammakkhaya maraṇa. A gandhabba is involved only in human and animal realms; see, “Gandhabba – Only in Human and Animal Realms.”

Connection to Astral Travel

16. Another interesting piece of information is how the Buddha (and others with iddhi powers [bala]) traveled to deva or Brahma loka with the manomaya kāya (the same as gandhabba.) Here, the physical body is left behind. Yet, the physical body does not die, and is kept alive by the rūpa jivitindriya (kammic energy.) Upon returning, the gandhabba can re-enter the physical body.

▪Those who attain the fourth jhāna can develop iddhi powers to be able to separate the manomaya kāya from the physical body and travel far with that manomaya kāya. The Buddha stated that just as a sword comes out of its sheath, those with iddhi powers can pull the manomaya kāya out of the physical body. There are many suttā in the Dīgha Nikāya with that exact statement.

▪That manomaya kāya can then go to distant places within very short times (this is what is called “astral travel” in the present day; see the Wikipedia article, “WebLink: Wiki: Astral projection.” A gandhabba is the same as an “astral body.”

▪In many suttā, it is stated that the Buddha visited deva or Brahma lokā “within the time that takes a bent arm to be straightened.”

▪Some yogis with iddhi powers can travel with the physical body. Of course, the Buddha did that too. That involves a different mechanism that is not relevant to this discussion.

17. If you have any other questions or unresolved issues about this discussion, please send me a comment (lal@puredhamma.net) or post at the discussion forum. I can add to the post to address such questions.
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1. Ānantarika or ānantariya comes from “na” + “an” + “antara.” That rhymes like “ānantara.” There are many words like this, the meanings of which remain unclear to many. Pāli is a phonetic language where some meanings can never be found grammatically.

▪Anatta is the negation of “atta” or having refuge/having substance: “na” + “atta” (which rhymes as “anatta”): there is no substance/does not hold any ultimate truth; see, “Anatta – the Opposite of Which Atta?.”

▪The word Anāgāmī comes from “na” + “āgāmī” or “not coming back”: “na” + “āgāmī” rhymes as “anāgāmī.” It means “not coming back to the kāma loka.” He/she will attain Nibbāna from those Brahma realms.

▪Words like this cannot be analyzed grammatically. This is why current Pāli experts incorrectly interpret such words (and cannot interpret many keywords).

▪By the way, anantara means the opposite of ānantara; see, “Anantara and Samanantara Paccaya.”

2. Going back to the word “ānantarika”: “An” means food or, in this case, the kamma seed; “antara” means in storage, waiting to bear fruit. Thus, anantara (“an” + “antara”) means a kamma seed waiting to germinate. Now, “na” means “not.” Therefore, if a kamma can bring vipāka right away, it is “na + anantara” which rhymes like “ānantara.” Therefore, ānantarika means “not stored away to come back when conditions are right”, i.e.,  it will bring vipāka “right away.”

▪When one does a kamma that is NOT ānantarika, its kammic energy is “stored away” at “antara” and can bring suitable kamma vipāka, when suitable CONDITIONS appear. Some kamma vipāka may not be realized for many lives simply because suitable conditions had not appeared.

▪However, an ānantarika kamma vipāka SHOULD override any existing other kamma vipāka. Our life experiences (citta vīthi) ALWAYS start with a kamma vipāka (see, “How Are Paṭicca Samuppāda Cycles Initiated?”). Therefore, an ānantarika kamma vipāka SHOULD BE enforced right after the kamma is done, even before any other pavutti kamma vipāka (like a seeing, hearing event) is initiated, i.e., instantaneously. There should be no need for a delay until the death of the human. [pavutti : happening, proceeding, fate, event]

3. However, an ānantarika kamma will bring vipāka “right away” ONLY in realms other than the human realm (ānantarika kamma are irrelevant in the animal realm). To see why that is, let us first look at what types of kamma belong to ānantarika kamma.

▪The BAD ānantarika kamma are five: killing one’s mother, killing one’s father, killing an Arahant, shedding the blood of a Buddha, and creating Saṅgha bheda. These are listed towards the end of the following link in the Tipiṭaka: WEBLINK: suttacentral: Ñāṇakathā [bheda : [m.] breach; disunion; dissension.]

▪Then, there are several GOOD ānantarika kamma: magga phala (stages of Nibbāna) and attainment of (Ariya or anariya) jhānā.

▪Any of these, by definition, should lead to their vipāka immediately, meaning upon the death of the physical body. Most “regular kamma” bring their vipāka at an undermined time in the future. 

4. All of the five ānantarika kamma is done by humans. Therefore, we must look at the good ānantarika kamma to see how they work in other realms.

▪For example, if a deva attains the Anāgāmī stage, that deva will instantaneously be born in a rūpāvacara Brahma realm. [deva : (lit: the Radiant Ones; related to Lat. deus) : heavenly beings, deities, celestials, are beings who live in happy worlds, and who, as a rule, are invisible to the human eye. They are subject, however, just like all human and other beings, to ever-repeated rebirth, old age and death, and thus are not freed from the cycle of existence and from misery.]

▪If a rūpāvacara Brahma attains the Arahant stage, that Brahma will instantaneously attain Parinibbāna, i.e., will cease to exist in the 31 realms.

▪In both those cases, the true meaning of the term ānantarika kamma will be enforced, i.e., the vipāka will take place without delay, instantaneously.

5. In the human realm, the enforcement of an ānantarika kamma will be DELAYED due to the following reason.

▪The primary “body” that is directly subjected to ānantarika kamma vipāka is the kammaja kāya, the “primary body” created by kamma for that bhava at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. All living beings are born with a “mental body” (called “trija kāya” or three bodies) consisting of the kammaja kāya, cittaja kāya, and utuja kāya.

▪Brahmā only have a subtle trija kāya consisting of a few suddhaṭṭhaka. Even though devas in the six deva realms have a fourth and denser “physical body” or a “karaja kāya,” that is still fine/subtle. Thus, the trija kāya (specifically the kammaja kāya) of a deva is not shielded sufficiently and any ānantarika kamma vipāka will take place without delay.

▪This trija kāya in human and animal realms is given a unique name “gandhabba.” It is well-shielded by the dense physical body. Thus, even an ānantarika kamma can not bring vipāka until the death of the physical body.

6. The trija kāya or the gandhabba of a human is shielded by the “dense human physical body.” Therefore, the instantaneous enforcement of the ānantarika kamma vipāka on the kammaja kāya cannot take place. It will have to wait until the death of the physical body.

▪When the physical body of a human dies, the trija kāya (which is given the special name gandhabba) comes out and is no longer shielded by the physical body. At that time, the ānantarika kamma vipāka will be enforced instantaneously. 

▪This is why the term ānantarika kamma vipāka does not apply to a human in the true sense of ānantarika (no delay).

▪Therefore, the working of ānantarika kamma vipāka cannot be explained without the concept of gandhabba.

7. Now, we can explain many applications of the ānantarika kamma vipāka for humans.

▪On the “bad side”, for example, one can kill a parent or cause Saṅgha bheda and can live a full life. However, at the death of the physical body, one would be instantaneously born in the apāyā (even if there is more kammic energy for the current human bhava left).

▪On the “good side”, one attaining a jhāna will be born in the appropriate Brahma realm only after death. One attaining the Anāgāmī stage will be born in the appropriate Brahma realm only after death, and one attaining the Arahant stage would undergo Parinibbāna (i.e., cease to exist in the 31 realms and immediately get to Nibbāna) only at death.

8. Now, another question may come up regarding the following situation: an Arahant’s or an Anāgāmī’s gandhabba may have to come out of the physical body when performing a supernormal action (abhiññā). Wouldn’t that gandhabba undergo instantaneous transformation at that time?

▪The answer is no. The reason is that the gandhabba is still firmly connected to the living physical body (that is they can re-enter that body at any time). It is as if the gandhabba is still protected by the physical body; the shielding is still active.

▪This explanation also holds in the cases of astral projection and out-of-body experiences (OBE); see, “Manomaya Kāya and Out-of-Body Experience (OBE).” In the case of astral projection or astral travel, it is said that the astral body is kept “attached” to the physical body by “silver cord.”

9. Now, we can address another related issue. There seem to be two issues that may be difficult to grasp.

▪ A LIVING Arahant is subjected to kamma vipāka DURING his/her life.

▪No kamma vipāka will come to an Arahant AFTER his/her death.

10. As we discussed above, a human Arahant will not attain Parinibbāna at the moment of attaining Arahanthood, because of the presence of the human physical body. Thus, a human Arahant has to wait until the death of the physical body to attain Parinibbāna.

▪Now, attaining a magga phala does NOT mean the removal of kammic energies for the previous kamma (see below). Therefore, those kamma vipāka will still be effective for the Arahant until death.

▪This is why even the Buddha had to suffer from an injury to his toe, had back problems, and also had pains after the last meal.

11. There could be many more kamma vipāka left for an Arahant at the time of death. However, at death, the gandhabba comes out of the dead body and will instantaneously disappear from the 31 realms of this world, i.e., attain Parinibbāna.

▪Therefore, any remaining kamma vipāka will NEVER be able to materialize. They are said to have become “ahosi kamma,” or “ineffective kamma.”

▪So, now we have answers to the two questions raised in #9 above.

12. However, some kamma vipāka other than an ānantarika kamma vipāka will be overcome by attaining a magga phala (at least the Sotāpanna stage), i.e., some kamma vipāka will become ahosi kamma. Of course, all kamma vipāka will become ahosi kamma at Parinibbāna.

▪Let us discuss how some kamma vipāka can become ahosi kamma upon attaining stages of magga phala.

▪To do that, we need first to discuss what happens at the Arahant stage.

13. One attains the final stage of Nibbāna (Arahanthood), not by removing or exhausting all kamma vipāka from the past.

▪One attains Arahanthood by cultivating one’s paññā (wisdom) to the level where one truly understands the real nature of this world. At that point, one’s mind will not be tempted by ANY desire (taṇhā) to be born ANYWHERE in the 31 realms. That is a CRITICAL POINT to understand.

▪Now when the gandhabba comes out of the dead body of an Arahant, it immediately undergoes the cuti (separation from the human bhava), due to the ānantarika kamma vipāka associated with the Arahant phala.

▪But now, that lifestream CANNOT grasp new bhava (paṭisandhi) anywhere in the 31 realms since there is no “upādāna” in the step of “upādāna paccayā bhava” in the Paṭicca Samuppāda process. This is because there is no taṇhā left for any existence in the 31 realms and thus “taṇhā paccayā upādāna” step will not happen.

14. Therefore, even though there are many good and bad kamma vipāka may be associated with that Arahant, all those will have become “ahosi kamma” (are not able to bring out vipāka), simply because one has lost ALL cravings (taṇhā).

▪This is why Aṅgulimāla became free of the apāyā, even though he killed 999 people. That was not an ānantarika kamma. Only those kamma listed in #3 above are ānantarika kamma.

15. However, in the case of the death of an Anāgāmī, the gandhabba comes out and undergoes cuti, but can grasp a bhava in the rūpāvacara Brahma realms reserved for the Anāgāmīs. Therefore, a cuti-paṭisandhi transition takes place leading to the rebirth in such a realm.

▪But an Anāgāmī’s mind would not grasp a bhava anywhere in the kāmāvacara realms since he/she has lost all “upādāna” (tied to cravings via taṇhā) for such realms. Therefore, any previous kamma vipāka that could have led to a rebirth in the lower realms will have become ahosi kamma.

16. Similarly, a Sotāpanna’s mind would not grasp a bhava in the apāyā. Any “apāyagāmī kamma” he/she had done have now become “ahosi kamma.” If one has “apāyagāmī kamma vipāka” waiting to bear fruit (as almost all normal humans do), attaining the Sotāpanna stage will OVERRIDE those kamma vipāka.

▪To put it in another way: at the dying moment, a Sotāpanna WILL NOT grasp (upādāna) birth in the apāyā. His/her mindset has PERMANENTLY changed. Therefore, such kamma vipāka will NEVER materialize even in future lives for a Sotāpanna.

▪His/her diṭṭhi anusaya and diṭṭhāsava have been permanently removed, and the three samyojanā that binds one to the apāyā have been cut off; these terms describe the Sotāpanna attainment in different ways; see below.

17. Even though one who attained an anariya jhāna would grasp a bhava in the appropriate Brahma realm, that is just for that particular cuti-paṭisandhi transition.

▪Since he/she had not attained a magga phala (and thus has not “seen” the futility/danger of “apāyagāmī actions”), a birth in the apāyā can happen in the future.

▪One with an anariya jhāna has only SUPPRESSED cravings for kāma loka. Still, such cravings remain as anusaya: One has not removed avijjā to the level of truly realizing the dangers of kāma rāga, by comprehending Tilakkhaṇa. Thus, kāma rāga anusaya remains together with kāmāsava, and one has not broken through the kāma rāga samyojanā. These terms are explained in, “Gathi (Gati), Anusaya, and Āsava” and “Dasa Samyojana – Bonds in Rebirth Process.”

18. Therefore, ultimately it is the true understanding of Tilakkhaṇa at various levels that lead to various magga phala.

▪However, understanding of Tilakkhaṇa is possible only for one who has cultivated the mundane eightfold path, via discarding ALL 10 types of micchā diṭṭhi. [See the 10 types of micchā diṭṭhi at Mahā Chattārisaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty), Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage, Ten Immoral Actions (Dasa Akusala), and Three Kinds of Diṭṭhi, Eightfold Paths, and Samadhi] [WebLink: suttacentral: 62 views at WebLink: suttacentral: Brahmajala Sutta]

▪To put it another way, attaining magga phala at various stages is associated with getting rid of dasa akusala at various levels.

▪Micchā diṭṭhi is the worst of the dasa akusala, and at the root of micchā diṭṭhi are the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi. The second level of micchā diṭṭhi is removed with the comprehension of Tilakkhaṇa (that is when one starts on the Noble Eightfold Path).

▪All wrong views (diṭṭhi) are removed when one attains Arahanthood. When all wrong views are removed, all other nine akusala are prevented. However, abstaining from other dasa akusala is necessary to remove wrong views, which are all interconnected.

▪I keep repeating this, but I am unsure how many pay attention to these basic facts. Many people seem to waste time comprehending Tilakkhaṇa before getting rid of the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi.

Discussion at: “WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Ānantariya Kamma, Euthanasia and Assisted Suicides.”
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The evidence comes in three general types of accounts, as discussed below.

1. Many people have at least briefly experienced an “out-of-body experience” (OBE), where the mental body comes out of the physical body, and one sees one’s physical body from above.

▪In his book, “Travels,” the famous author of Jurassic Park, Michael Crichton (1988, p. 307), mentions his ability to “shift my awareness out of my body and move it around the bedroom.” He says, “..I didn’t think anything about it… I assumed that anybody could do it..”.

▪A similar account has been given by a woman recently who also thought that “everybody could do it”: WebLink: ABCNews: Woman Has ‘Out of Body’ Experiences Whenever She Wants. 

▪Robert Monroe (see #6 below) says the mental bodies of most of us come out and wander around even without us realizing it. Sometimes, we are in a dream state (we believe,) then feel a “sudden fall” and wake up. He says this “dream state” is the mental body wandering around, and we feel the “sudden fall” when the mental body re-enters the physical body.

▪So it is incorrect to assume that a gandhabba or the mental body is a “ghost.” In a sense, it is a better representation of us than our physical bodies that are discarded after about 100 years, because they may live for thousands of years until the kammic energy for this human bhava is exhausted.

2. There are other — more dramatic — reported cases of OBE, some of which involve “near-death experiences” (NDE), where the person was presumed dead but revived later on. During that time, the mental body usually “went through a tunnel” to another dimension but returned to re-enter the body. See “Near-Death Experiences (NDE): Brain Is Not the Mind.”

▪Of course, there are many books written on OBE and NDE. “Consciousness Beyond Life”, by Pim van Lommel (2010) gives detailed accounts of case studies of OBE and NDE experienced by people undergoing heart operations, some of whom were declared dead but returned to life.

▪A third category involves the rebirth accounts of children, who were killed in an accident in their previous life. They can recall that incident from their previous life, where the mental body came out of a physical body and they watched the accident scene from above. They have provided accurate accounts of that scene. I will discuss one such account at the end of the post.

3. The experiences described in the accounts below need to be evaluated with the following nuances (subtle aspects) in mind. Once the mental body comes out, it can be an exhilarating experience to be free of the heavy physical body. So, most people describe it as a “liberating experience.”

▪However, without the physical body, one cannot enjoy smells (in many cases), food tastes, and bodily pleasures. Thus, if one lived without a physical body for a long-time, one could become frustrated and suffer. This is the status of a gandhabba in between two consecutive human births.

▪Therefore, even though it could be a “liberating experience” to come out from the shackles of the physical body for a short time as in OBE and NDE, it may not be that pleasant to stay in that state if one has not given up the desire for sensual pleasures since one cannot “enjoy” sensory pleasures without a physical body.

4. The other point to remember is that many experiences (especially those from the Western world) are from people with other religious backgrounds. In a way, this is good because we can get an unbiased opinion. But, unfortunately, they have a different bias due to their own religious beliefs. For example, many say they visited heaven, which could be a “good locality” of the gandhabbā.

▪Remember that the gandhabba world is not just “one place,” even though physical locations cannot be assigned. It is much better to say that “good gandhabbā” with higher moral values hang out together (such localities may be referred to as “heaven”), and “bad gandhabbā” segregate away from those. And there can be wide varieties in between.

▪It is similar to the case of people with similar gati hanging together.

▪So, it can be thought of as many “gandhabbā worlds” in the nether world or para loka.

▪Some of the gandhabbā have very fine bodies, but others may have more dense bodies (still much less dense than ours). Some may “look” like humans, but some may have already started transforming into animal forms (due to the types of saṅkhāra they cultivate) and may look half human and half animal. It is a very complex world.

5. Robert Monroe has written several books about the OBE experiences of himself and others. Two of his books are: “Journeys Out of the Body: The Classic Work on Out-of-Body Experience” and “Far Journeys.”

▪Here is how he describes his first OBE experience (there are many other youtube videos on his accounts):

WebLink: Youtube: Robert Monroe explains his first OOBE
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Many abnormal” human and animal births reported worldwide could be due to gandhabba transformations from human to animal or vice versa.

1. Modern science and technology, especially the internet, is a handy resource to understand and confirm some concepts in Buddha Dhamma. We can now access rare events in remote places, that we would never have known without the internet.

▪I started thinking about this post when I received a youtube video of a “strange looking animal” sent to me by Mr. Tobias Große from Germany. Then I did a Google search and found many such “abnormal” human and animal births reported worldwide.

▪Such observations can be explained with the concept of gandhabba, an essential concept for describing life in the human and animal realms. I have two sub-sections on the website devoted to the critical concept of gandhabba: “Mental Body – Gandhabba” and “Gandhabba (Manomaya Kāya).”

▪Of course, gandhabba is NOT a Mahāyāna concept, see, “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka,” and without that, there will be many inconsistencies, including the observed fact that there are gaps of several years in between successive human rebirths; see, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

2. As discussed in those posts, human bhava (existence) could last thousands of years. Within that time, one could be born with a human body many times. When one is born with a human body and when that “physical body” dies, the “mental body” or the gandhabba state could have many hundreds of years of life left.

▪Thus, unless the kammic energy for that “human bhava” has been exhausted, the mental body (gandhabba) comes off the dead physical body unharmed. Since we cannot see that very fine body, it is said that the gandhabba lives in “para loka” (or “other world,” sometimes called nether world), compared to “this world” that we can see.

▪That gandhabba has to wait for a suitable womb to become available, and at that time it is pulled into that “matching womb.” This is why there is usually a gap of several years between successive rebirths per rebirth stories; see, “Evidence for Rebirth.”

3. During one’s lifetime, the kammaja kaya of the gandhabba changes, and sometimes those changes can be drastic. If one kills a parent, that kammaja kaya does not change instantly only because it is “enclosed” in the dense physical body.

▪But when the physical body dies, the gandhabba is automatically kicked out of that body, and instantly transforms into a kamma kaya suitable for a being in an apāya. Therefore, even if the original gandhabba had more kammic energy left for the human bhava, a cuti-paṭisandhi to a “hell being” will occur, and he/she will be instantly born in an apāya.

▪There are such ānantariya kamma that can instantly lead to births in rūpa and arūpa loka: If one had cultivated jhāna, then when the gandhabba comes out of the dead body, it will instantly undergo a cuti-paṭisandhi transition to a Brahma and will be born instantly in the corresponding Brahma realm.

4. Sometimes, a human gandhabba starts transforming another bhava while in the gandhabba state after coming out of a dead body. This happens especially for those who are engaged in highly immoral deeds.

▪For example, if one is cultivating “animal gati” (thinking and behaving like an animal), then the gandhabba will continue to generate such “animal saṅkhāra” after coming out of the dead body, and may gradually transform into an animal while in the gandhabba state. Then, if a matching animal womb becomes available, that half-human creature will be pulled into that womb.

▪Now, by “matching womb” what is meant is matching the mother’s mental state at that time. She could be a “good moral person,” but if, for some reason her mental state at that time became “abnormal,” then it could become a matching womb for that creature, who could be a half human, half animal.

▪Depending on how far that transformation had taken, that gandhabba could be pulled into a human or animal womb, i.e., be born to a human or animal mother. Here is the video sent to me by Mr. Tobias Große on an animal birth that looks partly human:

WebLink: gmx.net: Halb Mensch, halb Tier: Kuh sieht aus wie Fabelwesen

5. The following is another example of (both abnormal human and animal births) available as youtube videos (of course, in some cases “photoshop” may have been used; there are many on the internet, and I have picked one that appears to be genuine):

WebLink: Youtube: Half Animal Half Human Found In Real Life
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Two Eightfold Paths

1. There are two Eightfold Paths: mundane and Noble. See, “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty)..”

▪First, one starts on the mundane Eightfold Path by removing the ten types of micchā diṭṭhi or wrong views.

▪Only then one’s mind can see the “bigger picture,” and one could comprehend the Three Characteristics or Tilakkhaṇa (anicca, dukkha, anatta) of this world of 31 realms. When one starts comprehending Tilakkhaṇa, one starts on the Noble Eightfold Path.

▪Once one comprehends Tilakkhaṇa to some extent, one becomes a Sotāpanna. Subsequently, one can attain higher stages of Nibbāna.

2. Many people today have at least some of the 10 types of micchā diṭṭhi and believe that they are on the Noble Path. But it is clear from above that some may not even be on the mundane Path.

▪Just by saying to oneself that one believes in them, one cannot get rid of the 10 types of micchā diṭṭhi. One must be convinced of it, and that conviction comes by learning Dhamma, the true nature of this world. 

▪This post focuses on the para loka and gandhabba because many Theravadins incorrectly assume that gandhabba is a Mahāyāna concept.

The Ten Types of Micchā Diṭṭhi (Wrong Views)

3. The 10 types of micchā diṭṭhi are listed in many suttā, including the WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Cattarisaka Sutta (MN 117) and Pathama Niraya Sagga Sutta (WebLink: suttacentral: Aṅguttara Nikāya: AN 10.211): “Natthi dinnaṁ, natthi yiṭṭhaṁ, natthi hutaṁ, natthi sukatadukkaṭānaṁ kammānaṁ phalaṁ vipāko, natthi ayaṁ loko, natthi paro loko, natthi mātā, natthi pitā, natthi sattā opapātikā, natthi loke samaṇabrāhmaṇā sammaggatā sammāpaṭipannā ye imañca lokaṁ parañca lokaṁ sayaṁ abhiññā sacchikatvā pavedentī’ti.” Translated, the wrong views are:

▪Giving (dāna) has no merits

▪being grateful and responding in kind (for what others have done for oneself) has no merits

▪respecting and making offerings to those with higher virtues has no merits

▪We enjoy/suffer in this life not due to kamma vipāka, but they “just happen.”

▪this world does not exist

▪para loka or the world of gandhabba does not exist

▪there is no special person as a mother

▪no special person as a father

▪there are no opapātika (instantaneous) births

▪there are no Samana brahmana (basically Ariyā or yogis) with abhiññā powers who can see both this world (imanca lokam) and para loka (paranca lokam)

Micchā Diṭṭhi (Wrong Views) About the Gandhabba

4. I have highlighted three types of micchā diṭṭhi that are common. They are somewhat interrelated. But the one about the gandhabba is a common micchā diṭṭhi. Even those who believe themselves to be “devout Buddhists” seem to have that wrong view. They believe that the Buddha did not teach about gandhabba or the para loka.

▪There is WebLink: suttcentral: Tirokuṭṭa petavatthu in the Petavatthu in the Khuddaka Nikāya (KN). This has been translated to English (not very good), but one can get the idea: WebLink: accesstoinsight: Tirokudda Kanda: Hungry Shades Outside the Walls.

▪The following verse in “15. Mogharājamāṇavapucchāniddesa” of “Cūḷaniddesa” of the Tipiṭaka clearly states that para loka is part of the “manussa loka” or the “human world:” “Ayaṁ loko paro lokoti. Ayaṁ lokoti manussaloko. Paro lokoti manussalokaṁ ṭhapetvā sabbo paro lokoti—ayaṁ loko paro loko.”

▪Also, see “Antarabhava and Gandhabba.”

5. In many suttā, including WebLink: suttcentral: Mahāsaccaka Sutta (MN 36) and WebLink: suttcentral: Bodhirājakumāra Sutta (MN 85) the Buddha described how he saw human gandhabbā moving from one physical body to the next (in a single human bhava) with the Pubbenivāsānussati Ñāṇa on the night he attained the Buddhahood.

▪While Ariyā with jhānā can attain both the Pubbenivāsānussati Ñāṇa (about previous human rebirths) and the Cutūpapāda Ñāṇa (about past births in all realms), other yogis can mostly acquire only the first one, i.e., they can see only their previous human births. Note that this is related to the last type of micchā diṭṭhi, i.e., to believe that no such Ariyā or yogis exist. 

▪In the sutta links above, the Pāli version is correct. Still, English and Sinhala translations are not correct, because there is no distinction made between the Pubbenivāsānussati Ñāṇa and the Cutūpapāda Ñāṇa. With the first Ñāṇa, one can see previous human births, and with the second, one can see previous births in all 31 realms.

▪By the way, hereafter, I will try to provide sutta references at the WebLink: suttcentral: SuttaCentral site. They have not only the Pāli version but also translations in different languages. However, we must keep in mind that some translations are incorrect, as mentioned above, and with the translations of anicca and anatta.

Gandhabba is a Human Without a Human Body

6. We also need to realize that para loka, or the world of gandhabba (of both humans and animals,) is NOT a separate realm.

▪In all other 29 realms, beings are born fully-formed instantaneously (opapātika) contrary to the 9th micchā diṭṭhi on the list above. Those instantaneous births, of course, do not involve a mother’s womb, and one bhava means just one jāti (birth). For example, a deva or a Brahma is born once instantaneously. That Brahma dies only once.

▪The difference in the human and animal realms is that those dense physical bodies have lifetimes much smaller than the kammic energies for the two bhava; see, “Gandhabba – Only in Human and Animal Realms.”

▪When a human or an animal dies — and if there is leftover kammic energy for the human or animal bhava — then a gandhabba comes out of the dead body and waits for a suitable womb to be born (jāti) again in the same bhava (same realm).

▪Thus, contrary to the widespread belief, gandhabba is not an “antarābhava” (in between bhava; “antara” means “in-between”), but rather is in the same bhava. The confusion arises with not knowing the difference between bhava and jāti.

Gandhabba Lives in Para Loka

7. Until they find a suitable womb, those gandhabba are in “para loka” or the netherworld, which co-exists with our world (but normally we cannot see those fine bodies of gandhabbā).

▪This is why one has micchā diṭṭhi if one does not believe in the gandhabba concept (natthi paro loko in #3 above.)

▪Thus a human may be reborn many times before switching to another existence (deva, Brahma, animal, preta, etc.).

▪This is why rebirth stories are common. The “human bhava” is extremely hard to get as the Buddha explained. But once in the human bhava, one could be born many times as human; see, “Rebirth – Connection to Suffering in the First Noble Truth.”

▪The difference between bhava and jāti is explained in “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

8. So, I hope one can understand that one still has micchā diṭṭhi if one adamantly rejects the concept of gandhabba or the concept of opapatika births.

▪If one has any one of the ten micchā diṭṭhi, one is not yet on even the mundane Eightfold Path; see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart” and the post referred to in that chart, “What is Unique in Buddha Dhamma?.”

▪The Buddha discussed this clearly in the “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).”

It is a Step-by-Step Process

9. To get to the Sotāpanna stage, the first step is to make sure that one learns Dhamma and clear up any remaining doubts about those ten types of micchā diṭṭhi.

▪When one gets rid of all ten micchā diṭṭhi, one is truly on the Noble Eightfold Path. 

▪At that point, one’s mind has been cleansed to a stage where one can comprehend deeper Dhamma concepts. In particular, the Three Characteristics of Nature (Tilakkhaṇa): anicca, dukkha, anatta. This is a deeper micchā diṭṭhi, the second type described in the Mahā Cattarisaka Sutta.

▪When one comprehends the Tilakkhaṇa to some extent, one attains the Sotāpanna stage of Nibbāna. That is when one gets to the Lokuttara (Noble) Eightfold Path.

▪Then, by following the Noble Eightfold Path, one reaches the higher stages of Nibbāna, culminating at the Arahant stage.

10. The Path to Nibbāna has been covered for hundreds of years because the above steps have not been clear. Furthermore, the meanings of those keywords, anicca, dukkha, and anatta have been distorted.

▪That slow process of degradation of Buddha Dhamma took place over about 1500 years. In the late 1800s, when the Europeans discovered the ancient Sanskrit and Pāli documents, they did more damage.

▪They first discovered Sanskrit Hindu Vedic literature in India (Buddhism had disappeared from India long before). They later came across the Pāli Tipiṭaka in Sri Lanka, Burma, and other Asian countries.

▪The key problem arose when they ASSUMED that Sanskrit words “anitya” and “anātma” are the same as the Pāli words “anicca” and “anatta.” The Sanskrit words “anitya” and “anātma” do mean “impermanent’ and “no-self,” but the Pāli words “anicca” and “anatta” have totally different meanings. See, “Misinterpretation of Anicca and Anatta by Early European Scholars.”

More Information

11. Many posts in the “Historical Background” section fully explained that historical background. But at least read the posts starting with “Incorrect Theravāda Interpretations – Historical Timeline.”

▪The correct meanings of anicca, dukkha, and anatta have been discussed in the section, “Anicca, Dukkha, Anatta.”

12. As for instantaneous births, instances of such opapātika births occur in many suttā. For example, in the WebLink: suttcentral: Mahā Parinibbāna Sutta (DN 16), the Buddha told Ven. Ānanda about opapātika births of many people who died in a certain village: “..Nandā, ānanda, bhikkhunī pañcannaṁ orambhāgiyānaṁ saṁyojanānaṁ parikkhayā opapātikā tattha parinibbāyinī anāvattidhammā tasmā lokā..”

▪ As I mentioned, the translations are available in several languages in the above SuttaCentral link for the sutta. For example, the above verse is translated into English as “..The nun Nandā, Ānanda, through the destruction of the five lower fetters have arisen spontaneously in the Brahmā worlds, and will attain Final Emancipation there, without returning from that world...”

▪In Sinhala as: “..ආනන්දය, නන්දා නම් භික්ෂුණිය පස් ආකාර ඔරම්භාගිය (සත්වයන් කාමලොකයෙහි රඳවන) සංයෝජනයන් නැතිකිරීම නිසා ඔපපාතිකව (බ්‍රහ්මලොකයෙහි) උපන්නීය. ඒ (බ්‍රහ්ම) ලොකයෙන් වෙනස් නොවන ස්වභාව ඇත්තේ එහිදීම පිරිනිවන් පාන්නීය...”

▪However, please keep in mind that those SuttaCentral translations also can have errors (as is the case at most online sites and books), as I pointed out in #5 above.

Grasping the Real Nature

13. Finally, there may be people who attain magga phala but had never even heard about gandhabba in this life. If one comprehends the Tilakkhaṇa, that is all needed.

▪In such cases, they had not rejected the concept of a gandhabba. If someone explained the concept to them, they would accept it since they can see that it must be true.

▪However, if one hears those explanations and rejects them as “nonsense,” that is micchā diṭṭhi. Those are the concept of a gandhabba (and para loka), instantaneous births, the existence of other realms, and the existence of Ariyā or yogis who have the ability to see such realms as well as para loka.

▪The only way to get rid of such micchā diṭṭhi is to examine those concepts and convince oneself that they must be true.

14. In that process, it is also necessary that one lives a moral life staying away from dasa akusala as much as possible, as explained in the “Living Dhamma” section. Anyone needs to experience the mental clarity (and the “peace of mind” or “niveema”) that comes with staying away from dasa akusala.

▪By the way, the strongest of the dasa akusala is micchā diṭṭhi, which includes not only the 10 types but also ignorance about Tilakkhaṇa. This is why a Sotāpanna removes 99% or more of the defilements by getting rid of the BOTH types of micchā diṭṭhi; see, “What is the only Akusala Removed by a Sotāpanna?.”

▪The first type of micchā diṭṭhi is about the 10 types discussed in #3 above, which includes believing that nothing happens without a cause; bad causes (dasa akusala) lead to bad consequences. The second type is about not knowing the true nature of this world of 31 realms, i.e., that it is not possible to maintain anything to one’s satisfaction (anicca), one is subjected to suffering because of that (dukkha), and thus, one is truly helpless in this rebirth process (anatta).

▪However, it is difficult to “see” those Tilakkhaṇa until one believes in that bigger picture. That “bigger picture” includes the 31 realms, and the rebirth process, and the concept of para loka with gandhabbā.
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1. We can see various human happiness/suffering levels around us. Some people live with relatively higher levels of health, wealth, and happiness, while others live in poverty, ill-health, and misery.

▪We become distraught upon hearing that a child died prematurely or someone brutally murdered. Of course, we should generate empathy and sympathy and do our utmost to prevent such horrible occurrences.

▪However, we also need to look at the CAUSES of such happenings. Once we understand the underlying causes, we will be able to prevent such things happening to us in the future, if not in this life, in future lives.

▪Nothing happens without reason or a cause (commonly multiple causes). If we understand that specific causes can lead to bad outcomes, we need to block such causes. If we suspect suc causes are already there, we must stop making conditions for those causes to bear fruit.

▪That is the key message of the Buddha: It is not possible to eliminate the suffering that has arisen (we can minimize it), but we can eradicate FUTURE suffering.

2. The principle of cause and effect (hetu/phala) is a key principle in Buddha Dhamma, as in modern science.

▪Science is all about finding out HOW things HAPPEN around us due to CAUSES. A pebble on the ground will not go up by itself, i.e., we have to pick it up and throw it up.

▪We receive sunlight because the Sun puts out a vast amount of energy every second. And science has figured out how that happens: That energy comes from nuclear reactions; Sun is a giant fusion reactor.

▪With the development of modern science we have figured out that nothing happens without a cause; usually, more than one cause leads to an effect.

3. However, science has not yet figured out that humans (and other living beings) are also subject to the principle of causes and conditions. That is Paṭicca Samuppāda in Buddha Dhamma.

▪Does it just happen that X is born healthy and wealthy, Y is born healthy but poor, and Z is born handicapped and poor?

▪There must be REASONS why X, Y, and Z are born that way.

▪Not only that, a person born rich can become poor, and vice versa. Or a person in good health can die suddenly in an accident or by a heart attack. There must be reasons for such “turnarounds” too!

▪The laws of kammā can explain all the above. But the laws of kammā are not just based on causes and effects; they DEPEND on CONDITIONS. That is what prevents laws of kammā from being deterministic, i.e., one’s future is NOT determined solely by past actions or kammā. Past kamma cannot bring vipāka unless suitable conditions are present.

4. Science has been unable to come up with explanations for the effects discussed above. There are two critical reasons for this lack of progress in science.

▪First, unlike inert objects like a pebble, a living being has a mind. When a person moves, the cause originates in that person’s mind, i.e., the person decides to move. Your hand will not move until you choose to move it. And you have the power to STOP its movement too! 

▪The second difference is that there is a rebirth process for living beings. The laws of kammā cannot operate without the rebirth process. That is why not believing in rebirth is wrong (micchā diṭṭhi.) With that wrong view, one will never be able to figure out the true nature of the world; see “Complexity of Life and the Way to Seek “Good Rebirths”” and “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.” [May need this: Vagaries of Life and the Way to Seek “Good Rebirths]

▪The human life of about 100 years is extremely short compared to the saṁsāric journey (rebirth process). Our mental states and physical appearance chage as we go from life to life; see “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

5. So, anything and everything happens due to reasons or causes. However, just because there is a cause, it is not guaranteed to give rise to the corresponding effect.

▪In the terminology of Buddha Dhamma, past kammā do not necessarily lead to kammā vipāka. 

▪We can grasp this key idea with an example.

6. A seed CAN give rise to a tree. It has the POTENTIAL to bring a tree to existence. However, for that to happen, suitable CONDITIONS must be present.

▪If we keep a seed in a cool, dry place, it will not give rise to a tree, and will remain a seed with that POTENTIAL for hundreds of years.

▪Eventually, that potential to bring about a tree will disappear, and the seed will be “dead.”

7. A strong kammā creates a kammā bīja, or a kammā seed, that works pretty much like an ordinary seed that we discussed above.

▪For that kammā bīja to bring about its result, i.e., kammā vipāka, suitable CONDITIONS must exist.

▪If suitable conditions do not materialize for a long time, then that kammā bīja will lose its energy and it is said that it will become an ahosi kammā , i.e., that kammā will not bring about any kammā vipāka.

8. As mentioned above, the other important factor in this complex process is that a living being goes through a rebirth that has no discoverable beginning. 

▪In this unimaginably long rebirth process, we all have accumulated uncountable kammā seeds, both good and bad. 

▪Those good kammā seeds can bring about good results (health, wealth, beauty, etc.), and bad kammā seeds lead to bad results (ailments, handicaps, poverty, etc.).

▪But either kind can run out of energy without giving results (vipāka), if suitable CONDITIONS do not appear.

9. A seed cannot germinate unless suitable CONDITIONS appear (i.e., it should be in the ground, and water, sunlight, and nutrients must be present).

▪In the same way, we can avoid many possible bad kammā vipāka by being mindful and not providing conditions for them to appear. We can also MAKE conditions for good kammā vipāka to bring about good results.

▪For example, if one goes into a bad neighborhood at night, that provides conditions for any suitable bad kammā seeds waiting to bring about their bad vipāka. On the other hand, we cannot be successful in any project unless we are willing to provide the right conditions: to pass an examination, we must study.

▪Even if one is born poor, one could work hard and overcome poverty. If one is prone to catching diseases, one could eat healthily and exercise, to overcome at least some recurring ailments. Kammā is not deterministic, see, “What is Kamma? – Is Everything Determined by Kamma?.”

===

10. But of course it will be difficult to overcome the results of very strong kammā seeds. One may be born handicapped due to a strong kammā seed that was generated in a previous birth.

▪In the same way, strong good kammā seeds can bring about good results without much effort. Some are born rich, healthy, and wealthy due to a past strong good kammā seed coming to fruition.

11. So, I hope it is clear that one’s happiness in this life could be determined by several different factors.

▪In relatively few cases, one could automatically (without much effort) receive health, wealth, and RELATIVE happiness due to strong kammā seeds. In the same way, some others could be facing miserable lives.

▪However, on the average, one’s happiness in this life is to a large extent is determined by one’s willingness to make right CONDITIONS for good vipāka to take place and prevent bad vipāka from appearing.

▪Even more importantly, one could make conditions for health, wealth, etc in future lives by living moral lives and doing good deeds.

12. Now let us look at what happens when a result materializes due to a kammā vipāka. Once a bad vipāka materializes, we can certainly manage it to minimize its effects, and in some cases even get rid of it by working to making conditions for a goodkammā  seed to overcome it.

▪For example, if one comes down with cancer, in some cases it can be overcome by good medical treatment, i.e., making conditions to counter the initial effect.

▪If one is born tall or short, there is nothing much one can do about it. If one is born handicapped, one will have to live the whole life that way.

▪As we can see, we can improve some of those kammā vipāka, while we cannot do much about some others.

▪Even the Buddha could not avoid certain vipāka. He had back aches and Devadatta was able to injure his foot. Ven. Moggallāna was beaten to death.

13. Another observation we can make from the above discussion is that when one becomes an Arahant (or even a Buddha), his suffering is not completely ended at the Arahanthood. He still had to suffer due to the physical body that had already “started.”

▪So, what was meant by “removal of suffering” when one attains Nibbāna? It is the future suffering (i.e., suffering in future lives) that is ended. When an Arahant attains Parinibbāna (i.e., physical death), he/she will not be reborn in this suffering-filled world of 31 realms, and that is when the suffering completely ends.

▪However, as we have discussed, part of suffering ends with the attainment of Arahanthood: suffering associated with “saṅkhāra dukkhā” or what is called “samphassa jā vedanā”; see, “Vedanā (Feelings) Arise in Two Ways.”

14. Of course, IN THE LONG RUN (in the rebirth process), no matter how hard one strives, it will be IMPOSSIBLE to attain PERMANENT happiness anywhere in this world. This is called anicca nature. That is why we need to strive to attain Nibbāna to avoid future suffering.

▪However, it is not an easy task to even to beginning to comprehend the anicca nature, until one enters the mundane Eightfold Path by getting rid of the 10 types of micchā diṭṭhi, which include not believing in rebirth or the concept of a gandhabba; see, “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪Only when one enters the mundane Eightfold Path that one will be able to grasp the Three Characteristics of Nature (anicca, dukkha, anatta), and start on the Noble Eightfold Path to attain Nibbāna.

▪The two types of Eightfold Paths were discussed by the Buddha in the “Mahā Cattārīsaka Sutta (Discourse on the Great Forty).” Also see, “Buddha Dhamma – In a Chart.”

15. Finally, the role of conditions in the laws of kammā are inherent in the Paṭicca Samuppāda; see, “What Does “Paccaya” Mean in Paṭicca Samuppāda?” and “Paṭṭhāna Dhamma – Connection to Cause and Effect (Hetu Phala).”

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda is discussed in the section: “Paṭicca Samuppāda.”
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1. Whether it is a scientist or a Buddha, each is “discovering” the way nature works, i.e., revealing to the world the fundamental laws of nature. To appreciate a Buddha compared to a scientist, contemplate the following. The scientific knowledge we have today is the CUMULATIVE effort of thousands of scientists, each taking the knowledge base a little further. Newton said, “I was fortunate to stand on the shoulders of giants to see further.”

▪Not all scientists make similar contributions. Galileo, Newton, and Einstein made “giant leaps” compared to other scientists’ smaller steps.

▪With cumulative effort over many hundreds of years, science has made significant advances concerning understanding some of the fundamental laws relevant to INERT MATTER. 

▪On the other hand, there has been virtually no progress in understanding how the mind works; see “Consciousness – A Dhamma Perspective.”

2. As I build up this site, anyone can see that Buddha Dhamma is the ultimate Grand Unified Theory. It explains the behavior of inert matter and living beings that we can see. It also describes living beings in 31 realms (including the human and animal realms that we can see). See “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪Buddha Dhamma is not a religion in the sense of providing salvation. The Buddha was not a God, a prophet, or a messenger. He was a human being who purified his mind to perfection to see the whole of existence.

▪The Buddha was the greatest scientist who investigated the problem of existence and found a complete solution. We must all find our salvation by following his prescribed path to purify our minds.

3. Newton could not have discovered the laws of gravity if it had not been for the efforts of scientists like Brahe and Copernicus. Similarly, Einstein could not have discovered relativity without the knowledge passed down by other scientists. Quantum mechanics would not have been possible without the efforts of multiple scientists who moved forward with the evidence gathered by hundreds of other scientists.

▪The Buddha, in comparison, discovered the complete set of laws about the WHOLE EXISTENCE through his efforts. That includes how inert matter behaves on this Earth and all of existence in the 31 realms (that science is unaware of). That includes how inert matter behaves in all 31 realms AND the minds of beings in those 31 realms.

▪I recently proposed an explanation for the controversy over the “non-locality” issue in quantum mechanics. Everything in this universe is inter-connected (or entangled) at a deep level; “Quantum Mechanics and Dhamma.”

4. We could say that the minds of the caliber of Newton and Einstein appear roughly every 100 years. The mind of a Buddha is infinitely more advanced and appears once in many billions of years.

▪There have been four Buddhās in this Mahā Kappa, but the last Buddha before them was born 30 Mahā Kappā ago. Thus, there was a gap of 30 Mahā Kappā (roughly a trillion years) without a Buddha appearing in this world.

▪The Buddhas use a method different from the “scientific method” used by scientists. Instead of conducting experiments on inert matter, they conduct mind experiments. Answers to ultimate questions on the existence of living beings with complex minds can be found only by PURIFYING a human mind to the ultimate level. That is what a Buddha does.

5. I will try to provide at least some details of the Buddha’s complex worldview. Buddha’s Dhamma has been muddled and distorted over the past 2500 years.

▪“Our world” is much more complicated than what our senses can grasp; see “Worldview of the Buddha” and “The Grand Unified Theory of Dhamma.”

▪And our lives do not end with this one; see “Evidence for Rebirth.”

▪Those two facts constitute the basis of the true nature of existence. They need to be thought about carefully. One cannot comprehend the message of the Buddha until one at least has some idea about this “big picture.”

Now let us examine how it took 2500 years for science to come to be consistent with one part of Buddha Dhamma’s world view.

It Took 2500 Years…

Here is a picture of our Milky Way galaxy. We can see (with the naked eye) only a couple of thousand stars. But there are hundreds of BILLIONS of stars in our galaxy. The following is a high-resolution picture of just our Milky Way galaxy. Furthermore, there are about an equal number of GALAXIES in our universe. Thus, there is a whole galaxy for each star in our galaxy. It is truly mind-boggling.

[image: Milky Way]Milky Way



1. Even a few hundred years ago, scientists believed our Earth was the center of the universe: WebLink: WIKI: Geocentric model

▪Therefore, Buddha’s view of the universe as consisting of innumerable “world systems” was not looked at favorably even a few hundred years ago. 

▪Of course, that has changed now. Buddha’s statement that “there is no discernible beginning to life” is also becoming vindicated with each new scientific discovery. See “Origin of Life.”

2. There is no First Cause (no Creator) in Buddha Dhamma: Life always existed and will always exist. Each living being has gone through innumerable birth-rebirth processes without a conceivable beginning. However, everything in the “world around us” is impermanent, including our universe (a “major world system” in Buddha Dhamma).

▪Everything is born, has a transient existence, and eventually decays. This includes our universe. Like everything else, stars (and associated planetary systems) come into existence and eventually fade away.

3. If there is no beginning to life, then where did life exist before the “big bang,” i.e., before our universe came into existence? (actually, life is believed to have evolved on Earth much later). 

▪Even a hundred years ago, people who lived had to take Buddha’s words solely on faith. But we are lucky to be assured by emerging evidence from modern science that life existed forever. Let us look at the emerging evidence.

4. Even as recently as at the beginning of the 1900s, Lord Kelvin (one of the top scientists of the day) estimated that the age of the Sun was less than 40 million years. He estimated that based on gravitational contraction (scientists did not know about nuclear fusion then). Our knowledge of the universe was also pretty much limited to the Solar system. So, this meant the age of our “known universe” was very short, and thus the Buddha’s teachings on a beginning-less saṁsāra (or saŋsāra) seemed like a myth.

▪Vindication of the Buddha’s teachings started in the early 1900s with the advent of quantum mechanics and relativity. Becquerel’s Discovery of radioactivity in 1898 and Einstein’s explanation of the photoelectric effect in 1905 led to the quantum theory of atomic structure. That, in turn, led to the correct picture of nuclear fusion as the source of solar energy. 

▪By 1956, the solar system’s age was more than 4 billion years, and the universe’s age was estimated to be around 14 billion years. Even billions of years are hardly the same as “beginning-less time”!

5. In 1929, Edwin Hubble proved that distant galaxies were moving away from each other and that our galaxy is but one of many. That was a vast understatement since now we know that there are over 500 billion galaxies in our observable universe!

▪The currently accepted theory of the “big bang” is the inflationary theory of Alan Guth. See WebLink: PDF Download: “The Inflationary Universe” by Alan Guth (1997).

▪However, some scientists do not believe in the “Big Bang.” They have proposed alternate theories; see WebLink: PDF Download: “Endless Universe” by Paul J. Steinhardt and Neil Turok (2007). In this view, universes are destroyed and reborn.

6. Buddha’s world view does not have a “Big Bang” beginning either. Life has always existed and will always exist in the future.

▪See “Origin of Life.”

▪The posts “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27)” and “Aggañña Sutta Discussion – Introduction” discuss some key concepts.

7. By the way,  several theories are currently being explored in quantum mechanics related to cosmology. One theory requires a universe to exist for each possible event! So, there may be an infinite number of parallel universes. For example, see “The Beginning of Infinity” by David Deutsch (2011). In all these theories, multiple universes always exist.

▪In any case, the Buddha did not say which of these theories is correct. He just said life always existed, and it always will. But he did say that “star systems” — like our Solar system — come into being, survive for long times, and are ultimately destroyed.

▪And that process repeats over and over!

8. More information at “Dhamma and Science” and “Quantum Mechanics and Dhamma.”
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▪Dhammā, Kamma, Saṅkhāra, Mind – Critical Connections

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda – From Mind to Matter
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Why Is This Issue Important?

1. The question, “What is the origin of life?” is very relevant to UNDERSTANDING Buddha Dhamma. It is also a critical issue in science and religion, where they propose two extreme views.

▪Most scientists believe a “Big Bang” (spontaneous expansion of space) created our universe about 14 billion years ago, and stars and planets gradually evolved. Furthermore, current scientific theories say that life first formed in a primitive state (single-cell entities) and evolved into more complex life forms. They also say that humans came into existence less than five hundred thousand years ago.

▪The “creation hypothesis” is the foundation of Abrahamic religions (Christianity, Judaism, Islam) and Hinduism. Here, a Creator created the material world and also life, specifically human life. [The term “Abrahamic religions” refers to the monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which are named after the prophet Abraham.]

▪Science rejects the creation hypothesis because it is incompatible with the Principle of Causality, which says nothing can come into existence without a cause(s). If a Creator created life, how did that Creator come into existence? However, the compatibility of a “Big Bang” origin with causality is also unclear. Scientists say they understand the physics of it after a time known as the Planck Time (10−43 seconds.)  They do not understand what happened before that. In other words, they also do not have a complete theory! (see the video in the References.)

2. The Buddha taught that the physical world in a given section of the universe is created by the collective mind power of uncountable living beings who live in that region. An outline is discussed in ”Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

▪In addition, we create our own future lives, as described by Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda. See “Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda (How We Create Our Own Rebirths).”

▪Paṭicca Samuppāda cycle starts with “avijjā paccayā saṅkhāra”. As long as there is avijjā (no comprehension of the Four Noble Truths), one is bound to do (abhi)saṅkhāra — and generate kamma —  there will be bhava and jāti (i.e., rebirth). 

▪All types of births (jāti) lead to suffering, without exception; some existences have more suffering than others. The rebirth process is filled with unimaginable suffering.

▪This cycle ends ONLY WHEN one’s avijjā is removed by comprehending Buddha’s teachings embedded in Paṭicca Samuppāda. 

▪Based on that knowledge, one voluntarily gives up cravings[/attachment] (taṇhā) for existence in this world of 31 realms, which leads to the termination of the Paṭicca Samuppāda process that perpetuates the rebirth process. That is the attainment of Nibbāna or Arahanthood.

▪That summarizes the FOUNDATION of Buddha Dhamma.

Details of Buddha’s Explanation

3. According to the Buddha, sentient life has no traceable beginning. This is compatible with the principle of causality, which is embedded in Paṭicca Samuppāda; the root cause is avijjā.

▪For example, in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Gaddulabaddha Sutta (SN 22.99),” “Anamataggoyaṃ, bhikkhave, saṁsāro” means “bhikkhus, there is no discernible beginning to the rebirth process.” That means we have been born in most of the 31 realms many times over. Think about that. We were all born in the apāyās,  Brahma, and Deva realms many times over in our deep past. See “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream.”

▪The above verse appears in all suttās in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Anamatagga Saṁyutta (Starting at SN 15)” of the Saṁyutta Nikāya. Each sutta gives a simile to illustrate how long we have been in this rebirth process and how much suffering we have endured. It is a good idea to read them.

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Manussacutiniraya Sutta (SN 56. 102)” says, “..those who die as humans (not the physical death, but cuti) and are reborn as humans are few, while those who die as humans and are reborn in hell are many ….” For details, see “Cuti and Maraṇa – Related to Bhava and Jāti.”

▪However, Buddha’s message is NOT depressing. Whether a Buddha exists in the world or not, suffering exists. This suffering is real, but there is a way to overcome it. The way is the Noble Eightfold Path. That is the uplifting message.

4. As many may have observed, learning the deeper aspects of Buddha Dhamma takes effort and considerable time for study and contemplation.

▪Without understanding how long the saṁsāric journey (rebirth process) is and how much suffering is encountered in most births, one is unlikely to generate the MOTIVATION to study Buddha Dhamma. Most people only turn to Buddha Dhamma when they experience harsh suffering (an ailment or depression) and seek relief. But the best time to learn is when one is healthy and has a sharp mind, and I hope I can motivate those people, too, with this series.

▪In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Upanisa Sutta (SN 12.23),” the Buddha discussed the proximate causes/conditions (upanisa) for various factors leading to Nibbāna. The key is understanding how various births (jāti) arise and how ALL those births give rise to dukkha (suffering). When one comprehends the Four Noble Truths, one understands how dukkha arises (and that it can be stopped from arising); that leads to saddhā (faith). Starting there, one can follow the Noble Eightfold Path and attain Nibbāna! That is the essence of the sutta, even though it may not be apparent from the translation in the link.

▪That understanding cannot be reached until one can see that there has not been a beginning to this rebirth process, and we all have suffered so much in every birth. Regarding perpetual suffering, please read the “WebLink: suttacentral: Paṭhama Niraya Sagga Sutta (AN 10.211).” It explains the causes of rebirth in good and bad realms and why most births are in bad/suffering-filled realms.

5. Life has always existed, but planetary systems (like our Solar system) are destroyed periodically and re-formed over long periods of time. See ”Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

▪This is the only explanation consistent with the Principle of Causality: There is no “first beginning to life.” Life always existed, and it evolves according to the Principle of Causality, which is Paṭicca Samuppāda; see my previous post: “Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda (How We Create Our Own Rebirths).”

▪If we go by the Principle of Causality (which is THE basis of modern science), there CAN NOT be an origin of life unless life can start with inert matter.

▪The videos in #9 and #10 below explain that it is NOT POSSIBLE to create EVEN A SINGLE CELL (a fundamental building block of life) in the laboratory, starting with inert matter. If it cannot be made in a laboratory under controlled conditions, it WILL NOT be possible for life to arise in a natural process starting with inert matter.

▪In a newly-formed Earth, the first cells are created by kammic energy. In other words, the “mental energy” in javana cittās is responsible for a “first cell.” 

Living Cell – Impossible With Evolution

6. There is an ongoing debate between evolutionists and creationists. Evolutionists believe life evolved into complex entities like humans over billions of years. Furthermore, they think that even the first cell (the building block of all life forms) evolved starting with inert molecules, so evolutionists are also materialists. On the other hand, Creationists believe that a Creator God created life.

▪A few references for both sides can be found at the end of the post.

▪It is to be noted that evolutionists/materialists do not discuss the origin of a cell. They mainly focus on the “evolution of the species,” STARTING WITH a fully functioning cell and progressing into more complex species with more and more cells of complex structure. They speculate that a cell evolved on primitive Earth due to random events, but there is no concrete evidence for that conjecture. For example, Richard Dawkins (a materialist) admits in the reference below, “How long would we have to wait before random chemical events on a planet, random thermal jostling of atoms and molecules, resulted in a self-replicating molecule? Chemists don’t know the answer to this question” (p. 144). That is even before addressing the formation of a DNA molecule inside a living cell. 

▪Creationists correctly point out that it is impossible to “create a living cell” via evolution. A living cell is a complex micro-factory, as we discuss below.

▪I agree with the creationists that a cell can’t come into existence “starting with inert molecules” via random events. You can make your decision based on the information below (and the references if you are interested). Of course, we can discuss any issues at the discussion forum.

7. The video in #10 below is by a scientist (Dr. James Tour, a creationist) with a different viewpoint than most other scientists. He proves that life could not have evolved, starting with inert matter. It is too complex to have evolved by natural processes.

▪At the end of the video, Dr. Tour concludes that since life is too complex to evolve, it must have been CREATED by a Creator God. That is the other extreme view. 

▪According to Buddha Dhamma, life did not evolve from inert matter, nor was it created by a Creator God. Life has always existed, and it just takes different forms when a given “lifestream” is reborn into a human, animal, Deva, etc. We all have been born in most of the 31 realms in our deep past! As the Earth evolved and the necessary conditions became suitable, cells came into existence via kammic energy.

▪A living cell splits into two to make a new cell; when a baby grows, the number of cells multiplies rapidly. However, a new sentient life can never be created; a given sentient being moves among the 31 realms. See “What Reincarnates? – Concept of a Lifestream” and “31 Realms of Existence.”

Mind Is the Creator of (New Forms of) Life! No Beginning to Life

8. Of course, Dr. Tour is not aware of the extensive and scientific explanation by the Buddha in the Aggañña sutta: Life has ALWAYS existed. A given lifestream (you or I) has existed without a traceable beginning.

▪I have discussed the main points in the Aggañña sutta in ”Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27)” and “Aggañña Sutta Discussion – Introduction.”

▪We CREATE OUR OWN future lives, as described via Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda (which I discussed in “Uppatti Paṭicca Samuppāda (How We Create Our Own Rebirths)”).

How Did the First Living Cell Arise?

9. Here is an introductory video on a living cell. It is a good idea to watch it.

WebLink: Youtube: Introduction to Cells: The Grand Cell Tour
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A living cell is the basis of a physical body. The mental aspects come from the manomaya kāya or gandhabba.

Current Scientific Understanding of Human Birth

1. Science assumes that life is only associated with a physical body, and when the physical body dies, that is the end of the story. This is what we called “uccheda diṭṭhi” in the post, “Sakkāya Diṭṭhi – Getting Rid of Deeper Wrong Views.” The following is a summary of the current scientific understanding of the beginning of human life.

▪During the mother’s menstrual cycle, one egg (ovum) is usually released from an ovary and is swept into the funnel-shaped end of one of the fallopian tubes.

▪After intercourse with the father, If a sperm penetrates the egg there, fertilization results, and the fertilized egg (zygote) moves down the fallopian tube and ends up in the uterus. This zygote divides into two cells, those two to four cells, etc. (eventually to a fetus with all body parts within a few months).

▪This collection of cells enters the uterus in 3 to 5 days. In the uterus, the cells multiply by continuous cell division, becoming a ball of cells called a blastocyst. Inside the uterus, the blastocyst attaches to its wall, developing into an embryo attached to the placenta and surrounded by fluid-filled membranes; see WebLink: merchmanuals.com: Stages of Development of the Fetus.

▪This cell division causes the baby to grow (first inside and then outside the womb) into a full-grown human with trillions of cells. That first cell (which could not even be seen with the naked eye) has eventually multiplied into a mass of trillions of cells in a grown human!

How/When Does an Inert Zygote Become Alive?

2. A key question is: When and how does an inert fertilized egg (zygote) become conscious? When does it become a human being? How can an inert single cell turn “alive” and start to grow into a baby within a couple of days? 

▪This “time of conception” varies widely based on personal and religious beliefs, but none can say how/when that cell turns “alive.”

▪Some people believe life starts at the moment of the merger of the egg and sperm (to form the zygote). On the other hand, some say the actual birth of the baby (i.e., coming out of the womb) is the start of human life! Some others define life as starting when the embryo’s heart starts beating inside the womb. But none can say how and when it becomes “alive.”

▪This confusion disappears when one understands the process described by the Buddha.

▪One needs to understand the concepts of bhava, okkanti, and jāti to know how a human being is conceived in the womb (conception) and is born nine months later.

Buddhist Description of a Human Life – Bhava and Jāti

3. According to the suttās and Abhidhamma in the Tipiṭaka,  a new human existence (bhava) does not start in a womb. It starts at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment when the previous bhava ends. For example, if a Deva dies and becomes a human, a human gandhabba (fine mental body) will be formed at the time of death of that Deva; see “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪A human bhava can last thousands of years. On the other hand, a physical human body lasts only about 100 years. In between successive births with “human bodies,” the gandhabba (mental body) lives in what is called “para loka.” The para loka co-exists with our human loka, but we cannot see those fine mental bodies of gandhabbā; see “Micchā Diṭṭhi, Gandhabba, and Sotāpanna Stage.”

▪It must be noted that all living beings have a mental body called “manomaya kāya.” Gandhabba is a specific case of a manomaya kāya; see #12 below.

▪That human gandhabba will be pulled into a suitable womb at some point. By “suitable,” it means that the gati (loosely related to character/habits) of the gandhabba must match those of the parents, especially the mother. Gati is a critical concept in Buddha Dhamma that has been ignored for a long time; search for “gati” using the search box on the top right to find about “gati.” A starting post is “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Āsavās).”

▪Anytime after the egg and sperm are merged to form the zygote, a “matching gandhabba” can descend to the womb and merge with that zygote. The zygote provides the “physical base,” and the gandhabba is the “mental base.” That is how a new human life starts with merging a mental body (gandhabba) with the seed for a physical body (zygote).

4. Therefore, the time of conception is precise in Buddha Dhamma: It happens when the lifeless zygote becomes “alive” with the merging of the gandhabba. That is the time of conception, and it happens very early, generally within a day or two after intercourse. 

▪In suttās, this is called “okkanti” (a gandhabba or a paṭisandhi viññāṇa descending to a womb); see “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” When the baby is born, that is jāti.

▪The moral issues involving contraception and abortions are discussed in the post “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

Human Life Starts at the Moment a Gandhabba Merges with a Zygote

5. The inert fertilized egg (zygote) becomes alive with the merging of a gandhabba. Then, the zygote starts growing into a fetus by repeated cell division. 

▪The baby’s physical body will also incorporate some features of the mother and father via the zygote; see #1 above. Therefore, the new baby will have a complex mixture of physical characteristics of all three.

▪But the mental characteristics come from the gandhabba. All gati/anusaya/saṁyojana of the baby comes from the gandhabba.

▪All this is discussed in  more detail in several posts, including “Ghost in the Machine – Synonym for the Manomaya Kāya?”, “Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba) and the Physical Body,” and a more technical description in “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

Salamander Growing Starting with a Single-Cell

6. The following is a real-time,  time-lapse video of the growth of a salamander starting with a single cell. It is incredible to see how different body parts emerge as it grows.

WebLink: Youtube: See a Salamander Grow From a Single Cell in this Incredible Time-lapse | Short Film Showcase
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Introduction

1. There are words in Pāli that can have similar meanings. But one word may be better than another word in a particular situation. That is also true in English or any other language.

▪In Buddha Dhamma, several Pāli words are used in different contexts regarding the “mental body.” They are manomaya kāya, kammaja kāya, gandhabba, and paṭisandhi viññāṇa. I will try to make things a bit clear in this post.

▪We must remember that the mind is very complex, and living beings in different realms have different types of “mental bodies.” It is good to have a basic idea of these differences.

2. Most important here is to realize that these “mental bodies” are very different from the “physical bodies” we see in humans and animals.

▪In particular, Brahma does not have a physical body at all. Then how can a Brahma see and hear without physical eyes, ears, and a brain to process those signals? These are questions that naturally arise in our minds. That is because we are not used to the concept of a “living being” without a solid body.

▪The following discussion lays out a simple picture (with a few omissions to keep it more uncomplicated).

Mental Body and Physical Body

3. All living beings have a “mental body” (“manomaya kāya”). Living beings in some realms also have a “physical body” (āhāraja kāya). [Āhāraja kāya is also known as karaja kāya, see “Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba) and the Physical Body.”]

▪So, we first need to realize that such a “kāya” is not the same as a “physical body” that we are used to, weighing tens of kilograms or hundreds of pounds. The Pāli word “kāya” means a collection. Even in English, “body” sometimes implies a collection of parts. Some examples are, a “body of evidence” or “a body of water.” [kāya : (m.), a heap; a collection; the body.]

▪“Manomaya” means “made by the mind.” Therefore, a manomaya kāya is a collection of very subtle/fine parts (hadaya vatthu and several pasāda rūpa) that are necessary for any living being. A manomaya kāya arises out of kammic energy created in our thoughts (citta). Abhidhamma is even more specific and says that our javana citta generates this energy.

▪“Kammaja kāya” is the primary component of the manomaya kāya. That is because it is the first kāya “created by kammic energy.”

4. Now we can look at the two words kammaja kāya and āhāraja kāya. Here each composite word is made from two parts: The common component, in this case, is “ja,” which means “generated by” or “born due to.” 

▪The parts that arise from kammic energy are “kammaja kāya.” This “kāya” or “body” is very fine. A whole “kammaja kāya” is a billion times smaller than an atom. But as we will see, this “kāya” is the more powerful. That is where the seat of the mind (hadaya vatthu) and the five real sensing elements of “pasāda rūpa” are located.

▪Those six elements are the fundamental units of matter (suddhaṭṭhaka) in Buddha Dhamma, which are much smaller than atoms in  modern science.

▪Therefore, a whole “kammaja kāya” is unimaginably tiny by our standards. One would not be able to see one even with an electron microscope. As we see below, that is all Brahma has!

5. “Āhāra” means ‘food,” and thus āhāraja kāya is the “collection of body parts” that grows via eating food. In humans and animals, this is the “physical body” that we see.

▪Therefore, a “āhāraja kāya” is a “collection of heavy components of a body” like the head, arms, legs, eyes, ears, etc. That is what we call the “physical body.” A physical body grows by using energy intake from the food we eat.

▪For beings like us with solid physical bodies, the sensory signals are first received by the five physical senses (eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body). Then the brain processes those signals and sends them to the manomaya kāya. The manomaya kāya senses those signals.

▪Eyes and ears, for example, do not see or hear. The eyes and ears pass those signals to the brain. The brain processes those signals send to the corresponding pasāda rūpa in the manomaya kāya; see, “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪As we have discussed in recent posts in this series, a physical body (of a human or an animal) starts with a single cell called a zygote. The development of a complete human body, beginning with that one cell is another fascinating story. Scientists have no idea how that happens via a program in the DNA of that single cell. Who designed that program? See “Origin of Life.”

Beings in Brahma and Deva Realms

6. Brahmā do not have an āhāraja kāya, and just have the kammaja and utuja kāya. The kammaja kāya of a Brahma has only a hadaya vatthu and four other dasaka (bhāva, kāya, cakkhu, and sota.) Still, they can see and hear with that ultra-fine “body” without having any eyes or ears (and brains) like ours. Of course, it is difficult for us to imagine such a living being.

▪Therefore, a Brahma with just a manomaya kāya has a mass of less than an electron. We cannot see a cell (or an atom,) let alone an electron. Now we can understand why we should not think of “Brahma bodies” in the same sense as a “solid body.” 

▪Those Brahmā cannot taste the food, smell odors, or touch things physically as we do. In other words, they do not have ghāṇa and jivhā pasāda rūpa. Even though they have the kāya pasāda rūpa, they don’t have a dense physical body to “make physical contact.”

▪By the way, Brahmā do not need food. Kammic energy sustains their lives. Only the five suddhaṭṭhaka-size dasaka need to be maintained, that is done by kammic energy until that kammic energy is exhausted.

7. Devā do have āhāraja kāya, but that is much finer, and we would not see a deva if we came face-to-face with one.

▪They have all five physical senses. Their food is just a drink called “amurta.” That is probably not the correct Pāli word, but that is the Sinhala and Sanskrit name. [Sanskrit: Amrita is composed of the negative prefix, अ a from Sanskrit meaning ‘not’, and mṛtyu meaning ‘death’ in Sanskrit, thus meaning ‘not death’ or ‘immortal/deathless’. Pāli: amata : [nt.] ambrosia (the food of the gods)； the deathless state.]

▪Therefore, we must be careful not to carry over our perceptions of “heavy bodies” to the bodies of other beings in other realms. Millions of devā and Brahmā were present to hear the first discourse by the Buddha, according to the Vinaya Piṭaka. However, those five ascetics probably did not even realize that then.

What is Gandhabba?

8. A human (or an animal) has both a manomaya kāya and a āhāraja kāya. But the manomaya kāya of a human has a special name of gandhabba due to the following reason.

▪A human bhava starts with generating a manomaya kāya (or kammaja kāya) by kammic energy. For example, if an animal dies and gets a human bhava (extremely rare), a human manomaya kāya will come out of that dead animal. If a deva dies and gets a human bhava, a human manomaya kāya will appear in the human realm.

▪That human manomaya kāya has a hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa, as mentioned above. However, it can absorb aroma (scents from plants and food) and get denser (unlike a Brahma). Thus the name gandhabba (“gandha” + “abba” or “inhaling aroma”) is for the manomaya kāya of a human (or an animal).

▪Therefore, the name gandhabba is used only for the manomaya kāya of humans and animals.

▪Normal humans cannot see the relatively dense “body” of a gandhabba. They are in the “para loka” (which is within the human realm).

What is the Connection of Gandhabba to Paṭisandhi Viññāṇa?

9. Another phrase used in some suttā to indicate a manomaya kāya of a human or animal (i.e., a gandhabba) is paṭisandhi viññāṇa.

▪As we had discussed before, a human gandhabba could live for thousands of years until the end of that human existence of “human bhava.” It can give rise to many “human lives” (jāti) with different physical bodies during that time.

▪For example, suppose one of those human jāti ends. At that moment, the gandhabba comes out of the dead body and waits for another “matching womb.” (Gati of the gandhabba has to match those of the parents, especially the mother). When a matching womb becomes available, gandhabba is drawn to that womb. That is in the post, “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪The “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Taṇhāsaṅkhaya Sutta (MN 38)” describes the “descending of the gandhabba to the womb.” The “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahā Nidana Sutta (DN 15) ” describes that as “paṭisandhi viññāṇa descending to the womb.” That is because a paṭisandhi viññāṇa created that gandhabba. That is discussed in detail in the posts “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka” and “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

The Physical Body shields Manomaya Kāya of Humans and Animals

10. A question may have come up in the mind of some readers. Why cannot a gandhabba in a human physical body directly sense the outside world without the help of the five physical senses (eyes, ears, etc.), if the Brahmā can do that?

▪The dense physical body shields the manomaya kāya of the gandhabba. As long as the gandhabba is inside the physical body, it cannot get those “sense inputs” directly. Those sensory inputs come through our “sense doors” eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. The brain processes those signals and transmits them to the gandhabba (manomaya kāya). See “Brain – Interface between Mind and Body.”

▪We can compare this situation to a human operator inside an enclosed military tank. That operator cannot see or hear anything outside. Audio and video equipment mounted on the tank sends those signals to an on-board computer, which analyzes and displays them for the operator.

▪In that analogy, the video camera and audio equipment mounted on the tank act like the eyes and ears of a human. The computer is like the brain. Without getting those signals, the operator is blind and deaf to the outside world. In the same way, the manomaya kāya cannot receive those sense inputs if the eyes and ears are damaged or the brain is damaged.

▪A detailed discussion at: “Our Mental Body – Gandhabba.”

11. But that manomaya kāya can be “kicked out of the physical body” in a traumatic situation, mainly in cases of heart operations; such claims are “out-of-body experiences” (OBE). In such cases, some patients have reported being able to see doctors perform operations on their bodies from the ceiling (with their manomaya kāya).

▪It may also happen to people whom the doctors thought had died but “come back to life” quickly. They report being able to travel with their manomaya kāya. Such cases are “near-death experiences” (NDE).

▪Some others report being able to do “astral travel” with their manomaya kāya whenever they like; see “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Astral projection.” At least some reports in this category seem to be valid, as I pointed out in the post referred to below. Reports of OBE and NDE are more trustworthy because doctors and nurses confirm the accounts of those patients.

▪These are discussed in the post “Manomaya Kāya and Out-of-Body Experience (OBE).”
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Buddha explained that there are four types of births:  jalābuja (womb), aṇḍaja (egg), saṁsedaja (chemical), and opapātika (spontaneous). However, the other three types depend on an opapātika birth first occurring at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment. [jalābuja : [adj.] born in a placenta; viviparous. aṇḍaja : [adj.] oviparous; born of an egg. (m.) a bird; a serpent. saṁsedaja : [adj.] born from moisture. opapātika : [adj.] arisen without visible cause; born spontaneously.]

Introduction

1. There are several suttas where the Buddha explained the four types of births: aṇḍaja, jalābuja, saṁsedaja, and opapātika. For example, in “WebLink: suttacentral: Mahāsīhanāda Sutta (MN 12).” the Buddha explains, “Catasso kho imā, sāriputta, yoniyo—Aṇḍajā yoni, jalābujā yoni, saṁsedajā yoni, opapātikā yoni.” That means “Sāriputta, there are four kinds of births—Born from an egg, from a womb, from chemical composition, or spontaneously.”

▪It is a good idea to read the English translation there, even if not perfect, to get an idea of not only the four types of birth but also about births in various realms, including the four lowest realms. That verse should be translated as, “Sāriputta, there are these four kinds of births. What four?”

Spontaneous (Opapātika) Birth Is the “Seed” for the Other Three Types of Birth

2. Let us briefly discuss the four types of births listed above. As we will see below, the spontaneous or opapātika birth must occur first for the other three types to proceed (in situations where one or more of those three types come into play.) Those three types of births are predominant only in the human and animal realms.

▪In the six Deva and twenty Brahma realms, only opapātika births take place. Devas and Brahmas are born in their “final form” spontaneously. They live their whole lives (ranging from millions to billions of years) in that form. Of course, they have subtle “energy bodies”  that are invisible to us.

▪When a human existence (bhava) is grasped at the paṭisandhi moment (after leaving previous existence in one of the 31 realms), kammic energy creates a gandhabba/manomaya kāya first via an opapātika birth. A gandhabba also has an invisible “energy body” (like Devas and Brahmas) with a hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa. That gandhabba MAY NOT be born with a physical body of a human (with a jalābuja birth) for years after that.

▪As explained in the post, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein” a human gandhabba’s lifetime could be many thousands of years. That gandhabba may be born with a physical human body many times during that lifetime. Many “rebirth accounts” by children worldwide confirm that rebirths with human bodies happen with gaps of several years between consecutive births. Those are consecutive “womb-born” (jalābuja) births for a single human gandhabba. On the other hand, getting another human bhava is extremely rare; see “How the Buddha Described the Chance of Rebirth in the Human Realm.”

Births With Physical Human Bodies Are “Jalābuja” Births

3. Any birth among the 31 realms occurs due to a kamma vipāka. The first step is to be “born into a certain bhava,” for example, “human bhava” or Deva bhava. But there is a crucial difference between what happens next in those two cases.

▪A fully-formed Deva is born with an opapātika birth and will live through the whole life in that Deva realm.

▪Similarly, only the subtle (and invisible) manomaya kāya of a gandhabba is born when a human bhava is grasped with an opapātika birth. But that will be followed by a jalābuja birth at some point. That gandhabba is pulled into a mother’s womb when a “matching womb” becomes available. Then a human baby will be born with a physical body after nine months. Such a birth belongs to the “jalābuja” type of 31 above.

▪A human with a physical body lives in “this world (ayaṁ loka),” and that same human in the absence of a physical body lives in the “other world (para loka).” Thus, until the end of the human bhava, many “back and forth” between the “two worlds” occur. See “Gandhabba Sensing the World – With and Without a Physical Body.”

▪Let us summarize for clarity.

Devas/Brahmas Have Only Opapātika Births, Humans Have Opapātika and Jalābuja Births

4. Any Deva or a Brahma has only the opapātika birth (i.e., one jāti per bhava.)

▪On the other hand, to be born with a physical human body like ours, there must be two stages. First, a human gandhabba is born in an opapātika birth (in the “upādāna paccayā bhava” step in Paṭicca Samuppāda.) Then that gandhabba gets into a mother’s womb and will be born a human baby nine months later. That second birth is a jalābuja birth or “birth from a womb” with “breaking out of the amniotic sac.” As mentioned above, there can be many jalābuja births for a human gandhabba. These are the “bhava paccayā jāti” in Paṭicca Samuppāda.

▪That explains many rebirth accounts. The Buddha emphasized that it is extremely rare to be born human; see.”How the Buddha Described the Chance of Rebirth in the Human Realm.” Does that mean there is a contradiction with rebirth accounts? No.

▪It is extremely rare to be born in the human realm as a human gandhabba with an opapātika birth. But once becoming a human gandhabba, there can be many births with different physical bodies (jalābuja birth). A physical human body dies in about 100 years. But that is not the end of the human bhava. The human gandhabba comes out of the dead body and can be reborn with a different body. There was a good discussion on a fascinating rebirth account at the forum that could be informative: “WebLink: suttacentral: PureDhamma Forums: Rebirth Account of Dorothy Eady.”

Animal Realm Has All Four Types of Births

5. For an animal, the first opapātika birth produces an animal gandhabba. Then, one of the remaining three modes can apply to give birth to an animal with a physical body that we can see.

▪Some animal gandhabbā are born with physical bodies via womb-births (jalābujā) like humans. Some examples are monkeys, lions, deer, etc.

▪Chicken, birds, etc., are born from an egg (aṇḍajā birth). Here, for example, a “chicken gandhabba” will be drawn into an egg growing inside a chicken. After the chicken lays eggs, those eggs will hatch, and chicks will come out.

▪The last mode of saṁsedaja is rare for big animals and applies primarily to microscopic animals. Here, the required “chemical base” for the gandhabba evolves naturally in rotten meat or leaves. Science has not yet confirmed this type of birth.

▪Note that in all those cases, a “seed” (manomaya kāya/gandhabba) must have been first produced by kammic energy, just like in the case of a human.

6. Let us discuss an animal’s birth for clarification.

▪For example, a fly lives in a physical body only for a few weeks before dying. However, that “fly existence” (bhava) may last thousands/millions of years. When a fly dies, its manomaya kāya/gandhabba will come out and wait until getting into another “fly egg.”  It will be reborn countless times as a fly with wings (of course, the “fly gandhabba” will be invisible, just like a “human gandhabba.”) That is an “egg-born” (aṇḍaja) birth.

▪Many animals, especially small ones, have lifetimes much shorter than humans. But their “animal bhava” can be millions of years long. Regardless of which of the three types of births is followed by an opapātika birth of an animal, there will be many “births with physical bodies” for that “animal gandhabba.” That is why it is critical to understand that there can be many jātis within a bhava for humans and animals. See “Jāti – Different Types of Births.”

Current Confusion About “When a Baby Becomes Conscious/Human”

7. We see a lot of confusion these days about “when a baby can be called human”?

▪In the US, there are many “theories/speculations” about when a baby becomes “fully conscious.” Then that evolves into arguments about “a baby not being human” for up to a few days, months, or even birth. Some even speculate that since a child cannot “think rationally” until at least a couple of years of age, they may not be “human.” That is ridiculous!

▪With that argument, a person in sleep or under anesthesia can be categorized as a “non-person” because they are unconscious! That would mean killing a person while in sleep, under anesthesia, in a vegetative state due to brain damage, etc., would be legal!

▪I have discussed situations where people in vegetative states fully recovered; see “Persistent Vegetative State – Buddhist View.” Further details in “Brain and the Gandhabba.”

8. A zygote in a womb becomes human as soon as a gandhabba merges with it!

▪ See “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception“

▪It does not matter whether people can make ridiculous arguments like those in #7. Aborting a baby anytime after conception is a pāṇātipātā or “taking a life,” not just any life, but a human life!

The Physical Human Body Is Just a Shell – Gandhabba Makes It Alive

9. Recent accounts of Near-Death Experiences (NDE) show that human life is much more complex than many believe. A physical body without a gandhabba inside is lifeless.

▪NDE accounts confirm that the physical body shows no sign of life (heartbeat, pulse, brain activity, etc.) for many minutes. The startling fact is that during that time, that person had been watching the whole situation from the ceiling of the hospital room!

▪A gandhabba can see without “physical eyes” while outside a physical body. This critical point has been illustrated in the following video. The woman had never experienced vision (due to her physical eyes being damaged), and she could see for the first time in her life when she had an NDE. The ability to see goes away after the NDE experience once the gandhabba goes inside the physical body.

WebLink: youtube: Near Death Experience - Blind woman 'sees' while out of body
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Revised with a new title: November 10, 2018; revised November 14, 2018 (rewritten and replaces What does Buddha Dhamma (Buddhism) say about Birth Control?); revised January 5, 2020; revised #8 on December 28, 2020

Introduction

This completely revised post is necessary to continue our discussion on Paṭicca Samuppāda: “Paṭicca Samuppāda – Not ‘Self’ or ‘No-Self’.”

1. Buddhist explanation of conception is in several Tipiṭaka suttā. Following is a simple account based on those suttā. It is compatible with modern science but provides more details than science.

▪Moral issues regarding abortion and birth control have clear answers in Buddha Dhamma. In particular, at what stage of pregnancy does a human life first appear in a womb?

▪Modern science cannot determine the “time of conception” or “when a human life starts in a womb.”

▪Let us first review the current scientific knowledge base.

Current Scientific Knowledge

2. First of all, there must be a fertilized egg (zygote) in the womb. The fertilization happens when a sperm from the father combines with an egg from the mother to form a zygote or a fertilized egg.

▪During the mother’s menstrual cycle, one egg (ovum) is usually released from one of the ovaries and swept into the funnel-shaped end of one of the fallopian tubes.

▪After intercourse with the father, If a sperm penetrates the egg there, fertilization results, and the fertilized egg (zygote) moves down the fallopian tube toward the uterus.

▪The “live zygote” enters the uterus in 3 to 5 days. In the womb, the cells continue to divide, becoming a hollow ball of cells called a blastocyst. Inside the womb, the blastocyst implants in the wall of the uterus, where it develops into an embryo attached to the placenta and surrounded by fluid-filled membranes.

▪See,“WebLink: merckmanuals.com: Stages of Development of the Fetus.”

3. It is important to note that science does not have an answer to the question of why all zygotes do not result in pregnancies, and why some couples who could not have babies for many years all of a sudden have success.

▪Science cannot explain how an inert zygote (a cell) becomes “alive” and a living baby comes out of the womb.

▪Furthermore, science cannot say WHEN that inert cell, the zygote, becomes alive. Some say a live baby is there as soon as a zygote is formed, and others say there is no life there until a heartbeat can be seen.

▪For more details on the controversy on the “time of conception” see, “WebLink: wikipedia.org: Beginning of pregnancy controversy.”

Buddhist Explanation – Mind is in the “Mental Body” or Manomaya Kāya

4. We humans have two “bodies.” Manomaya kāya is the “mental body” (with a trace of matter) born at the beginning of the human existence or human bhava.

▪Here is “body” means a “collection.” The physical body is a collection of “physical body parts.” The mental body has only a trace of matter and is a collection of “mental parts” (vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and viññāṇa.) For details, see “Human Life – A Mental Base (Gandhabba) and a Material Base (Cell)” and “Clarification of “Mental Body” and “Physical Body” – Different Types of ‘Kāya’.” Those two were posted earlier in this series of posts.

▪The mental body is referred to as “gandhabba” in the Tipiṭaka. See, “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.” However, for the current discussion, we do not need details on the gandhabba.

▪Thus, a “human gandhabba” has only a trace of matter, and thus, we cannot see it. Some suttā refer to the gandhabba state as “paṭisandhi viññāṇa.” See, “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

A Human Existence Can Last Thousands of Years

5. A human existence (bhava) can last thousands of years, and that is the lifetime of the gandhabba or the mental body.

▪On the other hand, a physical human body lasts only about 100 years. With the death of the physical body, the gandhabba comes out and waits for another womb. Thus, there can be many births (jāti) as a human within a given human existence (bhava). See, “Bhava and Jāti – States of Existence and Births Therein.”

▪In between successive births with “human bodies,” the gandhabba (mental “body”) lives in the “para loka.” The para loka co-exists with our human loka, but we cannot see those subtle “mental bodies” of gandhabbas.

6. A new human existence (bhava) does not start in a womb. It begins at the cuti-paṭisandhi moment when the previous bhava comes to an end. For example, if a deva dies and becomes a human, a human gandhabba (fine “mental body”) will be formed at the time of death of that deva.

▪Then that human gandhabba will have to wait until a suitable womb becomes available. By “suitable,” it means that the gati (loosely related to character/habits) of the gandhabba have to match those of the parents, especially the mother.

▪Gati is an essential concept in Buddha Dhamma. But it is absent in modern texts. Search “gati” on the top right search box to find about “gati.” I have discussed Tipiṭaka references in several posts. See, “The Law of Attraction, Habits, Character (Gati), and Cravings (Āsava)” and references therein.

A Zygote Becomes Alive When a Gandhabba Takes Possession of It

7. With the above background, now we can make the connection to current scientific understanding and extend that understanding. As science has shown, human life arises with a single cell called a zygote; see #2 and #3 above.

▪A gandhabba may have to wait for even many years until a suitable womb becomes available. Then, kammic energy will pull it into that womb. And the gandhabba will merge with the zygote in the womb that was created by a sperm fertilizing an egg.

▪A gandhabba entering a womb is sometimes referred to as “paṭisandhi viññāṇa descending to a womb” as stated in the Mahā Nidāna Sutta (DN 15.) In the Mahā Taṇhāsaṅkhaya Sutta (MN 38) it is stated as, “a gandhabba descending to a womb.”

▪As we saw above, Nature automatically matches the “gati” the parents (we can say that matching the zygote that was formed by the union of the mother and father), and a “matching” gandhabba will be “pulled in” by the kammic energy.

▪However, the gandhabba concept is different from the idea of a “soul.” A gandhabba will keep changing during its lifetime. Furthermore, it will make a drastic change when the lifetime of the human bhava comes to an end. At that time, it can become an animal, a Deva, a Brahma, etc.

8. Therefore, a zygote just provides the “material basis” (zygote) for the gandhabba to form a physical body. (That zygote develops when an egg combines with a sperm.)

▪The “blueprint” for that physical body (i.e., the gandhabba) is in the paṭisandhi viññāṇa. However, the physical body will also take into account the features of the mother and father via that zygote; see #3 and #4 above.

▪If the mother (and father) are unable to have a child due to a previous kamma vipāka, the resulting zygote will be a “dud.” Thus no gandhabba can “descend to the womb,” i.e., pregnancy is not possible.

▪All this is discussed in more detail in several posts, including “Ghost in the Machine – Synonym for the Manomaya Kāya?,” “Manomaya Kāya (Gandhabba) and the Physical Body,” and a more technical description in “Cuti-Paṭisandhi – An Abhidhamma Description.”

▪Once a gandhabba takes possession of a zygote that zygote grows into a baby in the mother’s womb via several steps (consistent with current science.) Those stages are listed in the “WebLink: suttacentral: Indaka Sutta (SN 10.1)“

The ‘Time of Conception” is Precise

9. A gandhabba can take hold of that fertilized egg (zygote) any time after its formed.

▪Therefore, the conception of a new baby happens when the life-less zygote becomes “alive” with the merging of the gandhabba. That is the time of conception, and it happens very early, generally within a day after intercourse. 

▪Once a gandhabba merges with the zygote, the cells of the zygote start repeatedly dividing as the zygote moves down the fallopian tube. Thus cell division and the formation of a baby DOES NOT start unless and until a gandhabba merges with the zygote.

Effects of Condoms/Birth Control Pills

10. Now let us see what happens with a condom or with birth control pills.

▪With the use of a condom, an egg will not be able to come to contact with a sperm to form a zygote. Thus there will be no “material basis” or a zygote in the womb.

▪If the mother is taking birth control pills, again, that will prevent the formation of a zygote for a gandhabba to start a new life.

▪Thus it is clear that there are no moral issues involved in either of those two cases. Terminating a life does not happen in either case.

If a Gandhabba Is in the Womb, There Is a Human There

11. On the other hand, once a gandhabba “is in the womb,” then there is a living being in the womb.

▪Any procedure to remove the live gandhabba after this “real conception” is equivalent to killing a human. The exact time of the removal procedure does not matter. It could be a month before the birth of the baby or just a day after the gandhabba came into the womb.

▪The only uncertainty about the “time of conception” is a few days. Conception happens when the gandhabba takes hold of the zygote. That could happen immediately after intercourse or a few days after sex.

▪Thus Buddha Dhamma provides an unambiguous picture of the moral issues involved in the birth control process.

Other Aspects

12. The death of a physical body of a human does not mean its existence as a human has ended. If there is remaining “kammic energy” for the human bhava left, the mental body (gandhabba) will come out of the dead physical body and will wait for another suitable womb.

▪However, if the “kammic energy for the present human bhava” is exhausted at the time of death, then the transition to the next “bhava” or existence happens at the dying moment. If that new existence is that of a cat, a “cat gandhabba” will leave the dead body.

▪Here again, the “cat gandhabba” will have to wait until a suitable “cat womb” becomes available. At that time it will go into the womb of the “cat mother.” And a baby cat will be born later on.

▪However, except for humans and animals, a gandhabba is not involved in most other realms. That is true, for example, in Deva and Brahma realms.

13. Sometimes the child may have different “gati” compared to the parents. For example, a “fairly moral” couple may have a child with violent character qualities. That could be due to a drastic change in the mindset of the mother during that “conception window.” (Between the formation of the zygote and a gandhabba “descending” to the womb.) Violent rape is one possibility.

▪Furthermore, this is also why mothers who could not get pregnant for years, suddenly get pregnant. This happens during a time when the mother most likely has a “personality shift” or a significant change in her mental state.

Cloning – A Detailed Analysis

14. I have revised and updated another relevant post, “Cloning and Gandhabba.”

▪More details on the formation of the zygote are discussed there, before the discussion on cloning.

▪We will make the connection to Paṭicca Samuppāda in the next post.
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Introduction – Cloning of Dolly the Sheep

1. Cloning of various types of animals has become common since Dolly was cloned in 1996. Three sheep contributed to the birth of Dolly. One provided the egg, another the DNA (donor), and a third (surrogate mother) carried the cloned embryo to term.

▪Obviously, a clone has most similarities with the donor and there is no “father” involved (no sperm is needed). Are these consistent with the Buddha Dhamma, and how does a gandhabba play a role?

▪Also, there are some myths associated with cloning, such as whether “totally unexpected creatures or monsters” can result from cloning.

▪Therefore, it is good to review the key steps in the cloning process and to clarify these issues.

What Happens in a Normal Conception?

2. But, first, we need to look at what happens in a “normal conception” where an egg and a sperm combine to form the unique cell called a zygote. This was explained in the post, “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.” Here, we will first extend that discussion.

▪The “material base” for a new life is a zygote. In a natural conception, the zygote is formed by the fertilization of a female egg by a sperm from a male. Then a gandhabba can come into the womb and provide the “mental basis” for the new life, as explained in the above post.

▪There are two things REQUIRED to make a zygote. The first requirement is the egg that comes from the mother and is unique. However, eggs have only 23 chromosomes instead of 46 chromosomes in all other cells. Therefore, the second requirement is to somehow have 46 chromosomes in the nucleus of an egg.

▪Let us discuss the two factors in a bit more detail since this was not discussed in the previous post.

An Egg Is Unique

3. Eggs are the most remarkable of cells. They can give rise to a completely new individual within a matter of days or weeks in some animals. No other cell in a higher animal has this ability. Egg cells also contain many mitochondria which supply the energy required for cell replication and division.

▪However, an egg must be “activated” first in order to start the cell division process. It is activated only when its nucleus has a full complement of 46 chromosomes or 23 pairs.

▪You can read more about the role of the egg at, “WebLink: discovermagazine.com: How Does a Single Cell Become a Whole Body?.”

Activation of the Egg by the Presence of 46 Chromosomes

4. Now, to the second factor. Most cells in a body have 23 pairs of chromosomes, for a total of 46. The egg and sperm are different. Each egg and each sperm has only one set of 23 chromosomes, not a pair.

▪When fertilization occurs in normal conception, the 23 chromosomes from the egg combine with the 23 from the sperm to create a zygote or a fertilized egg with the full complement of 23 pairs of chromosomes. This is shown in the following diagram (Fertilization. Zygote is egg plus sperm genetically different individuals. Fusion of two haploid gametes to form a diploid zygote):

[image: Fertilization - Zygote - Egg-Plus-Sperm]

▪In this case of normal conception, those two nuclei from mother and father will combine to form a single nucleus in the yellow cell (egg), which is now the zygote.

▪So, we see that in normal conception, the nucleus of the zygote — or the result of the merger of the egg with the sperm — will be a cell with a nucleus that has half chromosomes from the mother and the other half from the father. Thus, DNA from mother and father BOTH contribute to the zygote in normal conception. This is why the baby will have bodily features from both parents (a mix).

Science Cannot Explain Why Some Zygotes Are “Duds”

5. When the above process is complete, the egg becomes a zygote. At this point, the cell division is supposed to activate. However, some zygotes do not activate and thus do not lead to a fetus or a baby.

▪Scientists do not know why the zygotes formed by the union of some couples do not lead to cell division, i.e., why certain couples cannot have babies.

It Is a Gandhabba That “Activates” the Zygote!

6. The only difference in Buddha Dhamma is that the cell division starts ONLY IF (and when) a gandhabba descends to the womb and merges with that zygote. 

▪A new animal or human life cannot be initiated without a gandhabba (or the “mental body” or “manomaya kāya.”) 

▪In the case of a natural conception, the matching gandhabba (or paṭisandhi viññāṇa) will descend to the womb and will be merged with that fertilized egg to complete the conception. However, if a previous kamma vipāka for the mother and father does not allow a conception, a gandhabba WILL NOT be drawn into the womb.

▪Otherwise, a matching gandhabba with gati that are a mix of gati of mother and father will be drawn into the womb. That is why a child is likely to have gati which are a mix of the two parents. That is in addition to having physical features of the parents.

A Gandhabba (Mental Body) Makes the Zygote Alive

7. Without the “mental component” or the gandhabba, there is no life! A zygote is an inert cell and has no “sentient life.” The zygote that results from the merger of the egg and the sperm is just the “material base” and not a “new life.”

▪It is only when the gandhabba descends to the womb and takes possession of that zygote that it “becomes alive.”

The Procedure of Cloning Versus Natural Conception

8. The zygote formation is different in cloning compared to the natural conception. In the case of cloning, a sperm from a father is not involved.

▪Here the nucleus of the egg is REMOVED, and the nucleus of the “donor cell” with the full set of 46 chromosomes is INSERTED in the egg. That is the key difference in cloning. So, now the nucleus of the egg has the full set of chromosomes needed to start cell division. The basic process involved in cloning is nicely represented by the following diagram:

[image: image19]

9. However, it seems that is not enough to initiate the cell division. An electric shock is required to activate the process (i.e., to initiate cell division of this artificially created zygote.) This is the second difference compared to the natural process.

▪Therefore, the artificially modified egg is placed in the womb of the surrogate mother, and an electrical shock is applied to start the cell division.

▪The above figure is from the article, “WebLink: source.colostate.edu: 20 years after Dolly: Everything you always wanted to know about the cloned sheep and what came next.” You may want to read that article too.

A Gandhabba Is Still Needed in Cloning

10. Even though that is the whole picture according to science, Buddha Dhamma says, there MUST be a gandhabba merging with that cell in order to “give it life.”

▪Just like in the case of natural conception we discussed above, there is no “new life” created with cloning. It just created a suitable “temporary home” for the gandhabba. 

▪When that physical body dies, the gandhabba would come out and wait for another womb to be ready. Dolly has now died and it is possible that she was reborn as another sheep somewhere.

Genetic Material Is From One Cell in Cloning

11. The main thing from the above figure in #8 on cloning for our discussion is that the yellow cell is the egg from the mother. The other cell on the top is from the “donor.” It is not sperm but any kind of cell. No sperm is in the picture. Instead of half the genetic material coming from sperm and half from an egg, it all comes from a single cell.

▪The unique feature of the egg from the mother is that it allows the growth of a whole animal (with many body parts for doing very different things) just starting with that single cell.

▪However, the egg needs to have a full set of 46 chromosomes to form the zygote. In cloning, the whole set comes from the “donor” as shown in the above figure. In a natural conception, half of the chromosomes come from the mother (egg), and the other half comes from the father (sperm), as shown in the figure above in #4.

▪When an egg starts cell division, it splits — first into 2, then 4, then 8, 16, 32, 64, and so on — it is not merely splitting. It is a complex process that produces descendant cells with a huge variety of shapes and functions: bone cells, nerve cells, red and white blood cells; the cells of the eyes, fingernails, stomach, skin, etc.

More Information From Scientific Studies

12. Now, in the case of cloning, the following should be clear, according to science:

▪The mother that provides the egg, provides the all-important platform for cell division that leads to the formation of the new offspring.

▪However, 99% of the DNA comes from the donor. Therefore, the physical resemblance of the offspring would be to the donor, as is the case with Dolly the sheep.

▪The surrogate mother who carries the embryo to term would provide no real contribution to the physical appearance of the offspring, according to science.

No “Monsters” Will be Created With Cloning

13. Studies done over the past 20 years with different types of animals show that:

▪Some people are afraid that cloning can lead to unexpected outcomes like “creating monsters.” However, from the above discussion, it is clear that monstrous creatures cannot be expected to form due to cloning. This is because the source of DNA is the donor. Therefore, the clone will look like the donor.

▪It is not possible to clone an animal that is identical to the donor. Even if they look similar, their character traits are different.

▪The success rate is low, around 10%.

▪Those are observations from the cloning studies over the past 20 years. They are consistent with our picture of the gandhabba having gati close to that of the donor. No two animals can be the same. In the case of natural birth, gandhabba’s gati will be close to those of both parents.

Additional Points From Buddha Dhamma

14. That is pretty much the picture in Buddha Dhamma too, but with the following exceptions:

▪All three involved in the cloning process would contribute to some extent to the “mental qualities” in selecting a matching gandhabba (which happens automatically.) However, the major contribution is likely to come from the donor.

▪Of course, we can only make a guess, since the Buddha never had to explain this particular case. The Buddha specifically mentioned that the “mental state of the mother” at the time of gandhabba descending to the womb is a factor. This is why even the most moral mother may, in a few cases, end up with a baby who turns out to have immoral gati.

▪Therefore, the surrogate mother — within whose womb the actual descending of the gandhabba would occur — could play some minor role in determining the behavior of the baby, but not the physical appearance, i.e., the developing embryo would be affected by the mood and health of the surrogate mother.

Conclusion – New Life Cannot Be Created

15. The word “clone” is defined as, “an organism or cell produced asexually from one ancestor or stock, to which they are genetically identical.”

▪However, a clone will NEVER be exactly the same as the “donor.” They are two different “lifestreams.” The Buddha taught that each lifestream has existed “forever” and we discussed Tipiṭaka references in, “Origin of Life – There is No Traceable Origin.”

▪All living beings in existence now have been in the rebirth process forever. The Buddha said that there is no discernible beginning to any living being.

16. The main point from Buddha Dhamma is that a new life cannot be created by any means, whether in a laboratory or anywhere in the universe. This is the only inconsistency with science here, and it is a major inconsistency.

▪Living beings just keep switching from realm to realm, but most are trapped in the lower realms. While in the human or animal realms, they spend a lot of time as gandhabbas; see, “Gandhabba – Only in Human and Animal Realms.”

▪So, an animal like Dolly would be switching from a “sheep gandhabba” to a sheep to a “sheep gandhabba” to a sheep…until the kammic energy for the “sheep bhava” or “sheep existence” runs out.

▪When the kammic energy for the “sheep bhava” runs out, it will grasp another existence. There is no end to this process until reaching the Arahanthood.

17. So, I hope it is clear that cloning itself is consistent with Buddha Dhamma, and specifically with the concept of gandhabba.

▪I wrote this post in response to a question at the discussion forum: “WebLink: Pure Dhamma Forums: Gandhabba and Cloning.” If there are more questions or comments, we can discuss them there.
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Relevance to Buddha Dhamma

1. A discussion on the origins of a first cell will help understand the fundamentals of Buddha Dhamma, particularly the power of kammic energy.

▪This discussion is about how modern science is beginning to confirm Buddha Dhamma. Modern science (biochemistry) provides additional information from a “material aspect,” i.e., on the basic building block of a physical body (cell). Even though many scientists believe that a living cell can arise from random combinations of inert molecules, there is no evidence to support that hypothesis.

▪Of course, science has not yet realized that there is a “mental body” too, i.e., the vital role of the manomaya kāya.

2. Human life requires two primary components: a mental body (manomaya kāya or a kammaja kāya) and a material body (āhāraja kāya), as I pointed out in the previous post; see “Clarification of “Mental Body” and “Physical Body” – Different Types of “Kāya.”

▪The mental body has existed forever (in different forms); it is called a gandhabba for humans and animals. Even though we are all humans now, we have been born devās, brahmā, animals, and of course “hell beings”; it is just an unbroken “lifestream.”

▪A cell is the basic building block of a physical body, which starts with a single cell (zygote) created by the union of mother and father. That single-cell multiplies over time (the physical body of an adult has trillions of cells); see, “Buddhist Explanations of Conception, Abortion, and Contraception.”

▪For any given conscious living being, there is no traceable beginning to a first manomaya kāya. When an existing manomaya kāya dies, mental energy or kammic energy creates a “new manomaya kāya.” Furthermore, cells make up human (and animal) bodies, and the “first cells” on this Earth were created by kammic energy long ago, as discussed below. All cells of current living beings come from those first cells!

How Cells Come to Existence

3. Biochemistry says all cells existing now come from pre-existing cells. How did the first cells on Earth come into existence? Creationists and evolutionists say those “first cells” could only have come from one of two possible places:

▪Spontaneous creation – Random chemical processes create the first living cell.

▪Supernatural creation – God or some other supernatural power created the first living cell.

▪However, both sides have not even realized that there is a third possibility, i.e., “first cells” were created via kammic energy, which is the same as “mental energy.”

4. The Buddha taught that there is “no traceable beginning” to life. Therefore, it is impossible to trace back to a “first manomaya kāya (mental body).” When a human (or an animal) is born, it has a physical body in addition to the manomaya kāya. The physical body is made of cells.

▪Of course, the Buddha did not talk about cells. I am just bridging that part of the puzzle, based on modern science and Aggañña Sutta; see “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

▪Now scientists can perform the “cloning” of animals. That is not the same as the creation of a new life form. Two existing cells create a zygote, and then an existing gandhabba can “take possession” of that zygote; see, “Cloning and Gandhabba.”

Origins of “First Cells” on Earth

5. It is essential to realize that Darwin’s theory of evolution is NOT about the “evolution of a cell.” It is about the evolution of advanced species of plants and animals, STARTING WITH simpler lifeforms with a single cell.

▪Most scientists who believe in the theory of the evolution of SPECIES do also think that it MAY BE possible that A FIRST CELL also evolved starting with inert matter.

▪Some scientists have concluded that random interactions of inert molecules cannot lead to the formation of a living cell. But they erroneously concluded that life must have been created by a Creator God.

6. Since Robert Hook discovered the existence of cells in 1665, scientists have uncovered much information about cells. The current “cell theory” in biochemistry has two fundamental axioms:

i.All living things (living beings or living plants) are made of cells,

ii.New cells are made by “cell division,” i.e., by dividing existing cells.

 

▪Biochemistry books do not discuss how “first cells” came into existence!

7. Therefore, the question remains about how the “first cells” on Earth came to life. Evolutionists say random combinations of inert molecules created them.

▪Despite what you may have heard in science fiction or popular science literature, scientists are NOT EVEN CLOSE to making even the simplest cell in a laboratory.

▪They will NEVER be able to do so. Once we discuss the current status of cell research, you will see why.

▪On the other hand, creationists say a Creator God created all life.

Buddhist Explanation of Life

According to Buddha Dhamma, a conscious living being has a mental body (manomaya kāya), and some may have a physical body (āhāraja kāya). In Brahma realms, there are no physical bodies like ours (therefore no cells).

8. A NEW living being can never be created starting from scratch. A dying manomaya kāya gives rise to a new one. Any sentient being creates CAUSES and CONDITIONS that lead to the next existence (bhava)!

▪For example, one may be born many times with a human body while in the “human bhava,” but when the energy for that “human bhava” runs out, that lifestream gets hold of a new bhava (as a Brahma, deva, animal, etc.) because of a strong kamma done in the past, as we discussed in previous posts. Therefore, it is kammic energy that gives rise to a manomaya kāya!

▪A new manomaya kāya is ALWAYS associated with a past life. It is just that the form of the gandhabba keeps changing from bhava to bhava, i.e., an “animal gandhabba” or “Brahma manomaya kāya” is different from a “human gandhabba,” but the same lifestream can take all those various forms.

▪If one can follow that “chain of past lives,” one will go through billions of past lives in a minute, but will never be able to find a “beginning” life! The Buddha did that upon attaining the Buddhahood, and stated: “bhikkhus, there is no discernible beginning to the rebirth process.”; see, for example, “WebLink: suttacentral: Gaddulabaddha Sutta (SN 22.99)”:

9. A physical body for a human or an animal is a collection of cells. It starts with a single cell (called a zygote) and grows to a large mass with trillions of cells after a gandhabba (born of a paṭisandhi viññāṇa) “descends to the womb” and gets possession of that zygote. For Tipiṭaka references, see, “Gandhabba State – Evidence from Tipiṭaka.”

▪On the other hand, a Brahma has no physical body made of cells. It is just the mental body (gandhabba) with a trace of matter at the suddhaṭṭhaka level.

▪Below, we will discuss how the “first cells” on Earth came into existence. We first need to consider how complex a cell is.

The complexity of a Cell

10. Even the simplest cell is very complex and surprising. Even though nanotechnology has made significant advances, it is nowhere close to being able to make a functioning cell.

▪The critical issue is not making new complex DNA molecules, but the following: Those DNA strands in a cell nucleus are “coded with information,” just like a computer is programmed. 

▪Just like a computer program can run by itself and manage a factory, information coded in those DNA strands in the nucleus of the cell control cell’s functions.

▪This “information” came not from a Creator and was not created via random jostling of molecules in early Earth. It comes from kammic energy, just like a gandhabba is created by kammic energy.

11. The following video gives a good idea about a cell’s basic layout and complexity.

WebLink: youtube: Organelles of the Cell (updated)
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Introduction

Some phenomena may be labeled “mystical” or “incomprehensible” only because there are no rational explanations yet. However, logical reasons may become available as science makes progress.

1. There are two essential points to make regarding the series of posts on the “origin of Life,” and in general, regarding Buddha’s teachings.

▪Some characteristics of the other 29 realms may not be compatible with our ordinary sensory experiences. Some phenomena are not “perceivable” or “easily understood” by humans. The Pāli word for “perceivable” is “gocara” pronounced “gochara.”

▪The second issue is how kammic energy can create a manomaya kāya with the ability to “see” and “hear” without physical eyes or ears. Also, how did those “first living cells” on Earth come into existence? See. “Origin of Life – There is No Traceable Origin.”

▪However, with the advances made in science, it is now possible to convince ourselves that such phenomena are scientifically plausible. There are no contradictions with science, at least theoretically (i.e., in principle).

▪We are fortunate to live at a time when scientific findings show that some of the “hard-to-believe” phenomena discussed in the Tipiṭaka are consistent with science. In this post, I will start with some issues (associated with “supernormal powers”).

Non-Perceivability of Some Phenomena

2. Let me clarify what I mean by “perceivable” or “easily understood.” Our six senses can “detect” only a tiny fraction of “our world.”

▪We experience only the human and animal realms, where living beings can be “seen with our eyes.” We have no idea about the “bodies” of those living beings in other realms. For example, if we visit a Brahma or a Deva domain, for example, we may think there is “no one there.” Their bodies are too wispy to be seen with our eyes.

▪Even when scientists probe the universe with their best equipment, they see only a tiny fraction of “things” out there. At a base level, science today can account for only 4 percent of the mass of our universe; see, “The 4 Percent Universe: Dark Matter, Dark Energy, and the Race to Discover the Rest of Reality”, by Richard Panek (2011).

▪Many things have not been “discovered” by science yet. In particular, nothing significant about the MIND.

Buddha Dhamma Is Self-Consistent

3. Trying to gauge the validity of Buddha Dhamma with just what we can see with our eyes is foolish. That is like a blind man trying to figure out what an elephant is like, by touching just a leg of the elephant; see, “How do we Decide which View is Wrong View (Diṭṭhi)?.”

▪A frog living in a well knows nothing about the broader world of 31 realms. Similarly, an average human — including scientists — faces the problem of trying to figure out the “reality” by only using data available through our limited six senses. With the help of scientific instruments, we are making progress.

▪Thus a scientific theory can’t ever be “complete” as proven by the mathematician Kurt Gödel; see, “Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem.” However, science is helping to clarify some concepts.

▪Unless one attains abhiññā powers and can visit those realms, one cannot verify such characteristics of other domains. For example, we cannot see their ultra-fine bodies; see “Clarification of “Mental Body” and “Physical Body” – Different Types of “Kāya”.”

▪However, if one spends time learning Dhamma, one would be able to see the truth of them. We will discuss a few examples below. Also, see “Buddha Dhamma: Non-Perceivability and Self-Consistency.”

Touching the Sun – Is That Possible?

4. Some phenomena described in the Tipiṭaka seem “mystical” or “beyond comprehension.” But they are entirely feasible based on the advances in science. I will discuss some examples in the Tipiṭaka to illustrate this point. In the “WebLink: suttacentral: Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2)”, it is stated, “.. imepi candimasūriye evaṁmahiddhike evaṁmahānubhāve pāṇinā parāmasati parimajjati..” or, “.. he touches and strokes the Sun and the moon, so mighty and powerful...”

▪This verse describes the powers of a yogi with supernormal capabilities (Iddhividha ñāṇa). How can one “touch and stroke the Sun?” Isn’t the Sun supposed to be extremely hot?

▪Here, the yogi is in the manomaya kāya, not with his physical body. Of course, a physical body will burn well before it gets close to the Sun. The key is to note that the manomaya kāya has just a few suddhaṭṭhaka. For example, a human manomaya kāya has a hadaya vatthu and five pasāda rūpa and each is a suddhaṭṭhaka; see, “Clarification of “Mental Body” and “Physical Body” – Different Types of “Kāya.”

▪A suddhaṭṭhaka is the smallest unit of matter in Buddha Dhamma and is a billion times smaller than an atom in modern science. Therefore, the manomaya kāya of a yogi is unimaginably tiny; it is a “packet of energy.”

5. An entity at the level of suddhaṭṭhaka will not be affected by the Sun’s high temperatures or a supernova explosion. We can understand that from modern science as follows: A regular fire can burn dense things like wood or paper. At higher temperatures, melting ovens can melt steel bars. But neither of those can burn molecular gases like hydrogen or nitrogen. Those gases burn at even higher temperatures.

▪However, even at the temperatures generated by a supernova explosion, matter at the suddhaṭṭhaka level is not affected. A supernova is the blowing up of a star.

▪The Earth and the Sun are destroyed at the end of a mahā kappa. However, the Brahma realms at or above the Abhassara Brahma realm survive. Those Brahmā have very subtle bodies (with only a trace of matter) that are not affected even by a supernova; see, “Buddhism and Evolution – Aggañña Sutta (DN 27).”

▪Well before that destruction, all living beings in the lower realms move up to the Abhassara Brahma realm.

▪Now we can see how a yogi with a manomaya kāya of a Brahma can touch the Sun. That is not a miracle. It is just that a manomaya kāya is so fine (subtle) that it is not affected by even a supernova, which has much more power than the Sun.

How Can One Go Through Walls?

6. The same sutta (and many other suttā) also describe the ability of yogis with iddhi powers to go through walls, dive into the Earth and come out from a different location, among others.

The following verse appears in many suttā in the WebLink: suttacentral: Iddhipāda Saṁyutta of the Saṁyutta Nikāya (SN 51.11 through SN 51.32): “Ye hi keci, bhikkhave, etarahi samaṇā vā brāhmaṇā vā anekavihitaṁ iddhividhaṁ paccanubhonti—ekopi hutvā bahudhā honti, bahudhāpi hutvā eko honti; āvibhāvaṁ, tirobhāvaṁ; tirokuṭṭaṁ tiropākāraṁ tiropabbataṁ asajjamānā gacchanti, seyyathāpi ākāse; pathaviyāpi ummujjanimujjaṁ karonti, seyyathāpi udake; udakepi abhijjamāne gacchanti, seyyathāpi pathaviyaṁ; ākāsepi pallaṅkena kamanti, seyyathāpi pakkhī sakuṇo; imepi candimasūriye evaṁmahiddhike evaṁmahānubhāve pāṇinā parimasanti parimajjanti; yāva brahmalokāpi kāyena vasaṁ vattenti, ..”

Translated: “Bhikkhus, a bhikkhu or a brāhmana who has developed supernormal powers (iddhi) wields various psychic powers: He can become many copies of himself. He appears and vanishes. He travels unimpeded through walls, ramparts, and mountains, and dives in and out of the Earth as if it were water. He walks on water without sinking as if it were the Earth. Sitting cross-legged, he travels through space like a winged bird. He touches and strokes the Sun and the Moon with his hand. He displays mastery as far as the brahmā-realms...”

▪It is also evident in this verse that anyone could cultivate these powers (by getting into anariya jhāna,) not just Buddhists.

▪Let us first clarify a few things with science, and then we will discuss how it is possible to “go through walls and dive into the Earth.”

▪We need first to discuss some aspects of atoms and molecules uncovered by modern science.

An Atom is Virtually Empty! 

7. Here is a simplified version of some relevant properties of an atom. An atom has a tiny nucleus with 99.9% of the mass (or “weight” in ordinary language.) It is surrounded by an “electron cloud” that takes up almost all the “space occupied by the atom.” In other words, it is analogous to a miniaturized version of our Solar system, where the massive Sun is at the center, and several planets revolve around the Sun.

▪The main difference is that those electrons are not in circular orbits. They have complicated “orbitals,” and the easiest is to visualize an “electron cloud” around the nucleus.

▪The nucleus is tiny but has all the mass of the atom essentially. Electrons spread out in a large volume around the nucleus (core.)

▪We can use the following analogy to get a perspective on the size of an atom compared to the nucleus. If a mustard seed with a millimeter diameter represents the nucleus, the “electron cloud” would occupy a volume with 100 meters in diameter. We could say a nucleus would be like a grain of sand in a large cathedral or football stadium chamber.

8. An atom (or a molecule) is mostly empty. That means our bodies that we think are very solid are also empty. Even steel or diamond would be similarly “empty.”

▪P.S. If it is possible to take out all that empty space in our bodies (which of course, is not possible), all the matter in the physical bodies of 8 billion humans today would fit inside a sugar cube!

▪If our atoms are mostly space, why can’t we pass through walls like those ghosts in movies?

▪Electrical repulsion among the electron clouds of neighboring atoms forces them to stay away without getting close.

▪Therefore, we cannot go through walls or any other “solid object” with our physical bodies.

Go Through Walls and Dive Into the Earth?

9. Even though our physical bodies cannot go through other “solid objects,” our manomaya kāya (gandhabba) made of very fine suddhaṭṭhaka can!

▪That level of “matter” is much more refined and subtle than even electrons. Furthermore, “particles” at the suddhaṭṭhaka level are not electrically charged. So, they do not have any problem going through the electron cloud.

▪Therefore, modern science (physics) helps us understand why this is not a miracle.

10. Those objects that appear “highly condensed” — such as walls or even steel — are mostly hollow at the atomic level. An atom has a tiny nucleus surrounded by an “electron cloud.” The size of an atom is defined by the electron cloud, which spreads out over a relatively large volume. Two adjacent atoms cannot come too close to each other because of the mutual repulsion between their electron clouds.

▪Therefore, an atom is “virtually empty.” The dense nucleus takes only a little volume, and the electron cloud is far away. Therefore, a manomaya kāya made of only a few suddhaṭṭhaka can freely move through “solid matter” made of atoms and molecules.

▪A yogi with such abhiññā powers could use the manomaya kāya to travel through “solid objects.”

▪One with even more developed abilities may reduce one’s physical body to the suddhaṭṭhaka level, go through the “solid object” and then “reassemble” at the other end. That sounds like science fiction (“teleportation”), but that is precisely how it may be done in the future with further progress in science. Of course, one with such abhiññā powers could do that right now.

▪P.S. An account from the Tipiṭaka regarding “teleportation”: Ven. Ānanda attained the Arahanthood only the day before the first Buddhist Council, held three months after the Parinibbāna of the Buddha. Only Arahants participated. Everyone was waiting for the arrival of Ven. Ānanda. To remove any doubts of those present that he had attained the Arahanthood — complete with all iddhi powers — Ven. Ānanda is said to have entered the room through the keyhole in the door. So, this is an example of teleportation.

Summary and Other Implications

11. Other “mysterious phenomena” in verse of #6 above can also be explained as consistent with science. As science makes progress, these clarifications will have more support.

▪For details, see “Buddhahood Associated Controversies.”

12. On a side note, this clarification also helps us understand that our concept of “touching someone” is not as intimate as we think. When we “touch” something, it is only the outer electrons of the atoms (molecules) on our body “touching” the same on the other object.

▪I am very serious about this. Suppose you are blindfolded and someone touches you on the arm. If you think it is your girl (boy) friend, that will make you generate sensual thoughts. However, you will feel only affectionate feelings of a different kind if you are under the impression that it is your parent. If you think it is a stranger (and not good looking!), you may barely notice him/her.

Buddha Discouraged “Magic Shows” by Those With Iddhi Powers

13. I must also emphasize that the Buddha discouraged and banned, in most cases, the display