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Foreword 
 

hanks to the hugely praiseworthy efforts of scholars, 

erudite monks, nuns and laypersons, there are many 

books available today published in English, which are 

gems for the ardent student of Buddhist philosophy. 

A few months ago, I received a request by an avid patron 

of the Buddha Dhamma to produce a series of English articles for 

a popular Sri Lankan Buddhist periodical “Hela Bodu Piyuma”, 

capturing the profound, Nibbāna-centric teachings of the Lord 

Buddha. As I was in no doubt about the arduous nature of this 

undertaking, I pondered over the idea for some time, considering 

if it would be by any stretch of imagination something a mere 

novice like me would be capable of, particularly considering the 

Buddha’s teaching is flawless, undisputable, comprehensive and 

therefore the consequences of any accidental errors or omissions 

could be virtually disastrous. 

However, following several discussions with veteran 

monks including my teacher monk and considering the potential 

benefit to particularly the non-Sinhala speaking Buddhists as 
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well as students of Buddhist philosophy, I decided to embark on 

this venture. 

Although my assignment was to capture the Nibbāna-

centric teachings of the Buddha, in reality, virtually all of the 

Buddha’s teachings are Nibbāna-centric to the analytical mind. 

Therefore, the real task that lay at hand was to relay the Lord’s 

teaching in English in intelligible, simple language so that one is 

not required to master Pāli or Sinhala for that matter, to study 

and understand the doctrine. 

 Over the past few months, several articles were produced 

and were published in the aforementioned magazine, primarily 

focussing on the doctrine of deeds & results (karma & vipāka) 

and its connection to Nibbāna. I am reliably informed by the 

editorial that they have received and continue to receive praise 

and growing demand. Therefore it has become clear that there is 

a large readership who earnestly seek this knowledge in the hope 

of further developing their understanding of the doctrine as well 

as making progress in their path towards Nibbāna. It is my 

earnest hope that this book, which I expect is the first in a series, 

will help its readers achieve these aims.  
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Please note each of the seven chapters of this book 

corresponds to a whole article published consecutively in the 

magazine and therefore may contain references to previous, 

subsequent or future articles in the series. I have refrained from 

making too many changes to such references so as to not take 

away key messages captured in these preambular descriptions. I 

do hope that such references do not interfere with your use of this 

book. 

Finally, throughout this book I have included Sinhala 

and Pāli words and their etymology, including a guide to their 

pronunciation where appropriate, as I felt it would help those 

readers who are at least somewhat familiar with either of these 

languages to better grasp the expressed concepts.      

I would be grateful for your comments and thoughts on 

any aspect of this book. Please forward them via the contact 

details below. 
 

Ven. Battaramulle Amādassana Thero 23.09.2018 

Dharmayai Obai Monastery,  

Ingiriya, Sri Lanka. 

buddhistpublicationsunit@dharmayaiobai.org
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Are we really all that different?  
 

re we? From one another; from other animals? 
Granted, human beings have since the beginning 
of time sought a higher standard of living than their 

counterparts and this expedition in space and time has 
brought us a long way, a very long way indeed. On a 
journey that is often worth exploring to understand 
ourselves as much as the world we live in. 

 
One perspective on this subject has been thoroughly 

studied and researched for as long as recorded time itself 
– “humanity’s journey of civilization”. There are as many 
theories on this topic today as there was hair on my head 
when I was a layman not so long ago. Some believe in 
creation by a supernatural power while others struggle to 
believe in the mere existence of an omnipotent entity and 
seek safe harbour in the theory of Darwinian evolution. 
There are yet other schools of thought which believe that 
aliens are somehow responsible for planting our feet on 
planet Earth. Whatever you believe in there is ample 
information on this vast subject accessible in virtually 
every language via books, the Internet, renowned 
scientists who have dedicated their lives to this purpose 
and, if you like yours with a bit of spice, folklore.  

 
Therefore it is not our aim to explore this perspective 

in any more detail but rather to look at our expedition 

A
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through space and time from a different perspective; a 
perspective which, regardless of how we have ended up 
where we are today, is important because it holds the 
answer to a question crucial particularly to those who are 
as interested in how this journey might end as much as, or 
perhaps even more than how it began.  

 
Let’s be honest, there is not much we can do now 

about how it all began, however, how or even if there is an 
end to this journey is well worth pondering and Buddhist 
scholars have forever been studying this topic. Some for 
academic interest, others to follow in the footsteps of the 
greatest philosopher the world has seen in the last two and 
half millennia - Gautama Supreme Lord Buddha. Our 
perspective looks at “our journey in sansāra”. In fact, the 
principle aim of this series of articles is to explore this 
issue and address it from numerous facets; and to do that 
in the International language of communication – English, 
so that our readers worldwide may benefit.  

 
This is because this issue is the fundamental problem 

that the Lord Buddha sought to tackle in His strenuous 
effort to become enlightened and with infinite compassion 
spent 45 years of His life propagating the solution to, so 
that all beings fortunate enough may seek refuge in His 
teaching. 

 
So how does one become fortunate enough to receive 

the Lord Buddha’s teaching? The Awakened One teaches 
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us about two types of worldly planes, each with a number 
of worlds in which beings are born based on their good or 
evil volitional thoughts (මෙන  ක ම, pronounced “manō 
karma”), speech (ව  ක ම, pronounced “vachī karma”) 
and actions (කාය ක ම, pronounced “kāya karma”). These 
are the blissful planes ( ග , pronounced “sugathi”) and 
the woeful planes ( ග , pronounced “dugathi”). Worlds 
in the woeful planes (අපාය, pronounced “apāya”) include 
the animal world ( ර චානෙය , pronounced 
“thirachchānayōni”), prétha world (ෙ තෙය , 
pronounced “prēthayōni”), asura world (අ රෙය , 
pronounced “asurayōni”) and hells ( රය, pronounced 
niraya). We will describe the state of beings’ existence in 
each of the planes in a future issue.  

 
The remainder of this article is based on the 

assumption that our readers believe at least to some extent 
in rebirth. In a future issue we will promote this 
assumption to the status of a hypothesis and address it 
more fully.  

 
On one occasion the Lord Buddha was with Ananda 

thero when He cast a subtle smile. Fully aware that a 
Buddha’s smile carries profound insight and is intended to 
convey a valuable message, Ven. Ananda does not let this 
moment pass without questioning the Lord Buddha’s 
intentions. The Lord Buddha points at a herd of buffalos: 
‘Ananda, do you see that herd of buffalos?’ ‘Yes Banthe’ 
replies Ananda thero. ‘Ananda, you should know that 
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there is not a single buffalo there that has not been a 
Sakkra deva in a previous life. That being the case 
Ananda, do you see how perilous one’s journey in sansāra 
is, particularly when one has not yet escaped birth in the 
four hells…?’ 

 
This message is quite powerful because it opens our 

eyes to a reality which most are often blind to. In a quest 
for a higher standard of living, most beings yearn a 
superior, more affluent existence. Humans desire to 
become devas or brahmas; devas desire to ascend the 
heavenly hierarchy in the six heavenly abodes (there are 6 
heavenly abodes) or strive to set foot in the brahma 
abodes; and brahmas seek to outshine their fellow 
brahmas in the 20 brahma worlds. If each animal of a herd 
of buffalos having been born in the animal hell realm, had 
“enjoyed” life as a deva in a previous existence, with 
conviction in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha we can 
believe we may have experienced similar at some point in 
sansāra. From a very mundane point of view that is not so 
bad, as to be born in a superior realm is an “upgrade”. 
However when we consider the possibility and 
unfortunate reality that for every birth and all the time we 
have enjoyed in a blissful world, we have been born 
countless times in the woeful plane spending many eons 
at a time, we must seriously weigh up the pros and cons of 
continuing our journey in sansāra with one question at the 
back of our minds – “is it worth it..?” 
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In a conversation, the Lord Buddha reminds us how 
incredibly difficult it is to be born human. ‘Imagine that a 
man were to throw a yoke with a hole in it into the ocean. 
Blown by the wind, that yoke would drift north, south, east 
and west. Now suppose that once every hundred years a 
turtle blind in one eye were to rise to the surface. What 
would be the chances of that turtle seeing the full moon by 
looking through the hole in the yoke as it rose to the 
surface?’ 

 
‘It would be very unlikely, Lord.’ 
 
‘Well, it is just as unlikely that one will be born as a 

human being. It is just as unlikely that a Thathāgatha, a 
Noble One, a fully enlightened Buddha should appear in 
the world. And it is just as unlikely that the Dhamma and 
Discipline ( නය, pronounced “vinaya”) of the 
Thathāgatha should be proclaimed. But now you have 
been born as a human being, a Thathāgatha has appeared 
and the Dhamma and Discipline has been proclaimed. 
Therefore, strive to realize the Four Noble Truths.’  

 
The Perfect One uses the perfect metaphor to explain 

the rarity of this occurrence. Let’s dissect this metaphor so 
we can fully appreciate it. In agricultural farming, cattle-
yolk is used to pair two bulls up to plough the field. The 
yolk has a hole in the middle through which rope is drawn. 
Imagine this yolk somehow splits in half and each half 
now has a semi-hole which made up the hole when the two 
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pieces were together. The farmer having no further use for 
them decides to throw the two pieces away, indiscreetly in 
opposite directions. Helped by rain and floods the pieces 
drift in to streams, from streams into rivers and eventually 
end up in the vast ocean. At this point it is very unlikely 
they are in proximity to each other. Helped by winds and 
waves the pieces drift further into the sea without specific 
direction. Over an indefinite period of time the two pieces 
drift towards each other and remarkably line up against 
each other in such a way that the two semi-holes align 
exactly and a hole is formed for a brief moment before 
they drift apart again. Exactly below this point where the 
two pieces meet, at the bottom of the sea lives a turtle, 
blind in one eye. The turtle surfaces for air once every 
hundred years. The meeting coincides with the turtle’s re-
surfacing anniversary. Now consider the probability of the 
turtle’s “good” eye lining up with the hole and the turtle 
seeing a clear full moon, on a cloudy night! It takes little 
convincing to appreciate that the chances are next to none. 
Lord Buddha claims the chance of being born as a human 
being is even rarer! He then goes on to claim that the 
appearance of a Thathāgatha is just as rare as is the 
proclamation of the Dhamma and Discipline. Naturally 
the combined probability of all three of these occurrences 
coinciding is a third of each taking place individually. 
Quite simply all odds are against us. 

 
You and I have been born human, we have been born 

in an era that is blessed by the appearance of a Thathāgatha 
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and we are fortunate enough to have received His 
Dhamma. Now ask yourself these questions on a personal 
level – what is the probability? What are the chances? 
Knowing what you know now, how do you feel about how 
you have lived your life so far? Would you consider 
making any changes to how you might live the rest of your 
life? 

 
Knowing what you know now, how would you 

compare yourself to others around you? To your family, 
who perhaps unlike you may not be so interested in the 
discectomy of the Four Noble Truths? To some of your 
friends who may have no desire or perhaps the opportunity 
to inject superior meaning to their worldly existence? To 
animals who survive by instinct – the need to feed, sleep, 
shelter, reproduce and protect themselves and their 
offspring? Are we really all that different…?  

 
If you were to recall everything you have ever done in 

your lifetime, all your thoughts, speech and actions and 
categorize them by the purpose behind doing them in to 
the most basic categories, would they not fall into one of 
the above? If we question the purpose of doing all of these 
things at the most basic level, what is it that we hope to 
achieve? Is it not to fulfil the basic survival needs? If so, 
how are we different to cats, dogs, birds, bees, cattle and 
other animals?  
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Sometimes we are not satisfied with merely fulfilling 
these needs. Fuelled by ego we feel the need to outdo 
others and so we humans think big, we produce, we go 
forth and conquer, we invent, we create, we compete, we 
destroy; so we can stand above the rest and continue to 
sustain the processes and systems that keeps us bound to 
this existence.  On one occasion the Buddha pushes His 
thumb into the ground and picks up some soil on to his 
thumbnail and asks his chief attendant Ven. Ananda; 
‘Ananda, what do you think? In comparison to all the soil 
on this Earth, what would you say about the amount of soil 
on my thumbnail?’ 

 
‘Banthe, the two are beyond comparison. The amount 

of soil on the Thathāgatha’s thumbnail is miniscule, 
negligible, incomparable to the all the soil on Earth.’ 

 
‘That being the case Ananda, let it be known of all 

beings that are born, that if the number of beings born in 
the blissful planes is as much as the amount of soil on my 
thumbnail, the number of beings born in the woeful planes 
is as much as the soil on this Earth.’  

 
This delivers a shocking eye-opener to anyone who 

might feel that to have been born one of the seven billion 
human beings on this planet was a simple feat. What value 
have we given to our human existence – something as we 
discussed above is virtually impossible to achieve yet we 
have been so incredibly fortunate to have done so. 
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Invariably, we humans like to think we have minds far 

superior to animals. However while some people dedicate 
every moment of their working life for the betterment of 
themselves and others, on the other hand when we see how 
some people behave in the face of adversity and 
vicissitudes of life, it begs the question how is it we claim 
that humans are always superior in mind to animals. 
Lying, back-stabbing, foul speech, stealing and killing for 
personal gain have become all too common occurrences in 
society. Some sins humans commit are too heinous to 
mention in popular media and yet a mere cow does not 
break any of the five precepts – ever!  

 
We believe our power to think elevates us to the level 

of universal overlord and sets us above par to other beings. 
This appears true on the surface, however is it not the 
application of intelligent thought which ought to be the 
true metric? Application of intelligent thought, also 
known as wisdom ( ඥා, pronounced “pragnā”) enables 
one to make the correct choices between good and bad. 
However wisdom in this context refers to a mental faculty 
which unlocks a perspective on oneself and the world 
around them so that they may understand the Buddha’s 
teaching. It helps one reflect on the Dhamma and apply its 
principles to challenge their own misguided views ( චා 

, pronounced “michchā ditthi”) on almost anything 
and in particular views which contribute to their 
misguided thoughts ( චා සංක ප, pronounced “michchā 
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sankappa”), misguided speech ( චා වාචා, pronounced 
“michchā vāchā”) and misguided actions ( චා ක ම ත, 
pronounced “michchā kammantha”). It is wisdom which 
mainly sets us apart from animals and other beings born in 
the woeful planes. Animals and other beings born in the 
woeful planes do not have wisdom as the location of this 
faculty is dependent on good karma accumulated in a 
previous birth which does not give effect (vipāka) to 
beings born in the woeful planes. 

 
Wholesome deeds ( සල ක ම, pronounced “kusala 

karma”) - thoughts, speech and actions are conditioned by 
the three wholesome roots non-greed (අෙල භ, 
pronounced “alōbha”), non-aversion (අෙද ස, pronounced 
“adōsa”) and non-delusion (අෙම හ, pronounced 
“amōha”). However, wholesome deeds are not always 
rooted in all three of them. We can easily relate to this 
from personal experience. Take for instance an example 
where one offers flowers to the Buddha. This is no doubt 
a wholesome deed. In the process of the ritual, this person 
is clearly giving away something as an offer of respect, 
gratitude, invariably out of non-greed. They have feelings 
of joy, goodwill and utmost reverence rooted in non-
aversion. However, let us assume on this occasion this 
person wishes that the merits of this deed help them be 
born adorned with beauty in their next birth. This wish is 
based on the wrong view ( චා , pronounced 
“michchā ditthi”) that an existence, albeit adorned with 
beauty, is one worth having. Therefore this wish is rooted 

11 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

in delusion and as such is only rooted in two of the three 
wholesome roots.  

 
At the final moments preceding one’s death, if the 

karmic energy which resulted in the current existence 
(භවය, pronounced “bhawaya”) has been extinguished or 
overridden by a karma with superior karmic potential 
(ග ක ක ම,  pronounced “garuka karma”), this death 
(මරණය, pronounced “maranaya”) will coincide with the 
termination of the current existence, this is called chuthi 
( , pronounced “chuthi”). Note that despite common 
misconception, not all deaths are coincident with 
termination of existence. There is one type of death which 
coincides with chuthi and three types of death where they 
do not.  In a future issue we will discuss the various types 
of death in more detail. 

 
Where this coincidence happens, if the karma outlined 

above, a karma object (ක ම ත, pronounced “karma 
nimiththa”) or resultant place of rebirth (ග  ත, 
pronounced “gathi nimittha”) comes forth at the time of 
death, in the form of the chuthi consciousness (  ත, 
pronounced “cthuthi chiththa”), the resultant rebirth 
consciousness ( ස  ත, pronounced “patisandhi 
chiththa”) will be lacking in wisdom. This is an example 
of a double-rooted rebirth ( ෙහ් ක ස , 
pronounced “dvihēthuka pratisandhi”). 
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However, if in the above example, instead of wishing 
for birth adorned with beauty, one reflects insightfully on 
the reality that just as the flowers I lay down on the altar 
are subject to decay and death, so is my body and all 
material things that I am attached to, this deed is now also 
rooted in non-delusion. They have not wished for 
something that is material and subject to disease, decay 
and death, but rather have reflected on the futile nature of 
such possessions and how attachment to them is in fact the 
cause for suffering. Now if this karma happens to come 
forth at the time of death, in the form of the death 
consciousness, the resultant rebirth will be in a blissful 
plane and the resultant human, deva or brahma is likely to 
possess the wisdom faculty. It is very important to note 
here that wholesome vipāka is not a gift, but the fruit of 
one’s wholesome karma; a fine example of cause and 
effect. We will discuss cause and effect in much more 
detail in a future issue. 

 
The wisdom faculty (පඤ්ඤා ඉ ය, pronounced 

“panna indriya”) only appears in beings born in the 
blissful planes and that also if the wholesome karma which 
resulted in their rebirth was rooted in non-delusion. 

 
What is clear from the above is that this adds yet 

another level of uncertainty to the probability we 
discussed above. Being born human is unimaginably hard 
enough and while one can accumulate merits ( න, 
pronounced “pina”) as a human so that they may acquire 
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material happiness in this or future births, to understand 
the ultimate reality contained in the Four Noble Truths and 
therefore attain the supreme bliss i.e. Nibbāna requires the 
power of wisdom. 

 
Wisdom helps penetrate delusion (ෙම හය, 

pronounced “mōhaya”) which is the veil that blinds us to 
the true nature of all conditioned objects and occurrences 
( ixL;" pronounced “sankhatha”) in the world. As with 
all faculties such as the eye, in some people, wisdom is 
present but not always open and active and in some cases 
may not be used to its full potential throughout their 
lifetime. However, by associating people, who themselves 
have by associating yet others, activated this faculty, one 
may be able to achieve the same result; be able to view 
themselves, analyse the purpose of their lives, their 
existence and the world around them from a new 
perspective. This new realization happens while they are 
actively listening to the Dhamma. In this context, active 
listening involves not only understanding what is being 
said, but comprehending its meaning and actively 
applying the principles to their lives by reflecting on their 
past experiences, present moment and future goals. This 
practice gradually helps penetrate the veil of delusion by 
hammering away at its roots based in ignorance (අ ද ා, 
pronounced “avidhyā”) of the Four Noble Truths.  

An associate who help us in this way is, in the Buddha 
Shasanaya, referred to as a Noble friend (කල ාණ , 
pronounced “kalyāna miththra). There is a much deeper 
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meaning to this word, however this and a step by step 
account of how by associating a Noble friend one is able 
to achieve this profound understanding we will cover in a 
future issue. 

 
We invite you to think for a few moments about how 

you currently spend your life. Do you view being alive, 
having being born a human being as a right or privilege? 
Do you realise how rare and fortunate it is for a being stuck 
in the intricate web of sansara to be born in a blissful 
plane? And that in an era in which the Buddha’s Dhamma 
prevails ( ෙධ පාද කාලය, pronounced 
“budhdhōthpādha kālaya”)? Do you truly appreciate the 
value of what you have worked so incredibly hard to 
achieve? If so, are you content with how you intend to live 
the rest of your life? Is it not time to take stock of what 
you have achieved to date and what goals you have set for 
the future? What do you hope to take with you one day 
when we leave this world? Whether we like it or not that 
day will surely come. If we haven’t already, now is the 
time to apply the power of intelligent thought and make 
some choices, because if we don’t, are we really all that 
different...? 
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Deeds & results (karma & vipāka) I 
 

n the previous article we discussed what makes us 
different to other worldly sentient beings. We asked 
ourselves what value we give to our human existence 

(ම ෂ  භවය, pronounced “manushysa bhawaya”), 
particularly given that it has been an extremely arduous 
feat to have achieved. If we truly believe, given all the 
odds against us, having been born human is all but a 
miracle, it is imperative that we put our lives to good use, 
or even better – Noble use!  
 

The subject matter we wish to bring forth through the 
second article of this series is so vast that we feel to do 
justice to our readers and the subject matter in question, 
we ought to dedicate the next few issues towards this, and 
even that will only be scratching the surface. However, a 
good grounding in this topic will be extremely helpful not 
only as a base to build further knowledge upon, but more 
importantly to make the most of valuable human life on 
our journey in sansāra.  

 
The purpose of this article is primarily twofold. 

Firstly, to provide knowledge, insight and food for thought 
to our readers, in the hope that they can be mindful of their 
deeds (l¾u" pronounced “karma”) and have the foresight 
and good judgement to cultivate wholesome deeds and 
avoid unwholesome deeds. A meritorious deed such as 

I 



16 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

giving alms to the Sangha (the Buddhist monastic order), 
if done with the right intentions, may lead to not only huge 
material reward in one’s lifetime, but also birth in one of 
the six heavens as a deva, possibly with an abundance of 
heavenly food as well as longevity (ආ ෂ, pronounced 
“āyusha”), vigour (ව ණ, pronounced “varna”), fortitude 
(බල, pronounced “bala”) and comfort (සැප, pronounced 
“sepa”). On the other hand, rebuking a member of the 
Sangha with malicious intent may result in dire 
consequences such as severe oral disease in one’s lifetime 
and rebirth in one of the hells (අපාය, pronounced “apāya) 
where they may be subject to relentless suffering and 
torture for many aeons. Thus, it should be clear why it is 
very important to have an understanding of this doctrine 
so that one may make deliberate efforts to cultivate 
wholesome deeds and avoid unwholesome deeds. 

 
Secondly, with some understanding of this doctrine, 

one will develop an appreciation that results ( පාක, 
pronounced “vipāka”) experienced now are the fruits of 
deeds committed by oneself previously, and therefore 
should aim to accept both rewards and consequences with 
equanimity and without protest. For the wise 
contemplative reader, there is also a third key takeaway 
which the author wishes to convey; having understood the 
transient nature of life as an experience which is subject to 
the deeds & results doctrine, what it is the diligent 
practitioner of the Lord Buddha’s teaching must do. Read 
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on and see if you can figure this out yourself, but do not 
worry if not, we will discuss this later on. 

 
It must be stated right off the bat though that the Lord 

Buddha Himself has stated that the deeds & results 
doctrine is only fully apprehensible to a Supreme Buddha 
- a Fully Enlightened One. In fact there are a number of 
phenomena including this which are only capable of being 
fully comprehended by a Supreme Buddha. To the 
sceptical mind this statement may seem evasive and 
vague, however if so, it is worth reminding such a reader 
that we are referring to attributes of a Supreme Buddha, 
the Perfect One who is unique, peerless, without 
counterpart, incomparable, unequalled, matchless, 
unrivalled, the best of humans. To offer a simile, even if 
an amphibious turtle that spends life on land and sea were 
to describe land to a fish living in the depths of the ocean, 
no amount of elaboration will enable it to comprehend 
land in its full and true nature! That is however not to say 
that such omniscience is beyond one’s reach - quite the 
contrary; if one is able to fulfil the causes required with 
diligent effort to the level that is needed to become a 
Supreme Buddha, he would be endowed with such 
limitless knowledge and wisdom!  

 
The principle of deeds & results, which is an extension 

of the cause (ෙහ් , pronounced “hēthu”) & effect (ඵල, 
pronounced “phala”) doctrine, is one of the fundamental 
tenets of Buddhist philosophy. The Lord Buddha shows us 
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that it is one’s deeds which include thoughts (මෙන  ක ම,  
pronounced “manō karma”), speech (ව  ක ම, 
pronounced “vachī karma”) and actions (කාය ක ම, 
pronounced “kāya karma”) that are the single most 
powerful and influential factor in determining a being’s 
future state of existence not only in the form of deeds 
whose results manifest in the same birth ( ඨධ ම 
ෙ ද ය, pronounced “dittadhamma vēdanīya karma), but 
also and usually more noticeably in the next, due to their 
potential to result in rebirth as a different kind of being. 
There are simply far too many examples in the Tripitaka 
quoting the Lord Buddha stating this fact, to quote all of 
them here; however, one of the best is possibly in the 
popular discourse on the Ten Dhammas (දස ධ ම ය, 
pronounced “dasa dhamma sūthraya”). ‘Monks, of karma 
I am constituted; karma is my inheritance; karma is my 
kinsman; karma is my refuge. Whatever karma I perform, 
be it good or bad, to that I shall be heir.  This must be 
reflected upon again and again by one who has gone forth 
[entered the monastic life]’. 

 
We will revisit other aspects of the deeds & results 

doctrine in a subsequent issue. For the rest of this article, 
in order to achieve the purpose set out at the beginning, 
we will focus on the more practical elements of this 
subject so that the reader may gain immediate benefit 
through their application. 
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Buddhist philosophy is nothing but practical, however 
perhaps one of the most practical elements of the Lord 
Buddha’s teaching to the lay and ordained is to cultivate 
wholesome deeds and abstain from unwholesome deeds. 
This is one of the key messages in the Dhammapadha 
verse “Sabba pāpassa akaranam, kusalassa 
upasampadhā”, which translates to “abstain from all 
immoral deeds and cultivate morality”. Unlike the 
teaching of some of His contemporaries, the Buddha did 

not base His teaching in activism ( යාවාදය, pronounced 
“kriyā vādaya”), but rather in cause & effect, and so, He 
emphasised that it is not necessarily the raw, superficially 
observable deed which is to be deemed wholesome or 
unwholesome, but one’s intention for conducting oneself 
in such manner. In the Penetrative discourse ( ෙ ක 
ප යාය ය, pronounced “Nibbedhika Pariyāya 

Sūthraya”) the Lord Buddha states, in the popular phrase 
“Chēthanāhan bhikkhave kamman vadāmi. 
Chētayitvākammakarōthi kāyēnavāchāyamanasā.” which 
translates to “Intention, I tell you, is karma. Intending, one 
does karma by way of body, speech, and mind.” This is an 
important point to understand as it is the single most 
significant factor in determining the result (vipāka) of a 
given deed, and that two deeds which appear identical to 
the observer if performed with different intentions can 
give rise to different results. 
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Take for instance a situation in which a man is seen to 
be screaming in pain at the hands of another holding a 
knife. The person inflicting pain could be attempting 
murder which would be a grievous sin, or a surgeon 
performing an operation on a patient as treatment, which 
would be a meritorious deed. Only the person holding the 
knife would be entirely knowledgeable of their intention, 
as whilst it may seem farfetched, it is not entirely 
impossible for the surgeon to be attempting murder under 
the guise of performing an operation. Thus it should be 
clear from this that the moral qualifier in a given deed is 
not the externally observable action or speech, but rather 
one’s intention. This being the case, an important 
takeaway here is that unless one has developed the ability 
to read another’s mind (පර ත ජාණන ඥාණය, 
pronounced “parachiththa vijānana gnānaya”), it is 
virtually impossible to judge their intentions or character 
and people who attempt to do so often find that they are 
mistaken further down the line. 

 
Based on intention, deeds which have the potential to 

produce results are threefold, namely; wholesome, 
unwholesome and deeds cultivated to achieve immaterial 
jhānas (අ පාවචර ධ ාන, pronounced “arūpāvachara 
dhyāna”) – deep meditative states which enable one to be 
born in the immaterial plane. Most of these deeds also 
have the potential to result in rebirth and are called 
abhisankāra. The Pāli qualifier “abhisankāra” can be 
loosely interpreted as “deeds which have the potential to 
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generate or reproduce”. These deeds are referred to as 
“punyābhisankhāra”, “apunyābhisankāra” and 
“āninjaabhisankāra” respectively. In a future issue we will 
look at the abhisankāra dhammas in more detail. For the 
purpose of this article it is sufficient to understand that all 
three types of deeds have the potential to bring to fruition 
results in this birth, a future birth or both. Let us first look 
at meritorious deeds and immoral deeds as this is what the 
vast majority of our readers will have experienced, unless 
one has experience of attaining the immaterial jhānas or at 
least one of the Noble fruits (ආ ය ඵල, pronounced “ārya 
phala”). This categorisation can be represented as follows: 

 
The reason we are making particular reference to the 

Pāli or Sinhala (or a combination) terms here is because 
their etymology (පද , pronounced “padha 

Deeds

Wholesome 
deeds

Meritorious  deeds 
(punya 

abhisankära)

Moral deeds

(kusala karma)

Cultivation of 
immaterial jhänas

(äninja 
abhisankära)

Unwholesome 
deeds

Sins or immoral 
deeds

(päpa or akusala
abhisankära)

Figure 1 - Categorisation of deeds 
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nirukthi”) helps us distinguish between the various types 
by deriving the meaning contained within the terms 
themselves. The purpose of employing etymology in the 
study of Buddhist philosophy is to draw out underlying 
meanings of terms used which are not only relevant to the 
context, but is also in keeping with the spirit of the 
Dhamma. The method to derive such meanings is a special 
knowledge which is only ever fully endowed upon the 
Perfect One but is also generally endowed upon an Āryan 
literally meaning one who has or is on the path to 
terminating ‘the jounrey’ [of sansāra]) the Lord Buddha’s 
disciples) to a lesser extent and comes naturally with one’s 
gradual understanding of the Dhamma. Multiple meanings 
can usually be derived from the same term, therefore when 
drawing out meanings, one should be careful to gauge if 
they are qualified to do so in terms of their level of 
understanding of the Dhamma. In a future issue we will 
discuss this method in more detail with further examples. 
However, for now as the author has utilised this technique 
below, the above should provide some understanding to 
someone who is new to this phenomenon. 
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Meritorious deeds (punya karma) 

and sins (pāpa karma) 
 
Performing meritorious deeds helps one accumulate 

merits ( ං, pronounced “ping”). Merits are the currency 
which offers a being the potential to be born in the blissful 
plane as a human, deva or brahma. Sins (පාප, pronounced 
“papa”) also called immoral deeds have the opposite effect 
i.e. the potential to result in rebirth in the woeful plane. 
Merits are also essential for a being to be rewarded with a 
healthy, comfortable life whereas sins have the potential 
for preventing good fortune coming one’s way and 
attracting physical or psychological pain and discomfort, 
in whichever existence a being may be born i.e. in the 
blissful or woeful planes. 

 
As most of our readers will be aware, merit, translated 

into Sinhala is “msk” (pronounced “pina”), which is 
derived from the Sinhala word “mskùu” (pronounced 
“pinavīma”) and has the literal meaning “to make happy”. 
As is evident from the above description and examples 
below, this is the general aim behind accumulating merits. 
In the Sumanā sutra, in a conversation with a princess 
named Sumanā, the princess 
says “Bhante! Truly, one has good reason to give alms and 
do meritorious deeds, since they will be helpful if one 
becomes a deva, again becomes a human being, or goes 
forth [i.e. makes effort to become enlightened].” to which 
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the Lord Buddha replies, “So it is, Sumanā! So it is, 
Sumanā! Truly, one has good reason to give alms and do 
meritorious deeds, since they will be helpful if one 
becomes a deva, again becomes a human being, or goes 
forth.”  

 
An important point that is clearly evident in the above 

conversation is that the Buddha states that merits are 
helpful even to someone who wishes to attain Nibbāna. Be 
it as an ordained or lay person if one understands the 
unfruitful, worthless nature of sansāra and makes the 
determination to cultivate virtue (sīla), concentration 
(samādhi) and wisdom (paññā) in the hope of attaining 
Nibbāna, the presence of the basic physical necessities 
such as food, clothing, shelter and medication, collectively 
known as the four requisites ( පසය, pronounced 
“siwpasaya”) as well as mental and physical wellbeing 
will be hugely conducive to their goal. Without previously 
accumulated merits, none of these will become easily 
available and therefore one’s practice can become difficult 
and exhausting.      

 
There is a common misconception that merits prolong 

one’s journey in sansāra. To briefly clarify this point, it is 
not merits but the presence of ignorance and attachment 
(ත හාව, pronounced “thanhāva”) which prolong one’s 
sansāric journey. This is the ignorance of the Four Noble 
Truths and consequently attachment to worldly existence. 
A meritorious deed may be accomplished with or without 
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being based in ignorance and attachment, and the quality 
of the merits acquired as a result will vary accordingly.  

 
In the Mā Punnyabhāyi sūtra the Lord Buddha 

states “Mā, bhikkhave, puññānaṃbhāyittha. 
Sukhassethaṃ, bhikkhave, adhivachanaṃ yadhidhaṃ 
puññāni.”, “Monks, do not fear merit. Merit is but another 
name for comfort.” Rather than introduce a further level 
of complexity here, we will cover the detail behind 
ignorance and attachment in a future issue; however, for 
now it would suffice for the reader to bear in mind that 
when a meritorious deed is tainted by defilements, the 
resultant merits have less potency than when they are 
untainted; 
void of ignorance and attachment.  

 
The ten meritorious deeds are listed below. In a future 

issue we will detail each of the below. 
1. Giving (දාන, pronounced “dāna”) 
2. Observing virtue ( ල, pronounced “sīla”) 
3. Meditation (භාවනා, pronounced “bhāvanā”) 
4. Preaching dhamma (ධ ම ෙ ශනා, pronounced 

“dhamma deshanā) 
5. Listening to dhamma (ධ ම සවන, pronounced 

“dhamma savana”) 
6. Conferring merits (ප දාන, pronounced 

“paththidāna”) 
7. Rejoicing in others’ merits (ප තා ෙම දනා, 

pronounced “paththānumōdhanā) 



26 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

8. Attending to the needs of a religious place and 
contributing to its upkeep (ෙව යාව ච veyyāvachcha) 

9. Reverence to those who deserve it such as elders and 
people who lead holy lives (අපචායන, pronounced 
“apachāyana”) 

10. Coming to the right view on the doctrine of deeds and 
results ( ක ම, pronounced “dhittijjukamma”). 
 
Merits are the reward for conducting one’s thoughts, 

speech and actions with good intention to fulfil one or 
more of the ten meritorious deeds the Lord Buddha laid 
out. Therefore, one must make every reasonable effort to 
perform as many meritorious deeds as possible so that one 
can live a comfortable life in this birth and in future, but 
perhaps more importantly as described above, merits also 
help create an environment conducive to someone who 
wishes to fulfil the path to Nibbāna. 

 
Sins can be translated into Sinhala as “පාප” 

(pronounced “pāpa”). The etymology of this word is “md” 
(pronounced “pā”), which draws meaning from the word 
“my;a” (pronounced “pahath”), meaning “lowly” + “wdm” 
(pronounced “āpa”), meaning “to bind”. Therefore, the 
meaning conveyed in the context is “deeds which bind 
beings to a lowly existence. The essence of this is that sins 
are deeds which have the potential to give birth in the 
woeful planes as well as bring pain and suffering.  This is 
why the Lord Buddha states in His final words of advice 
to all beings, “Sabba pāpassa akaranam” meaning abstain 
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from all immoral deeds. In a future issue we will describe 
the state of beings in the woeful plane in elaborate detail 
so our readers can appreciate the gravity of the Lord 
Buddha’s admonition. 

 
All sins are rooted in at least one of the mental 

defilements and at most two. Some sins are rooted in 
delusion only, others in either greed or aversion and 
accompanied by delusion. As greed and aversion are polar 
opposite characteristics they do not function together. 
Note the distinction between the roots greed in the case of 
sins are non-greed in the case of meritorious deeds. The 
etymology of the Sinhala term “f,daN” (pronounced 
lōbha) is “f,da” (pronounced “lō”) which draws meaning 
from the word “f,dalh” (pronounced “lōkaya”), meaning 
“the world” + “අ භ” (pronounced “abbha”), meaning “to 
holdfast”. Therefore, the meaning conveyed in the context 
is “to have a firm grip on the world or one’s sphere of 
existence”.  

 
It is reasonable to expect that someone who has a firm 

grip on the world they live in based on the false view that 
happiness and fulfilment can be sought from continued 
existence will make every effort to build and sustain this. 
In this context one’s world includes any beings, objects or 
occurrences they are attached to, based on the distorted 
view that happiness and fulfilment can be gained from 
them. It is likely they will strive to make every profit they 
can, draw out every ounce of value possible and even be 
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inclined to commit heinous sins in the hope of achieving 
this objective by hook or by crook. Unfortunately, with no 
understanding of the true nature of all conditioned things 
in this world, this distorted mentality drives them to 
commit various sins through thought, speech and action 
and with each defiling deed accumulates karma which can 
only result in pain and suffering in the present birth, future 
birth or both.  

 
The ten sins are listed below. In a future issue we will 

detail each of the below. 
1. Covetousness; greed combined with an undesirous 

attitude of others benefitting (අ ජා, pronounced 
“abhijjā”) 

2. Hatred (  යාපාද, pronounced “vyāpāda”) 
3. Wrong views ( චා , pronounced “michchā 

dhitti”) 
4. Lying ( සාවාද, pronounced “musāvāda”) 
5. Slandering ( ණාවාචා, pronounced “pisunāvācha”) 
6. Harsh speech (ප ෂාවාචා, pronounced 

“parushāvācha”) 
7. Frivolous speech (ස ප ලාප, pronounced 

“sampapralāpa) 
8. Killing (පානා පාතා, pronounced “pānāthipāthā) 
9. Theft (අ නාදානා, pronounced adhinnādhānā) 
10. Inappropriate indulgence in sensual pleasures 

(කාෙම ඡාචාරා, pronounced 
“kāmēsumichchāchārā”) 
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It is important to note that the manifestation of rewards 
as payback for merits and the consequences for sins 
performed by someone are not mutually exclusive. For 
example, a meritorious deed if recalled at the moment of  
chuthi may enable a being to be born human, however 
their sins may result in that person being born 
handicapped, not being able to find food or shelter etc. 
Conversely, if a sin is recalled resulting in the being born 
an animal, for instance a dog, previously acquired merits 
may result in it being rewarded with food, shelter, a caring 
owner and so on. 

  



30 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

Deeds & results (karma & vipāka) II 
 

n the previous issue we introduced deeds & results as 
one of the most fundamental tenets of Buddhist 
philosophy.  The Lord Buddha, having comprehended 

in its entirety the mechanism behind how sentient beings 
commit deeds and how these deeds bring forth results given 
the right conditions, expounded this doctrine to all worldly 
beings. Consequently, we are able to make use of this 
knowledge to make volitional choices about how we 
conduct our actions, speech and thoughts, and therefore 
influence the degree of comfort or hardship we must endure 
which come to us as rewards for our wholesome or 
consequences of our unwholesome deeds respectively.  
In the previous issue we discussed three types of deeds 
which have the potential to result in rebirth. These 
abhisankāra dhammas are meritorious deeds 
( ණ ා සංකාර, pronounced “punyābhisankāra”), immoral 
deeds (අ ණ ා සංකාර, pronounced “apunyābhisankāra) 
and cultivation of immaterial jhānas (āninjābhisankāra). In 
this issue we will look at the first seven of the ten 
meritorious deeds. 

  

I
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Giving 
 

There is no other meritorious deed which the Lord 
Buddha himself praised more than giving. This is because 
to perform the act of giving one must be able to muster 
courage to let go of something or someone in their 
possession at least temporarily and the quality of letting go 
is the direct opposite of attachment, which binds a being to 
the cycle of rebirth (sansāra). Therefore, practicing giving 
is an excellent method to introspect one’s level of 
attachment towards oneself as well as other living or non-
living things. If the thought of giving something up or 
someone away tugs at one’s heartstrings, however subtle 
the tension might be, this is a fairly reliable indicator that 
attachment exists towards them.  
 

Giving comes in all shapes and forms and despite 
the inferred connotations conveyed by the Sinhala term 
දානය (pronounced “dānaya”) due to its most common 
usage, it is not confined to offering items of food. Whether 
lending a household item to a neighbour, donating one’s 
lifelong earnings to a charity organisation, or perhaps 
volunteering a few hours a week at a care home for the 
elderly, there are virtually infinite opportunities for 
someone who wishes to engage in the act of giving, to do 
so. As we discussed at length in the previous issue, where 
giving is performed with one’s thoughts based in the 
wholesome roots, it has the potential to reward with both 
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material comforts as well as the company of kind and 
generous people.   
 

The Sinhala term odkh is derived from the phrase 
§fï kHdh (pronounced “deeme nyāya”), which has the 
literal meaning “the principle of giving”. Throughout our 
infinitely long journey in sansāra we have been at the mercy 
of many countless beings and in receipt of their charity. 
This may not only be material objects of some value but 
also in the form of help, support or assistance. If we have 
not repaid them, then we are in their debt. Nature has a way 
of bringing together debtors and creditors so that these 
sansāric debts can be settled.  
 

On one occasion the Lord Buddha was going round 
for alms with the Great Elder Kāshyapa Thero following 
some distance behind Him. Kāshyapa Thero had some 
resemblance to the Lord Buddha and people often mistook 
one for the other. A local woman who was longing to offer 
some sweet cakes to Kāshyapa Thero saw the Buddha 
approaching and having mistaken Him for Kāshyapa Thero 
placed the cakes in His alms bowl and having accepted the 
offering the Buddha continued on his way. However, a few 
moments later when Kāshyapa Thero approached, the 
woman soon realised her mistake and ran after the Buddha 
to retrieve her offering. The Lord Buddha in His infinite 
compassion determined the woman should only be able to 
see the cakes she had offered in the alms bowl and nothing 
else, as if she were to take anything else she would be 
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committing a sin by taking something which was offered to 
the Buddha. The Buddha then pondered on why He who 
had perfected giving like no other sentient being in all the 
worlds did not have cause to receive this offering. When He 
looked back at His infinitely long journey in sansāra, He 
realised that for all the charity He had done, not once had 
He offered as much as a dime to this woman. This story 
shows us that even the Lord Buddha only received what He 
rightfully deserved in return for what He had offered to 
others in the past. This is an important lesson to us all that 
we can only reasonably expect to receive what we deserve 
not necessarily what we desire.   
 

In a future issue we will discuss the phenomenon of 
sansāric debts in detail. For now it would suffice to have an 
appreciation that by giving away we are giving back or 
paying dues to those who we are in debt. 
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Virtue 
 

Living a virtuous life has numerous benefits both to 
the individual as well as their society. A virtuous person 
refrains from harming other beings and their possessions in 
the conduct of their thoughts, speech and actions and often 
extends sentiments of compassion and benevolence to all 
universal beings. Therefore, virtuous people have a natural 
tendency to attract praise and admiration of others, as 
generally they display a considerate temperament  and their 
company is pleasant. 

 
Almost all religious teachings offer a code of 

conduct both for lay followers as well as those who enter 
the religious order. Buddhist philosophy also endorses a 
code of conduct for lay people in the form of precepts ̂ isCId 

mo, pronounced “sikshā pada”) which one can choose to 
abide by. Most lay Buddhists observe the five precepts ̂ mxp 

isCIdj, pronounced “pancha sikshāwa”) as a bare 
minimum. The conventional interpretations of these 
precepts are refraining from killing; stealing; sexual 
misconduct; lying; and taking intoxicants. When someone 
takes up ordination as a novice monk or nun in the 
Theravāda tradition, he or she must take on the ten monastic 
precepts ^idufkar oi isCIdj, pronounced “sāmanēra dasa 
sikshāwa”). On Pōya days Buddhist laymen and laywomen 
throughout the world generally observe eight/nine precepts 
^wIaGdx.$kjdx. Wfmdai: isCIdj, pronounced 
“ashttānga/navānga upōsatha sikhshāwa”&. The more 
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stringently one abides not only by the letter but also spirit 
of these precepts the more merit he or she can accumulate 
as a result. However, both sets of precepts observed by lay 
people existed before the advent of the Lord Buddha. This 
is evident in the fact that Queen Mahā Māyā had observed 
the eight precepts when she conceived Prince Sidhdhārtha.  
 

The Visākha Upōsatha Discourse gives an account 
of an occasion where the Lord Buddha’s chief lay 
benefactress Vishākhā visits the Blessed One and having 
paid her respects to the Lord, she states that she has 
observed the eight precepts. On this occasion the Lord 
Buddha uses this opportunity to offer new interpretation to 
the practice of observing precepts in such a way that it leads 
one to Nibbāna. Here, He describes the virtuous nature of 
an Arahant and invites those wanting to live a virtuous life 
to emulate the conduct of an Arahant. In the 
Dhutthahakasuttanidhdhesa Discourse (ÿÜGÜGliQ;% 

ks¾foaYh), the Buddha makes a clear distinction between 
the observance of precepts and virtue. “Yang samādhānang, 
than vathang; sanvaraththēnasīlang”, which means, that 
which is observed (precepts) is a rite; virtue is endued 
through natural abstinence.  
 

So, while it is extremely laudable when someone 
commits to make conscious effort to restrain one’s 
thoughts, speech and actions in the hope of emulating the 
unwavering virtuous nature of an Arahant, unless one is 
endued with such qualities, this will only be successful for 
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as long as deliberate effort is made to be observant of one’s 
demeanour and apply self-control. However, when one 
begins to acquire a thorough understanding of the true 
(anichcha, dukkha, anaththa) nature of the world, they 
gradually begin to appreciate that all material and 
immaterial living and non-living things are not as precious 
as they once thought. Therefore, the urge to acquire them 
through immoral methods such as killing, stealing or lying 
begin to disappear and whereas previously this very person 
abstained from an immoral livelihood by resorting to the 
scrupulous observance of precepts, it is no longer necessary 
to apply these artificial controls. How right understanding 
(ස මා , pronounced “sammā ditthi”) develops virtue 
of thoughts, speech and actions can be fully explained by 
following the process outlined in the Noble Eight-Fold 
Path, which we will discuss in a future issue. 
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Meditation 

 
Meditation is a hugely popular practice in today’s 

world among the religious as well as secular people as 
much as it was in the time of the Lord Buddha. While 
meditation features heavily in Buddhist philosophy, most 
other religious teachings also prescribe some form of 
meditation to help one achieve spiritual or physical relief 
from stress, anxiety and pain while yet others show 
meditation as a means to develop supernatural powers.  

 
Two of the Siddhartha Bōdhisathva’s teachers 

Alārakālāma and Uddhakarāmapuththa were masters of 
meditation practice at the time and the Bōdhisathva 
perfected all that his teachers could teach him. So, clearly 
various meditation practices were available even before the 
time of the Lord Buddha. Provided meditation is cultivated 
with one or more of the three wholesome roots non-craving 
(alōbha), non-aversion (adhōsa) and non-delusion (amōha), 
merits can be accrued by practicing it.  
 

However, until the Lord Buddha expounded the 
Dhamma, there was no awareness of how one could 
achieve Nibbāna through the practice of meditation. In this 
context, the etymology of the word bhāvanā (Ndjkd) is Nj 
(pronounced “bhawa” and meaning existence) + kd 
(pronounced “nā” and derived from the phrase kid .ekSu 
(pronounced “nasā ganeema”), meaning to destroy). 
Therefore the meaning which can be derived here is to 
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destroy one’s existence, which would remove the causes for 
rebirth. There is yet another method of etymologising this 
term; In this context the etymology of the word bhāvanā 
(Ndjkd) is Nj (pronounced “bhawa” and meaning 
existence) + kdj (pronounced “nāva”, derived from the 
word kjd .ekSu, pronounced “navāganeema and meaning 
to turn). Here, the meaning of the word bhāvanā is to 
change one’s direction of travel away from a mundane 
existence and towards Nibbāna by turning away one’s 
inclination to generate karmic energy which produces 
existence (Nj, pronounced —bhawa”). It is the presence of 
ignorance (wúoHd, pronounced —avidhyā˜) and attachment 
(;kayd, pronounced —thanhā˜) in one’s sentiments which 
generates karmic energy, which in turn gives rise to 
existence. Consequently, if one wishes to terminate the 
rebirth process, then ignorance and attachment must be 
eradicated. Thus, in the Lord Buddha’s philosophy, 
meditation is an effective technique to introspect one’s 
mind and remove these defilements. 
 

However, to use this technique to best effect, one 
must be knowledgeable about its proper use. In the 
Sabbāsava Sutta, the Lord Buddha describes how the mind 
can be cleared of cankers and the order in which this must 
be done. This process starts with cleansing the mind of the 
preliminary cankers by: right view (දස්සෙ න පහාත බ, 
pronounced “dhassanēna pahāthabba); followed by restrain 
(සංවෙ න පහාත බ, pronounced “sanvarēna pahāthabba); 
utilising (ප ෙස්වනා පහාත බ, pronounced “patisēvanā 
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pahāthabba”); enduring (අ වාසනා පහාත බ, pronounced 
“adhivāsanā pahāthabba); avoiding (ප ව ජනා පහාත බ 
“parivajjanā pahāthabba”); removing ( ෙන දනා පහාත බ, 
pronounced “vinōdanā pahāthabba”) and finally meditation 
(භාවනා පහාත බ, “bhāvanā pahāthabba”). Thus, it should 
be clear that getting straight to cleansing by meditation is 
much like heading off on a journey without an idea of 
where one is going, how to get there and without preparing 
for the journey. In fact, until one has rectified their 
worldview, they would not be equipped with knowledge of 
what Nibbāna is or the metaphorical map of how to get 
there. Consequently, it would be pointless to even begin 
meditation for the purpose of attaining Nibbāna without 
first rectifying one’s worldview. This is achieved when one 
attains the first Noble attainment, i.e. sōthāpanna. 

 
Today meditation is practiced virtually worldwide 

and the term “meditation” carries a multitude of 
connotations, some of which are valid yet a vast majority 
invalid according to the Buddha’s teaching. In future 
articles we will revisit the subject of meditation in the Lord 
Buddha’s dispensation to shed light on some of its 
fundamental aspects and provide some practical 
suggestions. 
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Preaching Dhamma & Listening to 

Dhamma  
 

Verbally delivering a sermon is arguably the most 
powerful method to expound the Dhamma. This is because 
the medium of speech enables the speaker to employ 
numerous techniques such as body language and voice 
modulation to transfer information more effectively to his 
or her listeners. The speaker is also able to gauge the level 
of the listeners’ understanding in real-time by interacting 
with them and observing their body language. Therefore, 
this medium can not only be used to transfer information, 
but also effectively convey feelings and emotions behind 
the spoken words. This is perhaps the main reason why an 
ordinary person i.e. someone who has not gained even a 
basic understanding of the Dhamma – a mundane person 
(mD;.ack, pronounced “pruthagjana”) must listen to the 
Dhamma to attain the first Noble attainment, i.e. 
sōthāpanna. One etymologization of the term sōthāpanna is 
sōtha (meaning ear) + āpanna (meaning to arrive). In this 
context this refers to arriving at the Noble Eight-Fold Path. 
Therefore, this implies to become a sōthāpanna one must 
receive the Dhamma through their ears, i.e. by listening. 
According to the Tripitaka, virtually all references to 
someone attaining the sōthāpanna fruit was by listening to 
the Dhamma during the course of a sermon or instruction 
either by the Supreme Buddha, by a disciple who had 
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attained Noble Fruits by listening to the Supreme Buddha 
directly or indirectly.  
 

It must be noted that the Lord Buddha only ever 
used the medium of speech to deliver His discourses. On 
occasion He employed His psychic powers to help 
convince His audience where they lacked faith, but this was 
only ever used to complement a sermon.  
 

It is customary for (particularly Sinhalese) Buddhist 
preachers to invite devas, brahmas and any other non-
human being capable of listening to the Dhamma prior to 
delivering a sermon. This added advantage is only available 
for a sermon delivered via the mode of speech. 
 

The most efficacious mode of giving the gift of 
Dhamma is by preaching it. Sabbha dānang, Dhamma 
dānang jināthi – the gift of Dhamma excels all gifts. This 
excerpt from the Dhammapada demonstrates the position 
Lord Buddha gave to the Dhamma. Having designated 
giving as one of the most significant meritorious deeds, He 
denotes the gift of Dhamma as being the highest form of 
giving. As this gift has the potential to help one achieve 
Noble attainments, the merits accrued by this meritorious 
deed is particularly conducive to Nibbāna. It enables the 
individual delivering the sermon to not only identify any 
gaps in his understanding of the Dhamma, but also where 
some preachers are also able to enter into a state of deep 
concentration (සමා , pronounced “samādhi”), they may be 
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able to access new levels of understanding through the 
course of a sermon. Developing the seven factors of 
enlightenment (ima; iïfndÊcx., pronounced “saptha 
sambojjhanga”) is essential to achieve Nibbāna. The Lord 
Buddha states that the only activity during which all seven 
of these factors is developed in unison is when one is 
listening to the Dhamma.  
 

This is not to say expounding the Dhamma in ways 
other than speech is not meritorious. They are equally 
valuable and thanks to technology the Dhamma can be 
disseminated easily all over the world for consumption 
today via various audio video media. Recording, 
producing, publishing and distributing books, magazines, 
pamphlets, CDs, DVDs via offline or online media are all 
meritorious deeds. Despite the abundance of audio and 
video media today, the medium of print is still very heavily 
relied upon to disseminate the Dhamma due to its 
popularity mainly for reasons of convenience and 
accessibility. 
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Conferring merits & Rejoicing in 

others’ merits 
 

The Buddha Sāsanaya offers us this unique ability 
to confer merits of deeds done by us to other beings. We 
can confer merits we have accumulated by performing all 
of the other eight meritorious deeds to fellow humans, 
devas, brahmas and also some spirits (prethās). However, 
one must have a suitable background to partake in the 
merits of others. The Sinhala term ප දාන (pronounced 
“paththidāna) has the etymology ත  (pronounced 
“prathya”, meaning complement – in the context of, that 
which combines with another to mutually complete each 
other) and දාන (pronounced “dāna”, meaning to give). If a 
man were to find himself stranded on a desert and in need 
of a drink of water, he yearns for rain. However, no 
amount of rain can quench his thirst unless he has a cup or 
at least is able to turn his mouth up to the sky to catch the 
rainwater; equally having a cup alone cannot satisfy this 
need without there being a water source. For the purpose 
of quenching this man’s thirst, the cup and rain are 
mutually complementary. Likewise, beings can only 
rejoice in others’ merits if they have the required causes 
(fya;= , pronounced hēthu). The causes required to rejoice 
in merits are non-greed (wf,daN, pronounced alōbha), 
non-aversion (wfOdai, pronounced adhōsa) and non-
delusion (wfuday, pronounced amōha). These causes 
appear in the individual as mental factors (ffp;isl, 



44 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

pronounced “chaithasika”) in the thoughts of the person. 
Briefly, mental factors shape the intrinsic nature of the 
consciousness. Any being that is capable of observing a 
meritorious deed and producing wholesome thoughts (i.e. 
thoughts which are based in the three wholesome mental 
factors) have a suitable background to partake in the 
merits of others. The merits which are conferred are 
therefore complementary. 

 
Whilst conferring of merits is not essential for the 

beneficiary to rejoice in the merits, Buddhists generally 
confer merits to devas, brahmas as well as past relations at 
the end of religious ceremonies such as offering alms to 
the Sangha. Although not essential, stanzas (ගාථා) are 
normally recited when conferring merits. Either the stanza 
“එ තාවතාචයං ෙ ” (pronounced “eththāvathāchayung 
mehi”) is recited when transferring merits to celestial 
beings. “ඉදංෙ ඥා නංෙහා ” (pronounced 
“idungmeñāthīnunghothu”) is recited when transferring 
merits to departed ancestors.  
 

The ability to confer and rejoice in merits is an 
incredibly powerful technique to multiply the potency of 
a meritorious deed as it is compounded each time. It must 
be emphasized that to confer merit does not mean that a 
original doer is deprived of the merit that had originally 
been acquired by his good deed. On the contrary, the very 
act of conferment is a good deed in itself and hence 
enhances the merit already earned. When the beneficiary 
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is aware of the act or wish, then a mutual 'rejoicing in' 
merit takes place. Here the beneficiary becomes a 
participant of the original deed by associating himself with 
the deed done. If the beneficiary identifies himself with 
both the deed and the doer, he can sometimes acquire even 
greater merit than the original doer, either because his 
elation is greater or because his appreciation of the value 
of the deed is based on his understanding of Dhamma and, 
hence, more meritorious. The 'joy of transference of 
merits' can also take place with or without the knowledge 
of the doer of the meritorious act. All that is necessary is 
for the beneficiary to feel gladness in his heart when he 
becomes aware of the good deed. If he wishes, he can 
express his joy by uttering 'sādhu' which means 'well 
done'. What he is doing is partaking in a kind of mental or 
verbal applause. In order to share the good deed done by 
another, what is important is that there must be actual 
approval of the deed and joy arising in the beneficiary's 
heart.  

 
Buddhist texts contain several stories of such 

instances. A popular example is that of the offering of the 
Jēthavanārāma monastery by the greatest benefactor of the 
Gauthama Buddha Sāsanaya, Anāthapindika. After 
having spent a fortune to purchase the land and complete 
the work, he arranged a grand ceremony to offer the new 
monastery to the Lord Buddha. He acquired so much merit 
the reward for which was a silver celestial palace in the 
Thusitha heaven. However, a common peasant who 
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witnessed this offering and rejoiced in this meritorious act 
was rewarded with a gold celestial palace. It is said this 
was because although Anāthapindika made the offering 
his wholesome deed was tainted with a subtle sense of 
pride (udk" pronounced “māna”) in his accomplishment, 
whereas the peasant was a mere bystander and due to his 
modesty his wholesome thoughts were untainted by 
defilements. Thus, he was able to accumulate merit that 
was superior to the actual doer of the deed. 

 
As an aside, the above story portrays something 

quite remarkable that the Lord Buddha revealed to us in 
his teaching. That is, acquiring merit does not always 
require great wealth, knowledge or power. If one’s 
thoughts are free of evil and based in wholesome roots this 
alone is sufficient to generate merit and if all three 
wholesome roots are involved in copious amounts. 
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Deeds & results (karma & vipāka) III 
 

n the previous issue of this series we detailed the first 
seven of the ten meritorious deeds expounded by the 
Lord Buddha. In this article we will conclude this topic 

with a description of the remaining three. However, before 
we do this, it is worth taking a short detour to understand 
another important classification of Dhammas based on their 
intrinsic qualities and the potential outcomes as a result of 
associating with and cultivating them. 

But first, what does “Dhamma” (also spelt dharma) 
mean and are there contextual variants? One interpretation 
is the totality of knowledge borne by a being. As knowledge 
is the psychological result of perception, learning and 
reasoning, there can be and invariably will be an infinite 
number of combinations of what this result will be for 
individual beings at a personal level and at various points 
in time. It can be considered the complete body of what is 
perceived to be the truth by an individual. 

In Buddhist teaching, which is the doctrine of 
truth, however, the scope of Dhamma extends much 
further beyond this and in all directions. It is the complete 
body of the “the truth” in the past, present and future; far or 
near; inferior or superior; fine or coarse; external or internal 
and is therefore all encompassing. There can only ever be 
one version of “the truth”; this is the “universal truth” and 
comprehensively includes the fundamental principles of the 

I



48 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

cosmos. Individual perceptions of the truth may or may not 
agree with the universal truth, but this does not affect or 
alter the universal truth. Among all humans, gods & deities, 
brahmas and Brahmins only a Supreme Buddha possesses 
omniscient knowledge; this is one of one the six types of 
knowledge unique to a Supreme Buddha (ෂ  අසාධාරණ 
ඥාණ, pronounced “shad asādhārana gnāna”).   

Our readers may recall from the first article of this 
series we discussed how and why only a tiny fraction of all 
beings have the incredibly rare fortune to receive the 
Dhamma which is Nibbāna-centric. Dhammas which 
convey the essence of Nibbāna are the superior Dhammas 
(m%kS; oyï, pronounced —pranītha daham˜). Learning and 
practicing superior Dhammas directly contribute to the 
eradication of the bonds ignorance (අ ද ා, pronounced 
“avidyā”) and attachment (ත හා, pronounced “thanhā”) 
by which one is bound to sansāra. As the superior 
Dhammas enable one to go beyond worldly existence, they 
are also called supra-mundane Dhammas (f,daflda;a;r 

oyï, pronounced — lōkōththara daham˜).  

Then there are those Dhammas which when learnt 
and practiced enable one to lead a comfortable life 
abstaining the ten unwholesome deeds. They are called 
mediocre Dhammas (uOHu oyï, pronounced —madhyama 
dhaham˜). While they alone cannot be relied upon to 
achieve Nibbāna, they are the meritorious deeds which, as 
we have explained in the previous article, have the potential 

49 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

to provide an environment conducive to the Nibbāna 
aspirant. 

Finally, immoral deeds or sins which have the 
potential to result in rebirth in the woeful planes as well as 
bring discomfort and hardship to one’s life are the inferior 
Dhammas (ySk oyï, pronounced —hīna daham˜). Unlike 
superior Dhammas, neither mediocre nor inferior 
Dhammas are directly responsible for eradicating 
ignorance and attachment, and are therefore also called 
mundane Dhammas (f,!lsl oyï, pronounced —loukika 
dhaham˜).  

It is the mental Dhammas (ufkda Oïu, pronounced 
—mano dhamma˜) we absorb from our wordly associations 
and cultivate which shape our character and influence how 
we view and interact with the world; we call this our 
worldview (oDIaÀ, pronounced —drushti˜). We acquire these 
Dhammas from the world we live in by associating with 
people who are able to influence us to their way of thinking. 
In the context of the above description, based on their 
worldview, there are three types of people. There are those 
who practise and preach inferior Dhammas; they are 
ignoble people (wi;amqreIfhda, pronounced —

asuthpurushayō˜). By associating with ignoble people, we 
are at dire risk of being influenced by them such that our 
worldview becomes distorted and our version of the truth 
becomes incongruous with universal truth. If we act on their 
guidance or instruction it may cause harm to us and others. 
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Very likely such influence will lead to performing immoral 
deeds and their consequences.  

There are people who practise and preach mediocre 
and mundane Dhammas; they are moral people (f,!lsl 

i;amqreIfhda, pronounced —loukika sathpurushyō˜). 
Association with moral people is healthy and bring us no 
harm. If we hold mundane wrong views, the association and 
influence of moral people help us rectify them. They 
influence us to be virtuous, live by a harmonious code of 
conduct and encourage us to perform meritorious deeds. 
They teach us about the value of giving, generosity and being 
kind to others. Such influence helps rectify our worldview 
from a mundane perspective and arrive at mundane right-
view (f,!lsl iïudÈÜÀh, pronounced —loukika 
sammadittiya˜). 

Then there are people who practice and preach 
superior Dhammas; they are Noble people (f,daflda;a;r 

i;amqreIfhda, pronounced —lōkōththara sathpurushayō˜). 
Association with Noble people is the greatest form of 
affiliation one can hope to receive as their influence is 
directly contributory to achieving the greatest satisfaction 
of realising Nibbāna. They help us understand the 
unsatisfactory nature of attachment to the world by 
pondering its consequences and encourage us to develop 
the practice of letting go. As we briefly mentioned in the 
first issue of this series, their influence is essential to 
rectifying our worldview from a supra-mundane 
perspective and arriving at supra-mundane right-view 
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(f,daflda;a;r iïudÈÜÀh, pronounced —lōkōththara 
sammaditti˜). Cultivating right-view drives out delusion 
(fudayh, pronounced —mōhaya˜) and instils non-delusion 
(wfudayh , pronounced —amōhaya˜). 

When one understands the Dhamma, their 
conscious meritorious thoughts are generally rooted in non-
delusion. Non-delusion is twofold; mundane and supra-
mundane. The initial onset of supra-mundane non-delusion 
happens when one attains the first Noble fruit, i.e. Stream-
enterer (fida;dmkak, pronounced —sōthāpanna˜) and 
develops thereupon in line with their understanding of the 
Dhamma until it peaks at the final Noble fruit, i.e. Arahant. 
However, until such time, with mundane non-delusion, 
intelligent beings are capable of conducting meritorious 
deeds. As we explained in a previous article, the merits 
accumulated by performing meritorious deeds contribute to 
producing an environment which is conducive to acquiring 
and developing supra-mundane non-delusion, which in turn 
enables one to realise Nibbāna. This sequence of events 
which can transform an ordinary, mundane worldly being 
(mD;Êck, pronounced —pruthajjana˜) into a Noble supra-
mundane Āryan (wd¾h Y%djl, pronounced —ārya 
shrāwaka˜) can be represented as below.   
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Ordinary mundane 
worldly being 

laden with delusion  
(ෙම හ සහගත 
පෘත ජනයා) 

Ordinary mundane 
worldly being with 

mundane non-delusion 
(ෙලෟ ක අෙම හ සහගත 

පෘත ජනයා) 

Association with ignoble 
people / Dhammas 
(අස ෂ ෙස්වනය) 

Association with moral 
people / Dhammas 

(ෙලෟ ක ස ෂ ෙස්වනය) 
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Dhammas 
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Figure 2 - Transformation process of a Non-āryan to an Āryan 
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 Note in the above diagram the deliberate depiction 
of the fact that until one becomes an Āryan, their character 
is susceptible to fluctuation as their worldview is mundane 
and based in wrong-view (ñ;Hd oDIaÀh, pronounced 
“mithyā drushttiya”). When a being associates moral 
people (or moral Dhammas), their worldview is rectified 
within the mundane sphere through the cultivation of 
mundane non-delusion; this helps remove mundane wrong-
view. However, for as long as they continue to associate 
ignoble people (or ignoble Dhammas), they continue to be 
influenced by them and therefore are unable to break-
through the veil of delusion into supra-mundane non-
delusion.  

When one becomes a stream-enterer, their character 
is permanently Āryan. His or her character does not recede 
into the non-ārya type even if they associate ignoble people 
as they cannot be influenced to consort with the ignoble 
Dhammas. Although not essential, through continued 
association with Noble people an Ārya is able to continue 
to rapidly practice the path to Nibbāna by receiving their 
instruction and guidance. Therefore, the Lord Buddha has 
often praised association with Noble people and His advice 
was to continue this until one has completed their practice 
by achieving Arahanthood. 

For a deed to be meritorious, the doer’s thoughts in 
relation to the deed must be based in at least two of the three 
wholesome roots; non-craving (wf,daN, pronounced 
“alōbha”), non-aversion (woafõI, pronounced “advēsha”) 
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and non-delusion (wfuday, pronounced “amōha”). 
Understanding at least the mediocre Dhammas is a 
prerequisite for someone to even be inclined to perform 
most of the meritorious deeds we discussed in the previous 
article such as being virtuous, practicing meditation, 
preaching the Dhamma etc. as associating and cultivating 
superior or mediocre Dhammas lay the foundation for these 
wholesome deeds. When one understands the Dhamma, 
their conscious meritorious thoughts are generally rooted in 
at least mundane non-delusion. 

The above prelude hopefully serves to help our 
readers appreciate that until a sentient being has a firm 
footing in the Noble Dhammas, he or she is limited to 
performing meritorious deeds within the remits of 
mundaneness. However, it is worth emphasizing that it is 
through the cultivation of mundane meritorious deeds 
which helps accumulate merits that a being is able to 
establish the foundation required to come across the Lord 
Buddha’s teaching through the association of Noble people. 
Therefore, until such time, it is imperative that we perform 
meritorious deeds even if they are only based in mundane 
non-delusion.  

The final three meritorious deeds can be performed 
even with mundane non-delusion. We now continue their 
description. 
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Attending to those in need and 

sacred places and, contributing to 

their upkeep 

 

Veyyāvachcha includes a host of deeds which 
people do to express kindness and compassion on a regular 
basis, irrespective of faith or religious background. These 
meritorious deeds fall into two categories; attending to the 
needy and contributing to the upkeep of sacred places. 
Some examples of the former include volunteering at a 
home for the elderly or homeless children; helping a 
disabled person cross the street and; looking after the sick 
and elderly; and even helping a friend by babysitting their 
kids. Generally, any activity which involves volunteering 
time or energy for the benefit of others counts as 
meritorious deeds under this category.  

From the above examples it should be clear that 
most people in a civilised society perform these or similar 
deeds even with little understanding or no understanding of 
the Dhamma. It is normally personal feelings of good will, 
kindness, sympathy and generosity towards others which 
persuade one to perform these deeds. Sometimes however 
people demonstrate words and actions of good will, 
kindness, sympathy and generosity even when their 
thoughts are not entirely congruous with the deed. This can 
be due to thoughts of desire (rd., pronounced “rāga”), 
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aversion (oafõI, pronounced “dvēsha”) or delusion (fuday, 
pronounced “mōha”). However, even if one’s thoughts are 
not entirely wholesome throughout the deed, as long as the 
deed is deliberate and there was at least a single thought 
based in the wholesome roots, due merit will be earned.  

As an example, someone helps a person in distress 
despite them being foes. Knowledge that one is dealing 
with someone they dislike will likely invoke feelings of ill-
will and thoughts based in aversion and, if this is so, these 
thoughts will generate unwholesome karmic energy. 
However, as they are performing a conscious volitional 
wholesome deed, notwithstanding the interspersed defiling 
thoughts based in unwholesome roots, the deed will most 
definitely generate merits from the wholesome thoughts.   

The second type of deeds which fall into this 
category is attending to the needs of places of religious 
value. Examples of attending and contributing to sacred 
places include organising religious programmes, attending 
to the needs of the clergy as well as visitors and tidying up 
the shrine or grounds belonging to the 
temple/church/mosque premises etc. While there are some 
who go as far as dedicating their life to the upkeep of such 
establishments, usually with understanding of and 
inclination towards the fundamental principles of the 
religious teaching or philosophy to a greater or lesser 
extent, there are others whose devotion is limited to blind 
faith. Sometimes their devotion is driven by sentiments of 
duty and responsibility, rather than an understanding and 
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conviction in the philosophy. As a result, often it becomes 
apparent from their behaviour that these sentiments do not 
stand the test of time. Nevertheless, as explained above 
even the mere thought of performing any of the above deeds 
accrues merits.  

Over time the power generated by the above 
meritorious deeds accumulates and when the right 
conditions manifest give effect by bearing results, much 
like money saved in a bank account pays dividends when 
the account matures. This can be in the form of bringing 
forth opportunities to associate Noble friends or Dhammas, 
which as illustrated above gradually leads to enlightenment. 
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Revering those worthy of reverence 

 

Particularly those who grew up being influenced by 
Buddhist culture may be able to recall how growing up as 
children we were first (gently) forced, then encouraged and 
as we grew older, simply reminded to worship elders, 
teachers and the clergy until eventually we learnt to worship 
at the appropriate times without prompt. This upbringing 
and guidance has been and continues to be an important 
factor in shaping young minds to be respectful towards 
fellow beings and to expressively demonstrate reverence in 
an appropriate way. 

In Buddhist culture the physical act of worshipping 
is normally done by getting down on one’s knees, bringing 
the palms of the hands with extended fingers together and 
bending forward in the direction of the individual being 
worshipped. Sometimes this action is accompanied by 
recitation of a stanza which incorporates the qualities which 
are worthy of reverence. While there is no doubt that 
displaying respect in the above manner has great 
significance in instilling good values on society, 
apachāyana can be performed in other ways which extend 
beyond expressing reverence through the physical act. To 
understand this, we need to look at the etymology of the 
word “worship”. While normally we only explore the 
etymology of Sinhala or Pali terms, the etymology of the 
English term is also noteworthy here. Worship derives 
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meaning from the terms “worth”, which is the condition of 
being worthy + “-ship”, which is the state of denoting a 
quality or condition. Therefore, the term “worship” denotes 
the condition of being worthy due to the state of bearing an 
admirable quality or qualities. Thus, it is actually an 
acknowledgement that qualities such as compassion, 
generosity, virtue, concentration and wisdom exist in the 
individual being worshipped and revering such qualities, 
rather than an indication of social status or standing. As we 
are referring to admirable qualities, the individual 
worshipping recognises that the worshipped has a character 
which demonstrates these admirable qualities and the 
reverence is a personal pledge that the individual 
worshipping wishes to acquire or develop these qualities. 
Unfortunately, a practice which has great value and 
profound meaning has over time become a mechanism for 
measuring and displaying inferiority and superiority 
between individuals in society; this gives rise to the 
delusional view the worshipper is inferior to the 
worshipped.  

The Sinhala term for worship is “ව දනාව” 
(pronounced “wandanāwa”) and has the etymology “අ ධ” 
(pronounced “andha” and meaning blind) + “වැය” 
(pronounced “waye” and meaning to eradicate) + “න ාය” 
(pronounced “nyāya” and meaning method). Therefore, the 
meaning of this term is “the method to eradicate blindness”. 
Clearly this derivation requires us to further clarify the 
meaning of the reference to blindness within the context. 
When one is blind, he or she is unable to see. 
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Metaphorically, they are unable to see the Dhamma, the 
universal truth and as a result they have a distorted view of 
the world and are misguided. However, through association 
with a moral or Noble person and on receipt of their 
guidance, they begin to realise the errors in their views and 
ways and makes a personal pledge to rectify their view 
through continued association with the person or the 
Dhamma. The act of worshipping is symbolic of the vow 
that is being made. This generates wholesome thoughts, 
speech and actions which produce wholesome karmic 
energy. Thus, performing this meritorious deed helps 
accumulate merit for future reward. 
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Rectifying one’s worldview 

 

If you have been keeping up with the explanation of 
deeds and results in the last couple of issues and particularly 
descriptions of the meritorious deeds, you will hopefully 
begin to realise by now that the meritorious deeds are not 
mutually exclusive and there are numerous overlaps, i.e. 
when you make a conscious decision to perform a 
meritorious deed and bring yourself to do it, as per the 
principle of attraction of similar qualities (ග  ගැල ම, 
pronounced “gathi gelapima”), you will naturally be 
presented with further opportunities to perform similar or 
other meritorious deeds, in large part because you will 
attract people with similar interests who will support and 
encourage you to do so. These people will almost always 
be moral or Noble people. Continued association with them 
will invariably lead one further along the path to purifying 
their mundane as well as supra-mundane worldview. 

Once again let us look at the etymology of the 
Sinhala term. “ÈÜÀ” (pronounced “dhitti” and meaning 
worldview) + “සෘ ” (pronounced “riju” and meaning 
forthright/straight/correct) + “ක ම” (pronounced 
“kamma” and meaning deed) combine to give the meaning 
– deeds which support rectifying worldview. One’s 
worldview can only be rectified by associating moral or 
Noble people and developing insightful wisdom. While 
deeds such as giving, being virtuous, meditation, preaching 
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and listening to the Dhamma involve thoughts, speech and 
actions which directly aid rectification of worldview, there 
are plenty of other supporting deeds which don’t fall into 
these categories, but over the duration of which they are 
performed the aim and end goal is attaining insightful 
wisdom. For instance organising and travelling to meet a 
moral or Noble person, or making preparations to host a 
sermon by one; researching books or scouring the Internet 
for information to understand the universal truth; or even 
praising the value of doing so are all examples of instances 
during which merits are acquired – as long as the 
consciousness of the person doing the above has thoughts 
based in the wholesome roots. 

This concludes the description of the ten 
meritorious deeds.  

The fact that the Lord Buddha praised and 
encouraged performance of meritorious deeds repeatedly 
cannot be emphasised enough. If merit was ever an obstacle 
to Nibbāna He would not have done so. To perform 
meritorious deeds with a good understanding about them is 
infinitely more rewarding and to help our readers achieve 
this was the principal aim of this and the previous few 
articles. 

It is important however, to realise that merit is much 
like wealth. And like wealth, while we have plenty of it, it 
is amazing how much its power can reward us in terms of 
sensual pleasures and material comforts. Just like how in 
society people are eager to get to know and be with us when 
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we have wealth, merit rewards us with the association of 
moral and Noble people. However, when we have 
expended the merits we have accumulated, we no longer 
have access to not only sensual pleasures and material 
comforts but also the association of moral and Noble 
people. The merits we have earned are expended when they 
bear fruit. Therefore, unless we continue to earn merit they 
will gradually run out! So, just like a man needs wealth to 
live a comfortable life for as long as he is alive, for as long 
as a being cycles in sansāra, they will require merit to 
escape hardship and discomfort (which are the results of 
unwholesome deeds). Thus, it should become clear then 
that to lead a meaningful life, meritorious deeds are more a 
necessity than a choice. This therefore means we must 
make deliberate efforts to perform meritorious deeds and 
accumulate merits; effort which can and most likely will 
involve working with people who may have differing 
opinions which can be stressful; combating forces of nature 
which can be exhausting; building things up despite them 
being subject to aging, decay and destruction by their very 
nature, which can be frustrating. Moreover, in the process 
of attempting to overcome these challenges quite often we 
end up committing sins. And so we should ask ourselves, 
does a point come when this becomes a chore, laborious 
and perhaps even counterintuitive? If so, are we not 
ourselves deluded if we are to hold the view that merits are 
but a means to an end..? 
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Deeds & results (karma & vipāka) IV 
 

quick review of our study so far of the doctrine of 
deeds (karma) and results (vipāka) over the past 
few issues…   

Our introductory article contained an overview of 
the deeds & results doctrine with emphasis on the 
significance the Lord Buddha placed on it. We explained 
that volition is the key determining factor when it comes to 
appraising whether a deed is moral or immoral. Among the 
various types of deeds there are two which most people 
perform on a regular basis. These are the meritorious deeds 
and unmeritorious deeds, both of which have the potential 
to result in rebirth in the blissful or woeful planes, 
respectively.  

The subsequent articles followed up with a detailed 
description of each of the ten meritorious deeds and their 
potential to reward us with not only material comforts, but 
also rebirth in the blissful plane and perhaps more 
importantly, the association of Noble people (i;amqreI 

fiajkh, pronounced “sathpurusha sēvanaya”). In this 
article we will begin our study of the unwholesome deeds 
(wl=i, l¾u, pronounced “akusala karma”), which have 
the potential to bring us consequences in the form of pain, 
hardship, discomfort and birth in the woeful plane.  

Before that however, it is worthwhile taking a look 
at what makes a deed capable of resulting in rebirth, as 

A

65 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

deeds do not always generate the karmic energy which has 
the potency to result in rebirth. Whether a deed has the 
potency to generate rebirth or not is conditional on a 
number of factors. Where all of these conditions are not 
satisfied, the karmic energy generated when performing the 
deed only has the potential to give results during the course 
of one’s present or future life; it does not have the potency 
to generate rebirth. When the deed has the potential to result 
in rebirth due to the presence of all the factors, the deed 
(l¾uh, pronounced “karmaya”) is promoted to a deed-
course (l¾u m:h, pronounced “karma pathaya”). Each of 
the ten unwholesome deeds has a number of associated 
factors which if fulfilled during the course of performing 
the deed, completes the deed-course. When a deed-course 
is completed, the karmic energy generated has the potency 
to generate rebirth. Where at least one of these factors is 
unfulfilled, a deed-course does not complete and therefore 
the karmic energy of such deeds will only come forth as 
results to beings (m%jD;a;s úmdl, pronounced “pravurthi  
vipāka”) who would have been born as a result of a deed-
course (m%;sikaê úmdl, pronounced “prathisandhi 
vipāka”).  

Deed (l¾uh) + presence of all associated factors = 
Deed-course (l¾u m:h) 

From a practical viewpoint, the above phenomenon 
is something we will all have experienced at some point. As 
an example, think for a moment about a time when you felt 
the urge to lie about something to someone. Having had the 
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intention to deceive, you may have formulated the lie and 
tested it against a creative alibi in your mind. However, 
when the time came to utter the falsehood, you restrained 
yourself for fear of being caught out or to preserve moral 
integrity. The act of uttering the lie is one of the associated 
factors required to commit the deed-course related to lying. 
Although unwholesome thoughts employed to formulate 
the lie would invariably have accrued demerit and may 
result in de-meritorious consequences, as a deed-course 
was not completed this deed is not rebirth-generating. What 
this means is that this deed will not bring the doer rebirth in 
the woeful plane, but may bear fruit by bringing 
unfavourable, unpleasant consequences in the same or a 
future birth.  

Our readers may recall from a previous issue, the 
Lord Buddha states that volition (fÉ;kdj, pronounced 
“chēthnāva”) itself is the deed (karma). Therefore, when we 
perform a deed, it is the thoughts which take place in our 
mind which generates the karmic energy. Volition is a 
mental-factor (ffp;islh, pronounced “chaithasikaya”) 
which arises with the consciousness in the mind. As it is the 
mind which takes precedence in committing a deed, the 
karmic energy released throughout the act of performing a 
deed is dependent on the nature of one’s thoughts. As we 
know, it is unwholesome deeds which bring us pain, 
hardship and discomfort. Having an understanding of the 
factors which promote deeds to deed-courses is extremely 
helpful as this knowledge may help deter oneself from 
committing the unwholesome deed and particularly from 
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employing the associated factors which promote the deed 
to a deed-course and consequently prevent committing a 
deed which may result in rebirth in the woeful plane. In 
simple terms, our readers may find it helpful to understand 
a deed-course as the state where a deed has been completed 
in full and in all aspects thus fulfilling the conditions to 
produce potential to result in rebirth. 
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Wrong-views 

This is the first of the sins committed exclusively by 
the mind. The Lord Buddha states —kdyx NslaLfõ" w[a[x 

tAlOïuï msiukqmiaidñhx tajx uydidjÊcx h:dhsox 

NslaLfõ ñÉPd ÈÜÀ' ñÉPd ÈÜÀ mrud NslaLfõ jÊcdkS;s̃ , 
“Monks, the Omniscient one does not see any other 
Dhamma which alone is as deceptive as wrong-view. It is 
the greatest detriment of all.” The Lord Buddha leaves no 
room for doubt here when He makes the above remark. 
There is no sin which is as destructive, defiling and 
desecrating as wrong-view. The reason for this becomes 
clear when we look at what this entails.  

Mundane wrong-view includes the following: there 
is no benefit to be gained from giving (k;aÓ Èkakx, 
pronounced “naththi dinnung”); no benefit to be gained 
from fulfilling one’s duties (k;aÓ hsÜGx, pronounced 
“naththi yittung”); no benefit to be gained from making 
offerings and observing rites and rituals  (k;aÓ yq;x, 
pronounced “naththi huthung”); no meritorious and 
unmeritorious deeds and corresponding results (k;aÓ 

iqlgÿlalgdkx lïudkx M,x úmdflda , pronounced 
“naththi sukatadukkatānung kammānung palanung 
vipāko”); no existence in the present life (k;aÓ 

whxf,daflda, pronounced “naththi ayunglōkō”); no life in 
the form of gandhabbhas (k;aÓ mfrdaf,daflda, pronounced 
“naththi parōlōkō”); the mother is no one special but just 
another woman (k;aÓ ud;d, pronounced “naththi māthā”); 
the father is no one special but just another man (k;aÓ ms;d, 
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pronounced “naththi pithā”); no beings born spontaneously 
(k;aÓ i;a;d ´mmd;sld, pronounced “naththi saththā 
ōpapāthikā”); no beings who have gone forth and 
understood the universal truths about this world and other 
world systems (k;aÓ f,daflaiuKn%dyauKd iu.a.;d 

iïudmámkakd" fh bu[ap f,dalx mr[ap f,dalx ihx 

wNs[a[d iÉPýl;ajd mfjfoka , pronounced “naththi 
lōkēsamanabrāhmanā samaggathā sammāpatipannā, ye 
imagncha lōkaung parancha lōkung saying abigngnā 
sachchchikathva pavedenthi”). 

Sentient beings may adhere to one or more of the 
above wrong-views and they can manifest in a multitude of 
beliefs. Some believe that the moral decline as well as the 
liberation of beings happen spontaneously without cause. 
Then there are those who believe that beings continue to 
cycle in sansāra until they have exhausted their time in 
sansāra by suffering for their sins. Yet others do not believe 
in cause and effect, deeds and results, existence of the hells, 
heavens or brahma worlds. They have no regard for the 
Buddha, other Āryans or Nibbāna. Clearly the danger with 
holding on to these views is that those who do so will 
invariably have no fear, shame or remorse about 
committing sins. They have little or no motivation to 
perform meritorious deeds or abstain from unmeritorious 
deeds. They do not fear rebirth as they do not accept the 
existence of the woeful plane or that we may have to suffer 
the consequences of our sins. Above all, being deeply 
sceptical of the Buddha and His teachings, their conduct 
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will inevitably bring calamitous consequences to oneself as 
well as others they associate.  

With no regard for the doctrine of cause and effect, 
beings with this view believe that there are no 
consequences for performing sins, persuading others to 
perform sins, harming others or persuading others to harm 
other people with or without the use of weapons, inflicting 
pain or discomfort upon others by causing distress. This 
view can drive one to commit a whole host of other sins 
such as killing, stealing, pillaging, abusing, lying and 
slandering etc. which will invariably cause harm to others. 
It should be clear from the above that wrong-view is the 
root cause for virtually all other unwholesome deeds.  

If one holds on to one or more wrong-views and 
adamantly takes the false judgement that the view they hold 
is correct, therein itself an unmeritorious deed is committed 
by the mind. He who fails to rectify these wrong-views 
even until the moment of death is called a permanent 
sceptic ^ යත ත ාදෘෂ් කයා, pronounced “niyatha 
mithyadrushtikayā”& is bound to be born in one of the hells. 
As detailed in the previous article, one’s wrong-views are 
rectified by association with moral or Noble people. Once 
born in the hells the opportunity to rectify wrong-views is 
lost as these beings do not possess the wisdom faculty and 
therefore have no chance of redemption and consequently 
are perpetually reborn in the woeful plane.    

Just like today, people have always held numerous 
views and opinions since the beginning of time. In the time 
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of the Gauthama Lord Buddha, society was fraught with 
various wrong-views – 62 according to the texts and 
virtually all philosophers, of the day, believed theirs was 
correct and anyone with a contrary view was mistaken. 
Each one of them believed that they had become 
Enlightened. In fact, back then it was common place for 
philosophers to challenge each other in public on their point 
of view and would often gather in public places to debate 
and defeat their counterparts. Examples include the 
Paribrājikā Jambu (who later became the Arahant Bhikkuni 
Badhrā Kundalakēsā and was also appointed by the Lord 
Buddha as chief among Bhikkhunis to have quickly 
comprehended His teaching) and the Brahmin Sachchaka 
who confronted the Great Elder Sāripuththa Thero and the 
Lord Buddha respectively to debate and challenge them. 
This puts into context the kind of society in which Lord 
Buddha would have had to disseminate His teaching and 
the unrelenting efforts He would have had to exert to do 
this, with absolutely nothing expected in return. Truly His 
compassion knew no bounds! 

The above is a description of wrong-view from a 
mundane perspective. Rectifying one’s view from a 
mundane perspective helps a being to avoid being born in 
the hells, be born in the blissful plane and live a comfortable 
life. However, until one has acquired supra-mundane right-
view they are unable to attain Nibbāna. This is because until 
supra-mundane right-view is acquired, sentient beings have 
no understanding of what Nibbāna is or how to achieve it, 
also called the Four Noble Truths. They hold wrong-views 
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with regards to the first Noble Truth of suffering; the 
second Noble Truth of the cause of suffering; the third 
Noble Truth of the cessation of suffering and; the fourth 
Noble Truth of the path to cessation of suffering.  

The principal objective of one’s Buddhist practice 
should be to rectify their worldview, as once this is 
achieved the path to purify one’s mind becomes clear to 
oneself. The aim of Buddhist teaching, therefore, is to help 
one become self-sufficient in their practice of the Dhamma. 
He who initially comprehends (note this is not the same as 
merely understanding or memorising) the Four Noble 
Truths attains the first Noble fruit of Stream-enterer and is 
self-sufficient in their practice of the Dhamma. We will 
discuss Noble right-view and the Four Noble Truths in 
detail in a future issue. 
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Covetousness 

When one’s views are fixed in ignorance and 
delusion, they tend to see the world as a treasure trove. As 
they are blind to the universal truths the Lord Buddha 
proclaimed, they are unable to penetrate the superficial 
attraction of the sights, sounds, smells, tastes and touch, and 
therefore see objects, people and incidents which provide 
these five sensations as sources of infinite sensual pleasure. 
Based on this worldview, beings are riddled with the root 
desire (rd.h, pronounced “rāga”) and the sole purpose of 
their life becomes an exercise to seek and experience 
pleasure.  

Beings with sensual desire (ldurd.h, pronounced 
“kāmarāgaya”) fulfil this purpose by dedicating their lives 
to acquiring material things, associations with people and 
experiences in the sensual worlds (lduf,dal, pronounced 
“kāmalōka”) which excite all of their five sense faculties 
i.e. eyes, ears, nose, tongue and body. Beings with fine-
material desire (rEmrd.h, pronounced “rūparāgaya”) 
achieve pleasure in the fine-material worlds 
(rEmdjprf,dal, pronounced “rūpāvacharalōka”) through 
their eyes and ears. Beings with immaterial desire 
(wrEmdjdprrd.h, pronounced “arūpāvāchararāgaya”) 
achieve pleasure in the immaterial worlds 
(wrEmdjdprf,dal, pronounced “arūpāvacharalōka”) 
through their minds only as they lack all the other sense 
faculties. In the pursuit for pleasure, all worldly beings 
perform deeds through body, speech and mind. However, 
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those with at least mundane right-view will make deliberate 
efforts to abstain from the ten unwholesome deeds 
including taking what does not belong to them.  

To achieve this, people with at least mundane right-
view and belief in deeds and results are prepared to toil and 
grind all day long. Being sensitive to the needs and wants 
of other and to prevent harm to them, they will strive to do 
this fairly and squarely. Where ignorance and delusion 
prevails, however, people are willing to acquire pleasure at 
others’ expense. Emotions of jealousy and envy begin to 
surface in their minds. People become intolerant of others’ 
success. Instead of being satisfied with the fruits of one’s 
own labour and fortune, strong feelings of greed and 
covetousness towards others and their possessions take 
predominance in their hearts and minds.  

“Why is it that good things always happen to her 
and not to me?! I wish they would happen to me instead!”, 
“Why is it that fortune always keep knocking on our 
wealthy neighbours’ door? Just the other day they won the 
lottery! I deserve it more than they do so I should have won 
it, not them!” or “Hey! I can’t come to think how you got 
that promotion. That should have been me instead!” are 
some sentiments or statements which are typical of 
someone who is covetous. It must be emphasised that this 
sin is not committed simply by being appreciative of 
another’s gains or possessions or by merely making 
aspirations to acquire similar gain or possessions through 
one’s own efforts and means. The distinguishing character 

75 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

here is that a person who commits this mental sin is not only 
desirous of someone else’s possessions but also vehemently 
dislikes for the other person to benefit from it and wishes 
the benefit on oneself instead.  

The unmeritorious power of this deed depends on 
the virtuous quality of the owner of possession about which 
the sinner is being covetous and the volitional intensity of 
the sinful thoughts. The deed is more potent where covetous 
thoughts are about a possession which belongs to someone 
who is more virtuous than one who is less so. The more 
intense the evil thoughts, the greater the potency of the 
deed. 
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Hatred 

This is the third and final unmeritorious deed which 
is committed by the mind without the involvement of the 
body or speech. As our readers may know from personal 
experience, hatred is a very strong and powerful destructive 
emotion based in aversion (oafõYh). It is the intense dislike 
of someone or something, which goes much further beyond 
feeling of ill-will, anger or resentment. The distinguishing 
character is the want to destroy or take action to terminate 
that which one feels is the source of annoyance. The Sinhala 
term ව ාපාද has the etymology jeh (pronounced “weye” 
and meaning to defile) + mdo (pronounced “pāda” and 
meaning to base). Thus, the meaning we can draw from this 
term is to take an aversive position which directly 
contributes to defiling the mind of the person and along 
with it any wholesome qualities he or she possesses.  

Hatred arises in one’s mind when one feels 
someone or something is irritatingly against their liking. As 
an example, think of a situation where a man finds his 
neighbour’s pet cat always finds its way into his garden and 
defecates on his lawn. The man finds this quite upsetting 
and so initially speaks to his neighbour about this and asks 
him to prevent this from happening in future. The same 
thing happens another day and it makes the man very angry. 
This time the man picks the animal up, walks over to his 
neighbour and sternly rebukes him while handing over the 
animal. Unfortunately, on yet another day the animal 
reoffends and seeing this the man becomes furious. He can 
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no longer tolerate this behaviour and has thoughts of intense 
hate towards the animal, the neighbour or the foul deed. He 
picks up a rock or some other heavy object and flings it at 
the unsuspecting animal wishing to cause it harm or destroy 
it altogether. In this example, regardless of whether the man 
actually picks the rock up or not, at the point which in his 
mind he has hateful, destructive thoughts, this 
unmeritorious deed has been committed.  

The most prominent example from the Lord 
Buddha’s time is the monk Dēvadaththa. A number of tales 
in the 550 Jāthaka (stories of the Lord’s previous births as 
a Bōdhisaththva), contains an account of Dēvadaththa’s 
resentful attitude towards the Bōdhisaththva throughout 
sansāra. In the Sērivānija Jāthaka story in which the 
Bōdhisaththva and Dēvadaththa are merchants by the 
names of Sērivānija and Kachchaputa respectively. After 
Kachchaputa loses out on a lucrative business opportunity 
due to his own vileness, and Sērivānija makes great gains 
out of it, Kachchaputa becomes enraged. Feeling deeply 
hateful towards Sērivānija he picks up a handful of sand 
from the river bank and throwing it towards Sērivānija who 
by that point was already a good distance away on a raft, 
vows to seek revenge from him in as many births as the 
number of grains of sand in his hand. This vengeance 
carried forward from that point on and as our readers will 
know even in the Bōdhisathva’s last birth as the Buddha, 
Dēvadaththa considered Him his arch enemy and 
committed heinous crimes against Him.  
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The unmeritorious power of this deed depends 
primarily on the virtuous nature of the person or being 
against whom someone harbours hatred. The deed is more 
potent where the person or being is more virtuous than one 
who is less so. Where their virtue is equal or hatred is 
expressed at an inanimate object or incident, the potency of 
this unmeritorious deed depends on the intensity of hate.  

One can only hate if he can also love. Where love 
finds its roots in desire, hate has roots in aversion. Both of 
these emotions are taken up by beings who are ignorant and 
delusional to the true anichcha, dhukkha, anaththa nature of 
the world and everything within it. Without this insight 
people become so attached to themselves as well as both 
material and immaterial possessions including states of 
mind and will go to any length to protect and preserve them. 
When they feel they or their possessions are threatened, 
emotions of ill-will, disdain, anger and resentment can 
grow sometimes in the matter of a few moments to hatred. 
Something most people fail to appreciate about hatred is 
that feelings of hate are never pleasant or enjoyable even to 
the person harbouring them let alone those to whom these 
feelings are directed at. If you have ever experienced hatred 
you may remember how your heart starts pounding, your 
body starts to sweat and shiver with rage with an intensely 
bitter feeling like a fire burning within. Worst of all, the 
after-life consequences of hatred are so horrific that no one 
in their right minds would wish it on their worst enemy. All 
this to preserve and protect your most precious possessions 
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which are supposed to bring you an abundance of joy, 
pleasure and happiness! Can you see the irony here…?! 
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Deeds & results (karma & vipāka) V 

 
e received this question from one of our readers 
in relation to deeds & results. Given its 
relevance in the context of wholesome and 

unwholesome deeds, we are sharing it here.  

Q: “Sometimes to do good deeds I find that I, albeit 
reluctantly, have to do one or more unwholesome deeds. 
For instance when I visit my local temple I make sure to 
sweep the Vihāraya or Bodhi precinct. However, when I do 
this I find sometimes I have to sweep away tiny insects such 
as ants. I am concerned I might be harming them by doing 
this. Am I committing a sin by doing this?”  

A: “ක ල ඛං, ක ල ඛ පාකං”, pronounced 
“kallasukkhang, kallasukkha vipākang”, the Buddha 
elegantly summarises such situations. Here He speaks of 
black (unwholesome) deeds and white (wholesome) deeds 
and their respective black results and white results. What 
He refers to here is the reality of how worldly beings 
conduct themselves. In the process of performing 
wholesome deeds, beings invariably commit unwholesome 
deeds.  

Let us take the example of someone preparing to 
offer a meal to the monks at the temple. Of course, this is a 
hugely meritorious deed and every action, speech and 

W
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thought performed with the intention of giving is 
meritorious.  

If you have experienced preparing a meal at home 
to offer to the Mahā Sangha, then you will probably be able 
to relate to this. Granted, every meritorious thought 
generated, focussed on this wholesome deed throughout the 
process from idea to preparation and offering will acquire 
merits. However, invariably there will be times particularly 
when working with others e.g. discussing to decide what to 
offer, purchasing items, preparing food, driving up to the 
temple, being stuck in traffic, serving food, clearing up etc. 
where there is the potential for clash of opinions and 
conflict of interest.  

On these occasions, there is the natural inclination 
to attempt to resolve conflict by resorting to unwholesome 
deeds such as lying, harsh speech, frivolous speech etc. 
Unfortunately, despite the original intention, as intentional 
harsh and frivolous speech are unwholesome deeds, they 
will undoubtedly acquire unmeritorious karma. Quite often, 
both meritorious and unmeritorious deeds are performed 
during the course of carrying out a wholesome deed as 
wholesome thoughts are generally interspersed with 
unwholesome thoughts.  

Your concern is about tiny insects being harmed. 
Beings are born according to their karmic potential (ක ම 
භව, pronounced “karma bhawa”). According to Buddhist 
teaching while all life is valuable, not all life forms are 
equal. Birth as an ant would very likely be the result of a 
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very vile, despicable deed and therefore is considered a 
lowly life form. In terms of virtue and moral quality among 
other beings in the animal realm, ants as well as other 
insects fall towards the lowest end of the spectrum, well 
below other animals such as mammals and most 
amphibians but just above micro-organisms. 

Sweeping the Bodhi precinct is a hugely 
meritorious deed which will accrue vast amounts of 
positive karmic energy potentially reaping rewards up until 
and contributing to one’s enlightenment. 

Although you have clearly stated this is not the case, 
let us assume for a moment that you sweep the insects 
intending to kill or cause them harm. As the karmic energy 
you would accrue is a product of both intention and the 
virtuous moral quality of the animal being killed (we will 
discuss this further in the next issue), even if malign 
intention exists, as it is the life of a lowly life form that is 
taken, the karmic energy of the sin committed is miniscule 
in comparison to the merits acquired by sweeping the Bodhi 
precinct. To offer an analogy, like a pinch of salt makes no 
difference to the saltiness of the great oceans, the sin 
committed in comparison to the merits acquired here is 
negligible. Therefore, it would be unwise for one to be put 
off of committing this meritorious deed for fear of 
committing a sin. 

Be that as it may, you have clearly stated that you 
have no intention of harming insects, but it is an 
unintentional consequence when you sweep the Bodhi 
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precinct. In this series of articles, we have repeatedly 
emphasised that intention is the determining factor when it 
comes to assessing if a particular deed is sinful or 
meritorious. Therefore, based on the information you have 
provided, rest assured, the sin of harming insects has not 
been committed.  
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Lying 

 

This is one unmeritorious deed which is condemned 
in virtually every religion. One reason why lying is 
considered a gross violation of morality is because when 
one has no fear or shame of lying, they can be inclined to 
deceive others to cover up all kinds of sins and crimes in 
the hope of avoiding being found out. By covering up their 
sins, they are likely to feel a false sense of security of being 
immune to the consequences of their misdeeds. This could 
even encourage them to commit further sins. 

Lying may be committed by speech, written or body 
language. It is the expression of falsehood using whichever 
medium of communication. False promises also fall into 
this category of misdeeds. As with all deeds, volition or 
intention is the main determining factor. Lying with the 
intention to deceive alone is enough for this deed to be 
committed. However, for a deed-course to be committed, 
the expression must be known by the liar to be false; the 
intention to deceive must be present; deliberate effort must 
be made to make the utterance and; the person being lied to 
must understand (but not necessarily accept as true) what is 
being uttered. 

Therefore, if the lie is not understood by the person 
being lied to, if for example, the language used is not 
understood; not being heard properly; or simply because of 
the difficulty to comprehend, then the deed-course does not 
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complete. However, as the intention prevails the deed has 
been committed, whereas if a lie is uttered by mistake, then 
as there is no intention, neither deed nor deed-course has 
been committed. 

The above is a conventional description of the sin 
of lying and generally entails making deliberate 
expressions of falsehood with the intention to mislead in 
relation to worldly, mundane affairs. Lying to someone 
about how much money one might have in their possession, 
their age, where someone’s coming or going, or making a 
false promise are but a few examples of this. 
Conventionally a lie is regarded as the expression of the 
binary opposite of an accepted truth. Therefore, 
conventional lies technically fall into the category of 
anikavādha (in Pali); which derives meaning from the terms 
අ ක pronounced “anika” and meaning opposite + වාදය 
pronounced “wādaya” and (in this context) meaning 
statement. However, generally accepted usage in society 
seems to be the more popular term musāvādhaya which is 
technically inaccurate as we have described below. 
Nevertheless, even a conventional lie has the potential to 
result in discord due to loss of trust as well as conflicts 
leading to destruction of property and breaking down of 
relationships, not only between individuals but also 
between nations on a global scale. Consequently, this sin 
potentially carries severe consequences which are 
dependent on the intensity of intention as well as the 
virtuous quality of the person being deceived. 
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Lying, in relation to Buddhist teaching also has a 
more profound and grievous form. From time to time our 
world sees the advent of great minds - philosophers who 
teach its people what they discover and believe to be the 
truth about the world, life and the cosmos. Most of these 
teachings provide worldly beings caught up in the pangs of 
delusion a philosophy to help change their lives for the 
better, consequently enabling them to achieve a level of 
mundane happiness. Among them, the advent of a Supreme 
Buddha is extremely rare. He proclaims the Dhamma, 
which is the universal, indisputable, absolute truth. The 
core of His teaching is that all universal conditioned entities 
(which includes everything in the world, all forms of life 
and the cosmos) are essenceless, not a true source of 
fulfilment but rather a potential source of endless agitation, 
agony and vexation. He teaches us the ultimate truth, which 
is the only salvation for all sentient beings to escape every 
form of suffering. As we have discussed in previous issues, 
birth in the blissful plane is also extremely rare. So, when a 
being is fortunate enough to not only be born in the blissful 
plane as a human, dēva or brahma, but also during an era in 
which a Buddha’s teaching prevails, there is no greater loss 
and misfortune than not having the opportunity to 
understand the ultimate reality leading to ultimate 
happiness. Deliberately depriving someone of this most 
rare opportunity is an atrocious cruelty. Nevertheless, some 
people still do this. In contradiction to the Buddha’s 
teaching they claim the sansāric journey is to one’s liking, 
satisfying and a source of pleasure and joy, meaningful and 
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therefore worthy of continuing existence. These claims 
have the potential to influence a mundane worldly being to 
not only lose sight of Nibbāna but also commit sins which 
could take them from the metaphorical pan to the fire. 
Making such claims is deception of the most severe degree. 
Falsehood of this nature is called musāvāda (in Pāli); which 
derives meaning from the terms pronounced “musā” and 
meaning to bind to delusion + “wādaya” (see meaning 
above). 

Again, the intensity of the intention as well as the 
virtue of the person being lied to are the factors which 
determine the severity of this sin. 
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Slandering 

 

The intention one takes when committing this sin is 
to instigate conflict between two or more parties. In terms 
of impact, slandering is probably the most detrimental to 
societal cohesion and harmony among its people. A 
society’s integrity is primarily based on mutual trust. 
Where mutual trust is lost, this can not only lead to a short-
term fall out between acquaintances, but also schism 
between groups of people or communities, wreaking havoc. 
Therefore, although people often times regard slander as a 
petty offence, in reality the potential for damage both to 
oneself and others is immense. 

We must constantly maintain vigilance over our 
thoughts when we speak as it is easy to fall into the 
delusional trap of slander. For instance, this can happen 
when a person accuses another person in their absence and 
in confidence threatening to harm them, but without the 
slightest intention to actually inflict harm on the said 
person; perhaps merely to let off some steam. In all 
likelihood the next occasion the accuser meets the accused, 
they may even have a laugh about having spoken in that 
way. However, if we, as a third party to this conversation, 
having heard the harsh, threatening words made in the 
absence of the accused, then relate them to the accused with 
malicious intent in such a way as to cause the two 
individuals to fall out, we have committed the sin of 
slander. Unfortunately, this behaviour can often be seen 
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today in friends of couples in relationships. When jealousy 
creeps into the heart of the couple’s friend, he or she can 
feel inclined to resort to slanderous speech to break the 
couple up for personal gain. As this is done with malicious 
intent, a sin has been committed. If what is being uttered is 
also a lie, then both sinful deeds (lying and slandering) have 
been committed.  

Where this sin is concerned, the presence of one or 
more people to whom slander is being directed; the 
intention to cause a rift between two or more people; 
uttering words of slander and; the listener understanding 
what has been said are the factors which contribute to a 
deed-course being committed. 

Note however though, that using what we know to 
be true, to genuinely save someone from danger without 
expecting any personal gain does not fall under the category 
of slander, even if sharing what we know results in damage 
to the reputation of another. However, one must be very 
careful to be mindful of one’s thoughts as, if their thoughts 
become defiled with intention to damage someone’s 
reputation then a sin will be committed. 

  



90 
 

- For non-commercial distribution only - 
 

Harsh speech 

 

Harsh speech is the use of language to intentionally 
hurt another’s feelings and emotions. Today, harsh speech 
is generally considered to be rude, vulgar speech, regardless 
of its impact on the listener. Sometimes people use foul 
language among close friends which is only meant to amuse 
each other, not offend in the slightest. Whereas other times 
people use tactful, deliberately articulated speech using 
regular, non-vulgar, non-offensive, but tactfully crafted and 
deliberately articulated words to insult others either 
privately or in public, in a way which can cause offence, 
harassment, fear and mental torment. Who do you think has 
committed the sin of harsh speech?  

We cannot determine if this deed has been 
committed purely by considering the words used. In reality, 
regardless of what it is that is uttered or expressed, if there 
is intention to hurt the listeners’ or readers’ feelings or 
emotions, induce undue fear by using threatening language 
this sin is committed. 

Therefore, harsh speech includes shouting at 
someone using either socially acceptable or offensive 
words with intention to offend.  

A question parents often ask is if scolding their 
children as a punishment falls within the sin of harsh 
speech. In most cultures, parents resort to scolding as a 
technique to teach their children good behaviour and show 
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them right from wrong and therefore done with good intent.  
However, as a parent, if you find yourself in a situation 
where you are about to scold your child, it is worth asking 
yourself; “how do I feel right now? Am I simply pretending 
to be angry to convince my child that they have wronged or 
is the fire of aversion burning within me right now? Even 
the tiniest bit? Are my intentions pure? Perhaps initially 
your intention was to only pretend to be angry but as the 
situation heated up, was there less pretence and more 
emotion? Am I about to scold my child to relieve myself of 
frustration or is it purely for their good?” The logic here is 
relatively simple; if the intention to insult, offend, 
reprimand or even instigate fear by threat in the listener 
exists, when the words are uttered, this sin has been 
committed regardless of what the expected outcome is.  

Usually the follow up question to this is, “Well 
then, how are we supposed to bring up our kids? Am I, as a 
parent supposed to turn a blind eye when my child 
misbehaves?” 

We have addressed a similar situation in today’s 
“Questions from our readers” section. Most parents will 
agree, rearing children unvaryingly involves committing a 
combination of meritorious and unmeritorious deeds. 
Teaching them right from wrong and providing proper 
guidance such that they grow up to be good, virtuous, law 
abiding citizens is most certainly meritorious. However, if 
parents direct harsh speech at their children with malign 
intention, then despite honourable motivation, a sin has 
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been committed and the parents will potentially have to 
suffer the consequences. So, are your intentions always 
pure? Clearly this can present a conundrum to some 
parents, so which do you choose? We can show you the 
facts, but ultimately you must decide which course of action 
you would like to follow. Thus, one must be extremely 
cautious of their thoughts in social situations such as these 
where there is little choice in terms of removing oneself 
from them to avoid accruing sins. 
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Frivolous speech 

 

This is an often misunderstood unwholesome deed. 
Some overzealous people consider general chit-chat and the 
exchange of niceties between individuals in social 
gatherings to be frivolous speech. They argue that such 
conversations are dispensable to the cause of Nibbāna and 
based on this opinion, they can be seen to not only 
deliberately avoid such situations but also rebel against 
such social customs. In doing so their actions can harm the 
very fabric of social harmony and well-being. 

In our study of the Lord Buddha’s teaching, we 
must be careful to draw our learnings from the Thripitaka 
and not base it on personal notions. The Süthra pitaka 
shows us that in virtually all instances where the Lord 
delivers a discourse to an individual, be it a man, woman, 
dēva or brahma, the Lord and His visitor engages in small 
talk before they discuss the purpose of the visit. This 
appears time and time again in numerous discourses. 
“Upasangkamithwā bhagawathā saddhing sammōdhi. 
Sammōdanïyang kathang sārānïyang vïthisārethwā 
ēkamanthang nisïdhi”, this translates to “having 
approached the Lord, [the visitor] exchanges small talk 
with Him. Having done so [he] sits down to the side of the 
Lord, [to begin their discussion]”. This makes it clear that 
the Lord Buddha did not censure such conversations and 
social conventions. In fact, He advocated social harmony 
and often times advised His disciples to conform to societal 
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conventions when in the presence of laymen and 
laywomen. 

Let us look at the etymology of the term 
sampappalāpa. සං pronounced “sang” is the combination of 
ignorance and attachment. m% pronounced “pra” and 
meaning repetitiously ලාප pronounced “lāpa” and derives 
meaning from the word ආප pronounced “āpa” and 
meaning to stick. Therefore a fitting meaning we can 
attribute to this unmeritorious deed is speech which 
encourages engagement with the world, promoting 
repeated indulgence in sensuality by fostering greed, 
aversion and delusion based in ignorance and attachment. 

In the world that we live in, we only need to open 
our eyes and ears to witness that the world is full of ignorant 
and delusional people who promote their perverted views 
and encourage the ten unwholesome deeds as a means to 
gain sensual pleasures, satisfaction and fulfilment. Mass 
media such as the television, print media and the Internet as 
well as today’s prevalent social media channels are 
virtually saturated with vile and decadent content which 
relentlessly encourage debauchery and incite spite. These 
are all examples of frivolous speech which accrue 
unmeritorious karmic energy. In a world in which sentient 
beings are hopelessly entangled in the shackles of sansāra 
and consequently are subject to unending suffering and 
torture, to encourage behaviour which binds them further 
and further to sansāra is worse than a deadly curse! While 
those who commit this sin usually start off by with frivolous 
speech, unbeknown to them segue into the even more 
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precarious terrain of false speech (described at the 
beginning of this article) with statements which allude the 
world and life in it is nicca, sukha, attha, subha.  Therefore, 
intentional use of frivolous speech has the potential to bring 
dire consequences. 

In the next issue we will conclude our discussion of 
the ten unwholesome deeds with a description of the three 
unmeritorious deeds committed primarily by using the 
body. 
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Deeds & results (karma & vipāka) VI 
 

hroughout this series we have been examining the 
doctrine of deeds and results in detail. A brief 
review of the key points is as follows.  

We started off with a study of the classification of 
deeds & results; primarily threefold, the most commonly 
practiced wholesome deeds ( ණ ා සංකාර, pronounced 
“punyābhisankāra”) and unwholesome deeds 

(අ ණ ා සංකාර, pronounced “apunyābhisankāra”) and 
those deeds which are performed by those who cultivate 
jhānas (deep meditative states of mental absorptions) 
pertaining to the formless brahma realm of existence 
(අ පාවචර හමෙල ක, pronounced 
“arūpāvacharabrahmalōka”). 

For as long as a sentient being’s consciousness is 
based in the intrinsic condition of ignorance (අ ද ාව, 
pronounced “avidyāva”), all deeds based in attachment 
(ත හාව, pronounced “thanhāva”) are conducive to rebirth 
in one of the 31 realms of existence. Wholesome and 
unwholesome deeds are so called because of their intended 
effect on oneself, others or both as well as the potential 
consequences of the deed. Wholesome deeds accrue merit 
( ං, pronounced “ping”) and unwholesome deeds, demerit 
(ප , pronounced “pav”), which have the potential to bring 

forth results ( පාක, pronounced “vipāka”) in the form of 

T
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rebirth in the blissful or woeful plane respectively, as well 
as comfort or discomfort in the course of one’s lifetime. 

In the subsequent articles of the series we looked at 
each of the ten wholesome deeds and unwholesome deeds 
detailing them beyond the conventional, superficial 
meanings where appropriate. The Buddha proactively 
advocated performing wholesome deeds on numerous 
occasions promoting their benefits in the present and after-
life as well as their conduciveness to Nibbāna. This was 
followed by individual descriptions of the unwholesome 
deeds performed primarily by the mind and speech. In this 
article we will continue the discussion of the unwholesome 
deeds by looking at the first two unmeritorious deeds 
performed primarily by the body. We have dedicated an 
entire article to these two as unfortunately the frequency 
with which they are committed is on the rise in today’s 
world and therefore we feel our readers deserve a thorough 
understanding to abstain from them as much as possible. 
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Killing 
 

Intentionally taking the life of another being 
including humans and non-humans by any means under any 
circumstance is a sin. Given the opportunity, the deliberate 
action of killing another being born as human or animal is 
something we can physically witness as this requires bodily 
action. Life is invariably the most valuable possession to all 
worldly sentient beings. Therefore, they will generally 
protect life at all costs and when life is threatened, if 
possible, the natural reaction is to retaliate with either fight 
or flight. 

As there is a physical action involved in committing 
the act of killing, rendering a visible impact on the victim, 
there is normally a perceivable visible or audible impact on 
an observer. As we ourselves are protective of our own lives 
and have generally experienced physical pain of some sort, 
thankfully, most humans are naturally able to empathise 
with beings who experience death or suffering similar to 
death. However, this feeling of compassion does not always 
serve as a deterrent to sinning; when people are suitably 
motivated, taking the life of another requires little 
premeditation. 

Intentional killing of any life form is a sin. For a 
deed-course (we have discussed “deed-courses” in previous 
articles) to be completed, the following factors must be 
present or fulfilled. Presence of a live being, knowledge that 
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the being is alive, intention to kill, scheme to kill, death of 
the being as a result of executing the scheme. Depending 
on the virtuous quality of the being whose life is taken and 
the intensity of the volitional thoughts involved in 
committing the deed, the potential karmic energy is 
determined. Generally, the average person commits the sin 
of killing many hundreds if not thousands of times 
throughout their lifetime. This is because until one begins 
to understand that intentional killing of any kind is wrong 
and has consequences, one usually does not think twice 
before swatting flies, mosquitoes, cockroaches and other 
insects as well as small animals such as frogs or reptiles 
which threaten one’s feeling of safety at home or other 
environment. Demerit is accrued each time. 

Referring back to the example discussed in the 
previous article as put forward by one of our readers in 
relation to insects being killed or hurt when sweeping the 
Bodhi precinct, we explained that it would be unwise to be 
put off of performing a hugely meritorious deed for fear of 
harming insects. This is because tiny insects are lowly life 
forms with little to no virtue ingrained in them. So when put 
on a scale, there is little doubt what course of action one 
ought to take in such circumstances. Scientists will be able 
to affirm that the mere life-sustaining act of breathing, 
speaking, walking, washing clothes or one’s body is 
responsible for the death of many billions of microscopic 
living creatures every day. However, for as long as there is 
no intention whatsoever to kill these creatures during the 
course of day-to-day living, demerits are not accrued as a 
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result. It is always intention which determines if an action 
generates karmic energy. We must be extremely careful to 
gauge each circumstance on its own merits and this is why 
a thorough understanding of deeds and results is important 
not only to someone looking for eternal bliss, but also to 
avoid unwholesome deeds and cultivate wholesome deeds 
in day-to-day life. 

The act of intentional killing is profusely 
condemned in most religions. Killing, getting someone else 
to kill, praising the act of killing and abetting to kill are all 
sinful deeds. In Buddhist teaching, intentionally taking the 
life of another being is considered one of the worst sins 
possible. Intentionally killing a human is one of the four 
pārājikas (rules entailing unconditional expulsion from the 
Mahā Sangha) according to the code of conduct of monastic 
discipline, and it can also responsible for three of the five 
heinous sins (ආන ත ක පාපක ම) with consequences of 
endless suffering in the great hells. These are killing an 
Arahant, matricide and patricide. A popular example which 
demonstrates the gravity of all three of these crimes is the 
murder of the Great Elder Moggalāna Thero.  

Many several births before Moggalāna Thero’s last 
birth in the time of Gauthama Lord Buddha, he was born to 
a family as a boy. Having grown up in the shelter of his 
parents, he was married to a young lady who he was quite 
fond of. As the parents grew older they became weak and 
unfortunately also went blind. As the parents could no 
longer look after themselves, they moved in with their son. 
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Time passed by and while the wife of this young man was 
kind and generous towards her in-laws at first, later on, as 
they grew older and weaker they became a huge burden on 
her. She began to fear she would have to sacrifice her 
comforts and happiness tending to them. It didn’t take long 
before she wanted them out of her home for good and for 
fear that they would someday return, she devised a plan to 
have them killed. She started to complain to her husband 
about his parents. The man often took the complaints to his 
parents and admonished them for causing trouble. Later on 
she began to threaten to leave him if a permanent solution 
was not found to address her grievance. She somehow 
managed to convince her husband to have his parents 
removed from home. Left with little choice the man 
surrendered to his wife’s demands and schemed to murder 
his parents. A few days later, the couple set out on a journey 
with the parents. Part of this journey was to be taken 
through the forest. As they approached the thick of the 
forest, it was time to execute the dreadful plot. The couple 
started screaming pretending they were being mugged by 
thieves. The blind parents were unable to see that this was 
all a pretence and started running for their lives. Without 
being able to see where they were going, they didn’t get 
very far especially as they were in the thick of the forest. At 
this moment, as he had agreed with his wife the man picked 
up a club and started striking his parents, while shouting 
pretending they were being attacked by the thieves. The 
blind helpless parents could do nothing to escape this attack 
from their own son. Despite the cries from the tormented 
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parents, the man continued to deliver strike after strike until 
they were dead. By killing both his parents the man 
committed two heinous sins. As consequence for this 
dreadful deed, his immediate next birth was in the Avïthi 
Great Hell for an interim aeon (anthakkalpa). Following 
that he spent a very long time in the Four Hells. 

In the time of the Gauthama Lord Buddha he was born in 
to a wealthy family as Kōlitha and later ordained under the 
Lord Buddha as Moggalāna Thero. As one of the Lord’s 
chief disciples and chief among those with supernatural 
powers, Moggalāna Thero was infamous among 
contemporaries who were against the Buddha’s teaching, 
for performing supernatural powers before people to instil 
conviction in the Triple Gem in them. Therefore, they 
despised him and devised to have him murdered. They 
hired a group of bandits to murder him. One day Moggalāna 
Thero was alone in his hut, he heard some bandits 
approaching him. Sensing the approaching danger to the 
bandits (as they would be committing a tremendously 
unmeritorious deed by harming an Arahant or worse yet, a 
heinous sin if they manage to murder him) using his 
supernatural powers he left his hut unbeknown to the 
bandits. As the bandits couldn’t find Moggalāna Thero, 
they left determined to return. Without fail they returned. 
Yet again, Moggalāna Thero vacated his hut to prevent the 
unfolding calamity. Unfortunately, the bandits returned a 
second time. This time Moggalāna Thero looked back at his 
past lives to ascertain why the bandits were so fixed on their 
cause. He realised that despite having atoned his sin over 
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countless births for the murder of his parents many lives 
ago, there was still karmic energy leftover from this 
unmeritorious deed, which he had to exhaust before his 
Parinibbāna (passing away of an enlightened being). This 
was his fate as he had committed the sin and now he had to 
suffer the consequences. He realised there was no way this 
fate could be avoided and he was subject to the same 
universal truth of anicca as all conditioned entities are. This 
time he remained in his hut knowing fully well that this day 
would be his last. The bandits were enraged as they had to 
turn back twice before and now having finally found the 
opportunity was determined to finish the job they came to 
do. Each bandit with a club in his arms started thumping the 
thero. They delivered strike after strike just the same as the 
victim once had struck his parents many lifetimes ago. The 
bandits were relentless, merciless and cold-hearted. They 
struck him so hard the beating broke every bone in his body 
and until his entire body turned blue. After the tortuous 
beating and destroying the hut, the bandits left. Moggalāna 
Thero was in intense, excruciating pain as he realised this 
was the last few moments he would be alive. Drawing every 
ounce of energy left in him and with the help of his 
supernatural powers which were only secondary to the Lord 
Buddha, he literally pulled himself together and went to 
meet the Lord Buddha to seek his permission to enter 
Parinibbāna. 

When the perpetrators were eventually caught, the 
king condemned them to a gruesome punishment, to be 
trodden to death by elephants. When the Lord Buddha got 
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to know about the sentence he advised the king to be lenient 
towards the bandits by relating Moggalāna Thero’s story 
from his past life to the king, explaining that the reason the 
thero suffered so much was not entirely the bandits’ fault 
but because Moggalāna Thero was also responsible as the 
intensity of the crime was directly influenced by his 
previous unwholesome deed. 

Let us take a look at the etymology of the word 
pānāthipāthā. The Pali term පාණා පාතා has the etymology 
m%dK (pronounced “prāna” and meaning life) + අ  
(pronounced “athi” and is derived from the term අ මණය 
pronounced “athikramanaya” and meaning to exceed) + 
පහත (pronounced “pahatha” and meaning low). The 
meaning we can derive here is an action inflicted upon a 
being which diminishes their life to an extremely low state. 
Here, life can take the literal meaning, but can also mean 
one’s character. A person’s character includes their social 
standing and dignity. Therefore, to act in such a way as to 
intentionally and maliciously damage one’s dignity and 
therefore diminish their character to an extremely low state 
can also be considered a form of pānāthipāthā. However, 
this form of pānāthipāthā is not obvious as the effects of it 
are not conspicuous, unlike the physical act of taking one’s 
life. Therefore, we must be careful and vigilant of our 
thoughts and actions in our conduct with others to not 
intentionally cause them harm, either to their life or 
character. 
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No discussion of taking or ending one’s life is 
complete without at least briefly addressing the modern and 
controversial, yet growing practice of euthanasia and 
assisted suicide. We do not wish to discuss this in detail 
here but believe it is helpful to unveil the universal truth on 
this topic, in the hope that it may benefit our readers if you 
ever find yourself in this situation either as the receiving or 
inflicting party. People nowadays sometimes find 
themselves facing this dilemma where a loved one, usually 
a parent, requests to be administered with drugs or 
procedures to end their life. We have clearly explained 
above that intentional killing of any form under any 
circumstance is a sin and provided the requisite factors are 
fulfilled, a deed-course is completed. There are no grey 
areas where killing is concerned. Further, intentionally 
killing a parent no matter what the circumstances are is a 
heinous sin. Even the mere act of consenting to the death of 
one’s parents is among the ranks of a heinous sin. This is 
why even today in Sri Lankan culture it is a non-blood 
relative (usually an in-law) who is expected to set alight the 
pyre at one’s cremation, particularly avoiding the dead’s 
living children. The reason is to avoid absolutely any 
possibility of the child committing parricide.  

Therefore, permit us to offer a word of caution - if 
you ever find yourself in the situation where either you are 
expected to conduct, assist or even consent to the 
euthanasia or assisted suicide of someone, particularly your 
parents, according to the Dhamma (the universal truth) 
categorically condemns this as a heinous sin.  
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Theft 
 

The sin of theft is committed when taking 
possession of that which does not rightfully belong to 
oneself, without the consent of the owner, with the intention 
of keeping it. Theft is condemned in virtually every religion 
and legal systems as its effect on the rightful owner can be 
extremely unpleasant and contributes to societal 
disharmony and mutual distrust, leading to conflict. The 
serious punishment for theft is not only to be experienced 
after death, but also in some judicial systems where 
perpetrators can have their hands or fingers chopped off. 

For as long as one’s worldview is delusional, he or 
she is a mundane worldly person (පෘත ජන) and hold the 
view that the material world is of infinite value. When the 
need or urge arises in them to obtain such material 
possessions, they can be inclined to go any distance, 
deceive and steal from others to fulfil their needs and wants. 
“By hook or by crook I’m going to get it!” is something that 
may be uttered by someone who is of this disposition. 
Unfortunately, despite common misconception, theft is a 
sin that can be committed quite easily by someone who is 
not constantly vigilant of their thoughts. It is very seldom a 
person can be found who has not committed the misdeed in 
their lifetime. Particularly given that the effects of stealing 
on the owner may not be immediately obvious and 
therefore a response from them may be delayed, people are 
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more inclined to steal than commit some of the other 
unwholesome deeds. 

Moreover, it is quite shocking to observe that some 
people believe “it’s OK” to take from someone who or 
somewhere that has plenty. They will normally readily and 
openly justify their viewpoint as well with arguments such 
as “well, they have so much they are not going to use it all 
anyway!” or “he won’t even know I’ve taken a few notes 
from his wallet as he has so much money”. The truth 
however is that whether one steals from a billionaire who 
will probably in fact not know some of his money has been 
taken without his knowledge or from a beggar, theft is theft. 
It doesn’t matter what size the object is or what its value is; 
whether it was left under lock and key or unprotected in the 
open, theft cannot be justified – if the intention to steal 
exists when the act is committed, the sin is done. The 
intensity of the unwholesome deed depends on both 
quantity and quality of the victim. In terms of quality, for 
instance, if someone steals from an anāgāmi person, the 
demerit is greater than if he stole from a sōthāpanna person; 
likewise even among worldly mundane people, if one steals 
from a virtuous person, the demerit is greater than if he stole 
from an unvirtuous person.  

In terms of quantity, for instance, stealing from an 
organisation which is owned by several individuals is more 
demeritorious than stealing from an average individual. Yet 
again, this is something that people often misjudge; they 
hold the opinion that using what has been made available 
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for use in an official capacity at their workplace can be used 
for private needs and wants. In doing so they commit a sin, 
the demerits of which is beyond their imagination. 
Common examples include making private phone calls, 
taking stationary home for private use, using the office 
printer to print private documents if this has not been 
officially permitted. In a similar vein, stealing or misusing 
state-owned property carries a huge penalty in the court of 
karma – vipāka as it is akin to stealing from every citizen 
of the state. 

Even worse is the sin of stealing from or misusing 
property which belongs to the Mahā Sangha. 
Unfortunately, ignorance is not an excuse. Think back to 
the last time you took alms to the temple. Did you help 
yourself to a fruit, a slice of cake or cup of tea which was 
not explicitly made available for lay consumption? Once an 
item has been consecrated to the Mahā Sangha, unless a 
monk with higher ordination (upasampadhā) relinquishes 
it, it is not suitable for consumption by a layperson. Where 
one does so without such dispensation, they are taking or 
misusing that which belongs to the Mahā Sangha. The 
Mahā Sangha is not simply the monks in your temple, but 
the entire population of Bhikkus and Bhikkunis of the past, 
present and future, including the Supreme Buddhas and 
Pachchēka Buddhas. Thus, while such an action may seem 
harmless and often the monks at the temple may not say 
anything about it, the gravity of doing this seemingly 
innocent misdeed is extremely severe. 
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There are five factors which must be fulfilled for 
this deed-course to be committed. The object must belong 
to another, the perpetrator must be aware that the object 
belongs to another, there must be the intention to steal, 
effort must be made to steal and the object must be stolen. 
A question we often get asked is, if it is stealing if one picks 
up money they find on the public roadside. Technically, if 
you are reasonably convinced that this money was probably 
dropped by someone by mistake and there is no sign of the 
owner being around, it is not theft as you have no intention 
of stealing and even if you pick the money up, no intention 
has been made to steal. However, it is possible that the 
owner may later on realise that they have lost the money 
and may attempt to reclaim it by retracing their steps. While 
a sin has not been committed, if the money was left where 
it was found, then the distressed owner may have a chance 
of reclaiming what they had lost. Of course, one could 
argue that someone else might pick it up. This is possible, 
but we would urge why get involved in a situation which 
could lead to a loss to someone, when there is the chance 
that the rightful owner may eventually reclaim what has 
been lost. 

Stealing, getting someone to steal, praising the act 
of stealing and abetting to steal are all sinful deeds. In 
Buddhist teaching, stealing is profusely condemned. It is 
one of the four pārājikas according to the code of conduct 
of monastic discipline with penalty for the mere act of 
lifting an object with the intention to steal and moving it but 
a few inches.  
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In the following article we will conclude the study 
of the ten unwholesome deeds with a thorough description 
of inappropriate indulgence in sensual pleasures or kāmēsu 
michchāchārā, which also has profound meaning beyond 
the conventional interpretation commonly used today. 
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Inappropriate indulgence in sensual 

pleasures 
 

The common interpretation of this unmeritorious 
deed is engagement in sexual misconduct. Sexual 
misconduct is defined as engagement in sexual activity 
which does not conform to commonly accepted societal 
norms and decorum. This generally includes engaging in 
sexual activity with or without consent, with a person who 
is under the custody of parents, siblings or spouse and such 
a relationship is not approved by the custodian. Such 
behaviour is detrimental to the fabric of social harmony as 
it undermines mutual trust and respect between people. 
Therefore, in civil society, it is expected that people refrain 
from sexual misconduct. Some jurisdictions also legislate 
against sexual misconduct.  

There is no doubt that inappropriate engagement in 
sexual activity is harmful, however, the definition of what 
can be classified as inappropriate in the arena of human 
relationships is evidently diverse across cultures and 
subject to change over time. For instance, premarital sex 
was an offence in some cultures and it still is in others. 
People of these cultures consider this falls within the remit 
of kāmesu michchāchārā, but others accept this practice as 
a normal and sometimes an essential part of finding a 
suitable partner. However, the Dhamma is universal and 
timeless. As we have discussed before, it is not subjective 
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to cultures or times. Whereas on the other hand, the 
interpretation and remit of what is considered inappropriate 
engagement in sexual activity is mostly subjective. 
Therefore, it is important for us to clarify this dubiousness. 

A tried and tested method we have used several 
times before in this series to unravel the true meanings of 
terms is the use of etymology. So, let us apply this 
technique here once again. කාෙ  චාචාර (pronounced 
“kāmesu michchāchārā”)  is formed from the combination 
of කාම(pronounced “kāma” and meaning sensuality) + 
ෙ  (pronounced “yēsu” and meaning in or of) + චා 
(pronounced “michchā” and meaning inappropriate) + චාරා 
(pronounced “chārā” and meaning engagement or 
indulgence). කාම can be further etymologised as කෑ 
(pronounced “ka” and meaning to block) + අම (pronounced 
“ama” and meaning Nibbāna). So, we can derive the 
meaning of this term inappropriate indulgence in 
sensuality, which blocks one’s progress to Nibbāna. 

Note the deliberate reference to sensuality as 
opposed to sexuality. Sexual pleasure is generally derived 
via the sense of touch. But touch is only one of the five 
senses used to indulge in sensual pleasure. Conventionally, 
inappropriate sensual indulgence through the sense of touch 
is considered a sinful misdoing. So it begs the question, 
what about the other four? When the Lord Buddha talked 
about the dangers and futility of inappropriate indulgence 
in sensual pleasures, He did not put any emphasis on any 
one sense in particular. He spoke of the dangers and 
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consequences of inappropriate indulgence in sensual 
pleasure through all 5 senses in equal measure. He called 
this the fivefold sensuality (පංච කාමය pronounced “puncha 
kāmaya”) viz; sight, sound, smell, taste and touch 
sensuality. 

It is the desire for sensual pleasures (කාම ත හාව, 
pronounced “kāma thanhāva”) that keeps us bound to the 
sensual world of existence (කාම ෙල ක, pronounced “kāma 
lōka”). Inappropriate indulgence in the fivefold sensual 
pleasure is what has the potential to take us into the hells. 
So, what constitutes “inappropriate”? This is any deliberate 
bodily action which causes harm, loss or damage to another 
being. In other words, utilising the five senses for 
indulgence in sensual pleasure at the unwilling expense of 
others is inappropriate indulgence in sensual pleasures. The 
key point to understand here is that this unmeritorious deed 
is not restricted to the sexual misconduct but is more 
comprehensive and includes inappropriate indulgence 
through all five senses. 

Think for a moment about some of the ways people 
inappropriately indulge in sensuality. The often 
undisclosed world of human slavery where young women 
and children are exploited to cater to the needs and wants 
of others is inhumanely is an example of how people 
inappropriately indulge in sensuality. Some of the other 
seemingly distant nevertheless very real examples of 
inappropriate indulgence are blood sports such as dog fights 
and cock fights. These are instances where entertainment is 
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sought through the torture of another being. There are 
others who cage animals in enclosures so that they can 
enjoy their antics as well as their sight. There are yet others 
who play extremely loud music for their listening pleasure, 
knowing fully well that the resulting noise is disruptive to 
those in the vicinity.  These are all examples in which 
people indulge in sensuality to excite and tantalise the eyes, 
ears, nose, tongue and body at the expense of other beings. 
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