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Last time I talked about the five working forces in meditation (faith, wisdom, concentration, energy and mindfulness) and the importance of keeping them in balance. Today I will talk about the first of these forces which is SaddhA in PALi: We often emphasize understanding and wisdom so much that it seems SaddhA or faith is not important.

Actually SaddhA is one of the five working forces or faculties. So it is an integral part of the structure of mental culture. It is as important a factor as effort, mindfulness and the others.

It is through SaddhA (faith), or belief, or confidence that we achieve something. We need to have belief or confidence in what we do. If we do not have any belief in what we do, we cannot achieve anything.

SaddhA is like a basis or a source of inspiration for the practice of VipassanA meditation. Also it plays an important part in the practice of meditation.

If you have studied Abhidhamma you will know that SaddhA is one of the mental factors. SaddhA is translated as faith, or belief, or confidence, all of which are correct. When we want to study something in Abhidhamma, we have to understand it by way of definition, by its characteristic and so on. Every unit of Abhidhamma is clearly defined and all its characteristics and these other things are mentioned.

The definition of SaddhA is that it is something by which we believe. It is the thing itself that believes or it is just the act of believing. The definition is not strange here. Believing, having faith, or having confidence is what we call SaddhA in PALi. We believe in something. We have faith in something. Depending on this faith, we do some other thing.
What are the characteristics and others of this SaddhA (faith or believing)? Since SaddhA is believing, or having faith, or just faith, its characteristic is believing or confiding. It is a mental state that helps other mental states to have faith or to believe in something that is worthy of belief, that is worthy of faith. According to Buddhist teachings things worthy of faith are the Buddha, the Dhamma, the SaNgha, Dependent Origination and the law of Kamma.

This believing or confiding is to be based on understanding. It is to be based on the decision that the thing is really worthy of faith or confidence.

When we have this SaddhA in our minds, our minds become clear. You think of something which you have faith in - the Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha, or other religious leaders - and your mind becomes clear. The hindrances are subdued and also the defilements which are the dirt of the mind are calmed down and subdued. So our minds become clear. The function of SaddhA is to clear or purify the mind.

SaddhA is compared to the water-purifying gem of the universal monarch. In the eastern traditions there were universal monarchs who rule over the whole earth. It is said that they possessed a gem which when put in water makes the water clear. However muddy the water may be if that gem is put into it, the water at once becomes clear and fit to drink. In the same way when SaddhA is put into our mind or when SaddhA arises in our mind, our mind becomes cleared of the hindrances or mental defilements.

Also when we have SaddhA, when we have faith in something, we can do things. We are not afraid of consequences. We are not afraid to plunge into the thing we want to do. So the function of SaddhA is said to he plunging into something or running into something - running into the thing that is worthy of believing in or that is worthy of faith.
We have two kinds of functions for SaddhA or faith. For the second function it is compared to a brave man who leads people from one bank of the river to the other bank of the river which is full of crocodiles, sharks and ogres. Suppose there are people on one side of the river which is filled with crocodiles and other things. People are standing on the bank not daring to cross the river. A man comes and asks them what they are doing. They tell him that they want to cross over to the other bank but they dare not. The man says, "Don't be afraid. Just follow me. I will lead you." He runs into the river and repels the crocodiles and sharks and takes people to the other bank safely, and also takes people from the opposite bank back across safely as well.

In this way when one has SaddhA one dares to do things. When one has faith or confidence in the things one is going to do, then one just goes to work, one plunges into that thing. So SaddhA is compared to going into plunging into something that is worthy of faith or worthy of confidence. The things again that are worthy of confidence are the Buddha, Dhamma, SaNgha and so on.

This SaddhA can be discerned through meditation. During VipassanA meditation the Yogis come to see many states of mind or many mental factors clearly through concentration. These different units of Dhamma manifest themselves to the Yogis in many ways. This SaddhA manifests itself as freedom from pollution, as freedom from being cloudy, as freedom from being fussy. When a Yogi contemplates on the factor of SaddhA or faith, he comes to see that it manifests itself as freedom from pollution. When SaddhA is in his mind, his mind becomes clear.

SaddhA also manifests itself as decision. Here faith means really deciding something is worthy of believing and believing in it. So it is actually preceded by decision that it is worthy of believing. SaddhA manifests itself as decision when Yogis contemplates on it.

Its proximate causes are the objects worthy of faith because taking the objects as object we have faith in them or we believe in them, or we have confidence in them. The objects of faith are the proximate cause of the arising faith.

The other proximate causes of faith are the factors of Stream-winning. There are said to be four factors of stream-winning. That means that there are four things which lead to the state of Stream-winner. That means they lead to the state of realization of truth at the first stage. These are association with good people, hearing the Dhamma, right refiection or attitude, and practice according to the Dhamma. These are the things that are conducive to the development of faith, or belief, or confidence.

The fact that faith, or belief, or confidence is important is shown by it being described as similar to many things. There are many discourses on SaddhA in the Suttas. In some Suttas it is said to be similar to a hand. Actually the Commentary to the Abhidhamma says it should be understood as similar to a hand, or to property, or to seed.

When you have faith in anything, you can achieve that thing. When you have faith in practice, then you practice and get results.

If you have a hand you can pick up things you want. You can pick up things that are beneficial to you. In the same way when you have faith, you can get good things or good qualities – qualities that are beneficial and blameless.

When the Commentator describes the Buddha destroying the mental defilements he said something like this: "All this wheel's spokes were destroyed by him at the place of enlightenment." The 'wheel's spokes' here means the different stages in the Dependent Origination. "As he stood firm with feet of energy on the ground of virtue, wielding with the hand of faith the ax of knowledge that destroys Kamma -" and so on here faith or SaddhA is compared to a hand. When Buddha wanted to destroy the mental defilements, he took the ax of knowledge with the hand of faith. Only when there is faith can there be knowledge or understanding. When a person has faith, then he will act according to that faith. When a person has faith in meditation, then he will practice meditation and he will get concentration and penetration into the nature of things through this faith. So faith is like a hand which can pick up the ax of knowledge with which the mental defilements can be destroyed. Therefore faith is compared to a hand.

It is also said to be property. Once an ogre by the name of Aloka asked the Buddha, "What is the property of a person?" Buddha said, "A person's property is faith." When a person has faith, then he has property. He is not poor. He is rich. Faith is said to be one of the seven properties of good men. The others are virtue, moral shamelessness, moral fear, much knowledge, generosity and understanding. These are said to be the seven properties, seven pieces of property of good men. And when and if a man possesses these seven qualities, he is said not to be poor. Faith is one of the seven properties of beings.

Sometimes Buddha compared faith to a seed. Once Buddha went out for alms and met a Brahmin, a man who was ploughing. When the Buddha went near him and stood there, the Brahmin who was ploughing came to him. He told him, "0, Gotama, I plough and I sow, and so I eat." That means if you want to eat, don't beg anything from me - just plough and sow for yourself.

When the Buddha was told that way, he said, "I plough and I also sow." 

The Brahmin said, "I don't see anything with which you plough. There is nothing. What do you mean by ploughing? What do you mean by sowing?"

Then Buddha said, "My seed is faith. Austerity of life my rain. Wisdom my yoke and plough. My pole is fear to error, with thought to strap the yoke and mindfulness for ploughshare and the goad." Here Buddha compared faith to a seed. A seed is the origin of a plant or a tree. Without the seed there can be no plant. In the same way without faith there can be no plant of understanding, or plant of energy and so on. So faith is compared to a seed in this Sutta.

Through faith people can achieve many things. There is a saying: "Faith can move mountains." We need a certain amount of faith to enable us to practice, to do things. Therefore faith is compared to a seed.

In some Suttas faith is compared to a companion. One of the deities asked the Buddha, "What is the companion of beings?" The Buddha said, "Faith is beings' companion." Faith is a good companion. Without faith we cannot do anything. With faith as companion we can acquire the necessary qualities for the realization of truth. Supported by this faith we will practice. And so we will get the results of the spiritual practice or the work of meditation.

SaddhA or faith is important in Buddhism or in the teachings of the Buddha. It is compared to many things.

SaddhA is one of the five controlling faculties. It is one of the five working forces in meditation. It is the first of these five. It is called a controlling faculty or factor here or Indriya because it is predominent in its characteristic, of decision, deciding whether a certain thing is worthy of respect, worthy of faith, worthy of believing .
It is also called a power because it stands firm against its adversities. It does not tremble when it comes face to face with adversity. So it is called a strength or power. There are five strengths or powers beginning with faith. The others are effort, mindfulness, concentration and wisdom.

It is one of the five qualities of a meditator. Once Buddha talked with a prince called Bodhi. That Sutta is very interesting because the Buddha related his own experience, his own struggling to become a Buddha. Towards the end of that discourse Prince Bodhi asked the Buddha how long it will take a person having the Buddha as a teacher to realize the truth. In answer to that question the Buddha asked him some questions and told him there were five qualities necessary for a meditator. If the meditator is endowed with these qualities he can realize truth in six years, five years and so on down to seven days. The first of these qualities is just faith or belief - faith in the Buddha, Dhamma, SaNgha, especially faith in the practice, faith in the teacher.

If we do not have faith in the practice, we will not practice. Then we will not get the results of the practice. We need to have at least belief or confidence in this practice of meditation. Only then will we be able to get results from this practice. The other qualities are good health, honesty, effort and intelligence. The meditators need these five qualities in order to practice meditation especially VipassanA meditation.

This faith can become very strong through discerning the rising and falling of phenomena in meditation. Because we have faith in the practice of meditation we practice it. Because we practice it we come to see through personal experience the rising and falling of phenomena. Because we see the rising and falling of phenomena faith in this practice increases.

Every Yogi who reaches this stage of VipassanA knowledge experiences a great occurrence of faith. There is so much faith that it becomes an impediment to progress. When a person reaches this stage of seeing the rising and falling of phenomena there come to him ten kinds of impediments and one of them is this faith, strong faith. When such an occurrence of faith occurs in a Yogi, he must know that it is not realization but that it is just a preliminary to realization. The Yogi must go past it in order to get realization.

This state of faith during the discerning of rising and falling of phenomena is described by Mahasi Sayadaw in one of his books. "Further strong faith pertaining to insight arises in him. Under its influence the meditator's mind when engaged in noticing or thinking is serene and without any disturbance. When he is engaged in recollecting the virtues of the Buddha, the Dhamma and the SaNgha, his mind quite easily gives itself over to them. There arises in him the wish to proclaim the Buddha's teachings. There is joyous confidence in the virtues of those engaged in meditation. There is a desire to advise dear friends and relatives to practice meditation. There is grateful remembrance of the help received from his meditation master or spiritual master. Many other similar mental processes will occur."

When a person reaches this stage of seeing the rising and falling of phenomena, he experiences many things. The wish to proclaim the Buddha's teachings - when he really sees rising and falling of phenomena as though seeing with his own eyes, he becomes so confident of himself that he wants to relate this to other persons. He wants to tell other persons to practice meditation. He is very grateful to the practice, to the teacher and to the Buddha that he bows down again and again during the practice of meditation. Such things occur when one reaches this stage of VipassanA knowledge.

Faith or confidence can be developed in many ways. Those stated in the books are 1. by avoiding people who are lacking in faith. There is a saying, "If you live near a hunter, you become a hunter; if you live near a fisherman, you become a fisherman." If you associate with people lacking in faith, you will also become a person lacking in faith. Avoiding people lacking in faith is one way of developing faith. The next one is to associate with people having faith, full of faith. The third one is to reflect on Suttas inspiring faith. It is taken for granted that the person has knowledge of Suttas beforehand. If you have no previous knowledge of Suttas you may read them or you may listen to them. So by reading or listening to Suttas that inspire faith, you can develop faith. In these days we may add that you can have discussions with people who have faith or you may talk to people so you can overcome doubts about the practice and have faith in it.

Although faith is an important factor we must see to it that it is not developed in excess. Faith must be balanced with understanding A person who is strong in faith and weak in understanding will have confidence uncritically. That person will believe in objects that are not worthy of faith. If you have too much faith you will believe in anything. You will be uncritical. So you will fall easy prey to dishonest teachers. So faith must be balanced with understanding. Understanding and faith must go together hand in hand. One must not exceed the other. One must not disturb the function of the other. In this way when faith and understanding are kept in balance and also when energy and concentration are kept in balance, the meditation will go well. In this way the meditator can reach the higher stages of VipassanA knowledge.

Faith is an important factor in Buddhism. It should be founded upon understanding. It should not be mere faith or blind faith. That kind of faith will not help us on our spiritual path. Faith here means faith founded upon understanding.

Faith and understanding can support each other. Because we have faith we practice and we understand something. We come to see something of the nature of mind and matter. Because we see the nature of mind and matter our faith, our confidence increases. So faith and understanding can help each other especially in the practice of meditation. If we want to progress in meditation, we need to develop faith, just enough so that we may practice meditation with confidence. We are not to bring it to excess.

SAdhu! SAdhu! SAdhu!
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