Questions and Answers 3


Questions and Answers 3

Question 1: How does the Sayadaw think about donating one’s own dead body to a hospital for anatomic studies? Will it affect one’s being reborn in a happy plane?

Answer 1: Donating one’s own dead body is a weak wholesome action. Although it is a weak one it is still beneficial, because even the intention to certainly perform a wholesome action brings good results. It is mentioned in the Scripture that: “Kusalesu dhammesu cittupadamattampi bahupakaram vadami” – “in the case of wholesome dhammas, even only having them appeared in the mind is very beneficial, I say.” The intention to certainly donate something is a wholesome prior intention (pubbacetana). If one keeps such intention even for only five minutes before the donation, many wholesome kammas have been accumulated in one’s mind. They can produce good results. There are three kinds of intention: intention before action, during action and after action. All of them produce results when mature.

If one still has attachment to any existence and if the kammic force of this wholesome prior intention of donating one’s dead body becomes mature at one’s near death moment, the kammic force will produce one’s rebirth in a happy plane. However, this kind of opportunity rarely occurs, because that wholesome prior intention is quite weak. Usually it may become mature and produce a result in one of the future lives.  

Question 2: Does the effect of being poor and susceptible to diseases in this life have any connection with causes in previous lives? If it does, is this view fatalism or eternalism (sassataditthi)?

Answer 2: In this case, you must distinguish the difference between life in human world and that in deva worlds and hells. Deva worlds and hells are called kamma-phalupa-jivi-bhumi, the plane of existence where beings get their livelihood through kamma-results; while human world is called utthana-phalupa-jivi-bhumi, the plane of existence where beings get their livelihood through efforts. Beings in deva worlds or hells naturally enjoy or suffer from their pleasant or unpleasant livelihoods due to their previous kammas, without any effort to gain them. However, human beings do not get their livelihoods only due to previous kammas, but also due to their present effort and wisdom. So kammic force, effort and wisdom all affect the welfare of human life. 

Taking being rich as an example, if one has mature good kammic force for being rich and enough effort and wisdom, one will become very rich and enjoy one’s wealth. 

However, if one has only mature good kammic force but not enough effort and wisdom, even if one has inherited a lot of wealth one will eventually lose all of it and become poor. A good example is Mahadhanasetthiputta who lived in time of our Buddha. He and his wife each inherited eighty koti, i.e. eight hundred million dollars. However, they lost all the wealth and became beggars. Besides, although he had enough good kammic force to support him to attain arahantship in that life, he did not put forth effort and apply wisdom to practice the Dhamma. Therefore he died as a poor worldling. 

If one has not mature good kammic force for being rich but exerts effort and applies wisdom to earn money, one may not become very rich but may enjoy a certain standard of comfortable living. Therefore effort and wisdom are more important than kammic force.

A story of three fish may give us a clearer understanding: Once a fisherman caught three fish on the Ganges River. One fish believed in effort; one believed in kammic force; the other believed in wisdom. The fish that believed in effort thought that it could escape just by effort, so it tried hard to jump again and again. The fisherman was annoyed and hit it heavily with his oar; it died. The fish that believed in kammic force thought that if it had a kammic force to escape from being killed, that kammic force would produce its effect automatically. So it lay quietly on the deck of the boat, waiting for its good fortune, without any desire to exert effort. The third fish, which believed in wisdom, thought that it could escape by taking wise actions. So it always observed surrounding conditions to see whether the time to take action had come. The fisherman rowed his boat towards the bank. When the boat came near the bank, he strode over to the bank with one leg and kept the other leg on the boat. At that moment, he unknowingly made a small opening in his fishing net. The third fish quickly jumped out of the net through that opening, fell into water and swam back to the Ganges River immediately. From this story, we understand that wisdom is the most important one among these three factors.

As for illness, there are four possible causes, i.e. kammic force, mind, fire element, and food. So not all diseases are caused by kammic force. Buddhism is a religion of reason, vibhajja-vada, which teaches that when there is a cause, there is an effect; when there is not a cause, there is not an effect. Such a right view of cause and effect is neither fatalism nor eternalism. If you believe that your fate is already fixed and cannot be changed; you are a fatalist. According to the Buddha’s teaching, when a kammic force is mature and ready to produce an effect, that effect is fixed and cannot be changed. But if a kammic force has not matured, its effect is not fixed and can be changed. Ven. Mahamoggallana was a good example. His previous bad kammic force of trying to kill his parents in a previous life became matured before his parinibbana, so he was beaten to the extent that all his bones were broken into pieces. Although he had become an arahant, he could not change that bad resultance. But since he had destroyed all defilements, all the other kammic forces, except those that matured in that life, could no long produce results. So he escaped from the round of rebirths after parinibbana.

If you believe that your previous life and present one are the same, i.e. the same person came from previous life to this life, or there is a soul coming from one life to another, you have the wrong view of eternalism. According to the Buddha’s teaching, there is not a soul or self. Your previous life was made up of materiality and mentality, which were arising and passing away from moment to moment. Your present life is also made up of ever-changing materiality and mentality. They are not the same things. There is not an unchangeable ‘you’ or person. However, the kammic force accumulated in previous life produces the present five clinging aggregates. This is the causal relationship between the previous cause and the present effect. Therefore, Buddhism is neither fatalism nor eternalism.

Question 3: After a meditator has completed samatha and vipassana practices, should he practice other meditation or review samatha and vipassana? If he should review, what stage should he begin with? Or he may review in his own way? Is there a fixed principle for reviewing?

Answer 3: According to the Buddha’s teaching, one completes vipassana practice only after one attains arahantship. Before you become an arahant, you have to keep on practicing samatha and vipassana. It is mentioned in the Sattatthanakusala Sutta of Samyutta Nikaya that every arahant constantly dwells his mind in one of three practices, investigating savkhara dhammas, formations, as impermanent, suffering, or non-self by way of eighteen elements, by way of twelve sense bases and by way of dependent origination. The commentary calls these three practices satata-vihari, constant abodes. Furthermore, an arahant may practice samatha and vipassana to have the peaceful dwelling in jhana and the bliss of Nibbana in Fruition Attainment. If he wants to enter the attainment of cessation, nirodhasamapatti, he has to practice both samatha and vipassana systematically. 

Some meditators have practiced all the important courses for vipassana meditation and therefore claim that they have completed vipassana practice. However, this is not correct. They have to keep on practicing samatha and vipassana repeatedly and check their meditation experiences carefully in accordance with the Scripture. It may take them many years to review and check in this way until they are sure of their accomplishment. So it is improper to boast one’s meditation accomplishment to others. Generally speaking, there are two ways to review vipassana practice. One is to begin with udayabbayabana stage; the other is to begin with whatever stage where their insight knowledge is not clear enough. A very important principle in reviewing is that you must follow correct ways of samatha and vipassana practice taught by the Buddha. 
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