Questions and Answers (4)


Questions and Answers 4

Question 4-1: There is an old bhikkhuni who always says to her devotees that the reason they have cancer is that their past enemies of many aeons are harming them. She further says that they have to pay her three hundred thousand Taiwanese dollars, so that she will remove their bad results by chanting, and they will recover from the cancer. Is it stated in the Theravada Canon that if a bhikkhu or bhikkhuni takes money from devotees, the cancer of the devotees is guaranteed to disappear?

Answer 4-1: No, it is not stated in the Theravada Canon.

Question 4-2: There is an old bhikkhuni who always goes to her devotees’ houses and says to them that the position of their main door of the house is not good, because it faces directly to the corner of others’ house. She says that this has some ‘killing energy’, so they must shift to other place, otherwise they will have bad luck, their children will fall ill, and their business will cause them to lose money. Is it stated in the Theravada Canon that some bhikkhus or bhikkhunis helped devotees read ‘Feng Sui’?

Answer 4-2: No, it is not stated in the Theravada Canon.

Question 4-3: There is an old bhikkhuni who, when seeing the departed one’s photo in the sitting room in her devotees’ houses, says to them that the eyes of the departed one move, so they must not hang the photo of the departed one in the sitting room, otherwise the departed one will stay in the photo and cannot take rebirth.

Can the departed ones stay in their photos? Where do ghosts stay? Will ghosts certainly stay in their children or grandchildren’s house?

There is an old bhikkhuni who always says to her devotees that when she passes by the cemetery or the place in temple where the ashes of the departed one is kept, some ghosts will follow her and ask her to rescue them, so that they can take rebirth in a good plane of existence. Are there ghosts in every cemetery and the place where the ash of the departed one is kept? Does every being, after death, attach to his ashes or corpse and become a ghost?

Answer 4-3: According to the Buddha’s teachings, there is the round of rebirths. When a being dies he will, as long as he has not yet attained arahantship, take rebirth dependent on the kamma which ripens at near death moment in accordance with the principle of kamma and kamma-result. If a good kamma ripens then he will be reborn in a happy destination, such as the human world and deva world. If, however, an unwholesome kamma ripens then he will be reborn in one of the woeful states of hell, peta world, and animal world. Thus, to say that every being, after death, attach to his ash or corpse and becomes a ghost is certainly wrong according to the Buddha’s teachings. In fact, it is a kind of wrong view of fixed destination. If this were right, the principle of kamma and kamma-result taught by the Buddha would be wrong.

From the above-mentioned principle of kamma and kamma-result, it is clear that not all the departed ones will stay in their past children or grandchildren’s houses. Why? Because if he is reborn as a deva, he will be living in the deva world. If he is reborn as a human being, he will be in his new mother’s womb or house. It should be understood in the same way if he is reborn in hell or animal world. As for petas, they live in everywhere in the world according to their kamma. Thus, if he is reborn in the peta world, he will suffer in some place according to his kamma. Only very few petas stay in their former houses.

During the Buddha’s time, there was a lady who was very attached to her body. When she passed away she was reborn as a peta who stayed in her former body. A bhikkhu saw the corpse at the cemetery and took the robes of the corpse as rag robes. Owing to her attachment, the peta residing in the corpse followed behind the bhikkhu. Thus the corpse walked behind the bhikkhu to his monastery. When the bhikkhu arrived at his monastery, he entered his hut and shut the door. Being unable to follow further, the corpse fell down in front of the door. This is one of the rare cases wherein a peta resided in the object possessed by her in her previous life.

Question 4-4: There is an old bhikkhuni who claims herself as a meditator, and always says to her devotees that, while meditating, she always sees ghosts who come to see her. To what degree of attainment should a meditator achieve before a ghost comes to him or her for help? Does a meditator need to attain the divine eye to see ghosts?

Answer 4-4: The ghost is of very low class. There is not much we can help them. As I mentioned in one of the questions-and-answers sessions, only a certain kind of peta can share the merit transferred by his past relatives. Other than that kind of peta, there is nothing we can do. Even the Buddha cannot do anything for them.

When a meditator practises loving-kindness meditation, he can partially see petas. He needs to be able to see the petas, otherwise how can he extend his loving-kindness to them? As for a person who has the diving eye, he can see the peta in detail.

Question 4-5: If a person dies while falling into bhavavga, without the arising of any wholesome or unwholesome thought, then where will he be reborn dependent on his bhavavga? What are the other factors which affect the next rebirth of a person?

Answer 4-5: The last consciousness of every life of every being is the death-consciousness which is also bhavavga consciousness. The kamma ripens to produce the rebirth-linking consciousness in the next life is the kamma of the near-death impulsion consciousness which occurs in the last thought-process in a life. It is impossible that none of the wholesome or unwholesome kamma ripens at near-death moment, except for Buddhas, Pacceka-buddhas, and arahants.

Question 4-6: What kind of consciousness does a dream belong to? Why some dream-like pictures appear while a person is half-asleep, and the mind becomes fresh immediately when the pictures disappear? If some dream appear not because of frequent thinking about it during the day, can it be some event in the past life, or can it be some event that will happen in future? Why? Can we practise Samatha or Vipassana or entering into jhana while dreaming?

Answer 4-6: A dream consists of many mind-door thought-processes. We cannot practise Samatha or Vipassana or entering into jhana while dreaming because the dream consists of weak mind-door thought-processes. The mind of that person becomes fresh immediately when the pictures disappear because he regains his mindfulness.

There are four causes for dreaming. The first cause is habitual thinking; the second cause is the imbalance of the four elements of the body; the third cause is the intervention by a deva; the forth cause is the foretelling sign. The dreams of the first two causes are not true. The dream of the third cause can be either true or false. The dream of the last cause is true.

Question 4-7: Once, when I woke up at midnight, I thought it was in the daytime, because it was bright like daytime. Why was it so?

Answer 4-7: If a meditator practises meditation and has light before sleep, he may still have light when he wakes up. But if the person you mentioned is not a meditator, then it is hard to say why it is so.

Question 4-8: How does a Theravada bhikkhu accumulate merit for his own provision in the round of rebirths? There is a Chinese saying, ‘If one cannot attain any path in this life, one will become an animal to repay (one’s debt).’ Is there any recluse, due to his merits being exhausted or insufficient, becoming a beggar in his future life? How does a worldling bhikkhu make sure that he will be a bhikkhu to continue to practise the Dhamma in his future life?

Answer 4-8: According to the instruction given by the Buddha, a bhikkhu has two duties:

1. To study the scriptures,

2. To practise meditation until the attainment of arahantship.

No matter a bhikkhu chooses to fulfil either of the two duties, the purification of virtue is compulsory. He must observe the virtue of Patimokkha restraint, the virtue of restraint of sense faculties, the virtue of purification of livelihood, and the virtue concerning requisites. This means that he must have virtue. When he receives some offering from a devotee, he can offer the thing received to his fellow bhikkhus, the Savgha, or the Buddha. When he, a virtuous bhikkhu, offers something to a virtuous recipient, his offering is superior and can produce great results, just like the spoonful of rice offered by Indaka to the arahant Anuruddha.

He can also offer the flower he receives to the Buddha. While he is carrying out his monastic duties, such as sweeping the floor, cleaning the Savghika building, etc., he is accumulating superior kind of merit. When he pay respect to senior bhikkhus, he is also accumulating merit. Thus a Theravada bhikkhu always has the opportunity to accumulate great merits for his own provision in the round of rebirths. In fact, he has much greater chances than any layperson to accumulate merit.

If he chooses the second duty he must emphasize his practice on Samatha and Vipassana meditation. If he can thoroughly practise dependent-origination, or better still is he is able to practise up to the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations, then he will certainly not be reborn in the woeful states in his immediate future life. This means that he has good chances to be a bhikkhu in his future life.

If he can practise Samatha meditation until he attains jhana, and if he is able to maintain his jhana until near-death moment, he will be reborn in the brahma realm. Thus, even he does not attain any path, he can still be reborn in the human world, deva world, or brahma world in his future life dependent upon his good kamma, such as that of giving, virtue, jhana, insight knowledge, etc. This occurs in accordance with the principle of kamma and kamma-result. If he, however, has not practised dependent-origination, he may still be reborn in the woeful states if one of his bad kamma ripens at his near-death moment.

Question 4-9: Can a person, without the guide of a teacher and with or without the guide from the scriptures, practises meditation up to the stage of the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations? How does he know that he has attained the above knowledge?

Answer 4-9: If a person is a bodhisatta or a paccekabodhisatta he can. And this refers especially to his last life when he attains sammasambodhi or paccekabodhi.

As for others, they also can practise up to the stage of the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations with the guide from the scriptures if he is learned in the Buddha’s teachings.

Question 4-10: Can an arahant know that other arahants are arahants?

Answer 4-10: He can if he has the psychic power of reading others’ mind. If he does not have this kind of psychic power then he cannot know.

Question 4-11: Once, while sitting, I observed that my thoughts were arising and passing away extremely quickly, but I could not see the contents of the thoughts, neither whether they were wholesome or unwholesome. What kinds of mind did those thoughts belong to?

Answer 4-11: If you do not know whether they were wholesome or unwholesome, then how can I know them? 

This kind of knowing of the mind is still superficial. You should at least practise the discernment of mentality, to discern the ultimate mentality then you will be able to understand consciousness and mental concomitants in detail.

Question 4-12: Is it stated in the Theravada Canon that the bodhisatta path has the difficult way and the easy way? What is the difference if it is?

Answer 4-12: No, it is not stated in the Theravada Canon. However, the Theravada Canon mentions that there are three kinds of bodhisatta: pabbadhika bodhisatta, saddhadhika bodhisatta and viriyadhika bodhisatta. A pabbadhika bodhisatta takes four incalculables and a hundred thousand aeons; a saddhadhika bodhisatta takes eight incalculables and a hundred thousand aeons and a viriyadhika bodhisatta takes sixteen incalculables and a hundred thousand aeons to fulfil the ten perfections completely.

Question 4-13: Is it stated in the Theravada Canon that how a person wish and practise to be reborn in Tusita deva realm, so that he can listen to the discourses given by Arimetteyya bodhisatta there, and gain the definite prophecy when the future Arimetteyya Buddha delivers his three sermons?

Answer 4-13: No, it is not stated in the Theravada Canon. If you want to gain the definite prophecy from the future Arimetteyya Buddha, you must fulfil the eight factors of being a human being, being a man, meeting a living Buddha, etc. when you meet him.

Question 4-14: There is a saying, ‘death is just like a turtle discarding its shell’. If a person donates his organs after death, can this be considered as the bodhisatta’s practice? Will this act of generosity of a person who has insufficient equanimity affect his chances to be reborn in a happy destination? How should he prepare mentally when he is still alive?

Answer 4-14: To donate one’s organs after death is just like to offer the leftover food; it is not a superior kind of offering and is only a weak wholesome kamma. A bodhisatta usually offers his organs to others when he is still alive.

According to the Buddha’s teachings, rebirth takes place immediately after death. In between the last consciousness of preceding life, the death consciousness, and the first consciousness of succeeding life, the rebirth-liking consciousness, there is no consciousness. Once the death consciousness has passed away, the rebirth-liking consciousness of the succeeding life arises. Here I would suggest you to know this with your own experience through practising dependent-origination. Now in this retreat there are some meditators trying to discern dependent-origination. If you try hard enough, some day in future you may be able to see this by yourself.

Question 4-15: How should others help a meditator at his near death moment when there is no accident maintain his mindfulness?

Answer 4-15: Others can recite some suttas to him. They can also give him a Dhamma talk. If he can hear and understand the sutta recitation or Dhamma talk, it will be helpful. If he, however, is unconscious or cannot hear then it will not be helpful.

Actually the better way is self-reliance. If he can practise Vipassana until he attains the path and fruition, it will be the best. If not, to be able to practise Vipassana at near death moment is the second best. If not, to be able to attain jhana and maintain it until he dies is also good. As for the other wholesome kamma it is very uncertain. Although the wholesome kamma of giving, virtue, etc. also can produce a good rebirth, because of unwise attention at near death moment unwholesome kamma may overcome them and produce a bad rebirth.

Question 4-16: Is there any difficulty to change from practising four-elements meditation to mindfulness-of-breathing?

Answer 4-16: For some meditators it is true. The four elements around the nose and on the face may be too obvious. Because of this they cannot concentrate on the breath. But some other meditators have not such a problem, and they can concentrate well on the breath.

As for those who have succeeded in four-elements meditation and practised the discernment of materiality, they will have no problem to practise mindfulness-of-breathing. So too for those who have practised Vipassana.

Question 4-17: In the story of the Venerable Culapanthaka, it is mentioned that ‘Originally the mind is pure. It is impure only when it is tainted with greed, hatred and delusion.’ Is it not an eternal view to say that there is an original mind?

Answer 4-17: The mind in the sentence ‘Originally the mind is pure’ refers especially to bhavavga consciousness. As explained in the Atthasalini, the commentary to Dhammasangani, bhavavga consciousness is pure because, as a resultant consciousness, it is not associated with the unwholesome mental concomitants of greed, hatred, delusion, etc. All resultant, wholesome and functional consciousnesses also are pure because they too are not associated with the unwholesome mental concomitants of greed, hatred, delusion, etc.

According to the Mulatika, the subcommentary to the Abhidhamma, all kinds of mind are pure. Only mental concomitants are divided into pure and impure. Unwholesome mental concomitants are impure, and the other mental concomitants are pure.

In the Theravada teaching, however, there is no such an idea of ‘original mind’. What is mentioned in the Theravada Canon is only that bhavavga mind is called the host and the six-door thought-processes are called guests. 

Question 4-18: If a person has attained the fourth anapana jhana, can he practise compassion meditation to attain the first jhana without having first practised loving-kindness meditation? Can a person, in the same way, practise appreciative-joy meditation without having first practised loving-kindness and compassion meditation? Can a person practise equanimity meditation to attain the first jhana without having first practised loving-kindness, compassion and appreciative-joy meditation?

Answer 4-18: A meditator can directly practise loving-kindness, compassion, or appreciative-joy meditation to attain the first jhana. To practise equanimity meditation which can produce only the fourth jhana, however, a meditator must first practise loving-kindness, compassion and appreciative-joy meditation up to the third jhana. He must enter into the above three kinds of meditation up to the third jhana in succession, and then base on them to practise equanimity meditation to attain the fourth jhana.

Question 4-19: Why a person should, after attaining the fourth anapana jhana, practise the white, brown, yellow and red kasina up to the fourth jhana? What is the benefit of practising these four kinds of kasina? Do they help us practise Vipassana?

Answer 4-19: It is not compulsory to practise the kasina meditation, but it is very helpful to do so. The reason is by practising so a meditator’s concentration will be much stronger, and it will be easier for him to practise the discernment of materiality and mentality and dependent-origination. Further his discernment of the ultimate materiality, mentality, and their causes will be much clearer. If he can practise to attain all the eight attainments it will be even better.

Furthermore, if he can attain the eight attainments based upon the white, brown, yellow and red kasinas, he can take any objects, such as stone, flower, cloud and cloth, which are white, brown, yellow, or red as object to practise kasina meditation. If he concentrates on their colours he can attain jhana anywhere and anytime. While doing so many superior type of wholesome dhammas will appear in his thought-processes. Thus to practise various kinds of kasina is very helpful in one’s pursuit in the Dhamma.

Question 4-20: Do the strength of concentration of newly attained fourth anapana jhana and the concentration of newly attained fourth kasina jhana the same? If ten persons practise ten different kinds of kasina meditation and attain the fourth jhana, does their concentration the same?

Answer 4-20: No, they are not the same. For example, among the ten kasinas, the white kasina is the quietest. Also, the Buddha’s fourth jhana is stronger than any other person’s fourth jhana, because the Buddha’s fourth jhana can perform twin miracle but not others’ fourth jhana. The Venerable Mahamoggallana’s fourth jhana is stronger than any other disciple’s fourth jhana, because his fourth jhana can tame the furious naga king Nandopananda but not other disciples’ fourth jhana.
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