Modern Abstractions and Ancient Realities

A request has been made for a talk on the eight precepts, the eightfold Uposatha (aññhaïgasamannàgata Uposatha). But in order to get the right perspective, let us first look at the Buddha's advice on advice.

The Buddha says we should never observe advice blindly, but should first judge it according to five criteria:
 (1) Is the advised action to our benefit or detriment? (hitàya và ahitàya và?) (2) Is it skilful or unskilful? (kusala và akusala và?) (3) Is it blameful or blameless? (sàvajjà và anàvajjà và?) (4) Is it condemned by the wise or praised by the wise? (vi¤¤ugarahità và vi¤¤uppasatthà và?) (5) Does it lead to detriment and suffering (ahitàya dukkhàya) or benefit and happiness? (hitàya sukhàya?).
 These five criteria allow us to judge the advised action as kamma of body, speech and mind, according to the result, the kamma-vipàka. As is the custom of a Buddha, He goes straight to the point, advising us to judge an action on its own merits: nothing else.

Thus, an action is, for example, not to be judged according to who does it, as in the father who scolds his son for watching too much football, but who himself spends much time watching soap operas. An action is not to be judged according to whom it is done to, as in the mother who is gracious towards guests but rude towards her own children. An action is not be judged according to when it is done, as in a bhikkhu using money under the pretext that it is the `modern' age. And an action is not even to be judged according to why it is done, as in a woman having an abortion because she was raped. Why? Because having double-stan​dards, being rude, breaking the Vinaya, and killing an innocent child in the womb is to one's own loss, is akusala, is blameful, condemned by the wise and leads to suffering: such things are not in one's self-interest. 

Thus The Buddha says also advice should be observed: not because it is hearsay, not because it is custom, not because it is tradition, not because it accords with scriptures, not because of logic, not because of inference, not because of reasoning, not because it agrees with a theory, not because the person seems to know, not because of the thought: `The ascetic is our teacher.' But the Buddha is obviously not saying custom and tradition etc. should be rejected willy-nilly; He is saying custom etc. should not be our determining criterion. 

Let us take an example. There was once an arahant bhikkhuni called Uppalavaõõa living in the forest who was raped.
 After this, The Buddha forbade bhik​khu​nis to live outside a nunnery. After more incidents, He also made it a very serious offence against the Vinaya for a bhikkhuni to go out of the nunnery alone.
 

What do you think? Did The Buddha lay down these rules to make life difficult for bhikkhunis? To stop them from attaining Nibbàna? Did He do it because He was a male chauvinist? Because He was part of the universal male conspiracy against women's freedom and human rights? Because of a political idea about women? Please answer my questions. Why do you think He laid down those rules?

The Buddha laid down the rules to help bhikkhunis attain Nibbàna: the entire Vinaya was laid down by The Buddha with the sole purpose to help bhikkhus and bhikkhunis attain Nibbàna. In this case He recognized the reality that wicked men can destroy bhikkhu​nis' holy life. And He also wanted to protect the bhikkhunis' reputation, as it was custom in ancient India for a woman not to go about alone, precisely because she could be molested and raped. The Buddha and ancient Indian society recognized the actual dangers inherent in womanhood, and wished to accord women due respect and protection. 

And modern custom? If we go downtown or look in the media we see that the modern custom is for `modern' women to walk about the streets and country by themselves, and make a public and obtrusive spectacle of their womanly features, to awaken lust: it is cool to resemble a street-walker. 

If we judge these two opposing customs by way of logic, inference and reasoning, we may say: `If men can walk the streets by themselves, why can't women? Men and women are equal!' Or by way of a theory, such as human rights or feminism: `Women have a right to do whatever they like! Men just want to control women and make them invisible!' That way `men' and `women' become political abstractions, and the bald realities are obscured. As a result, we have another modern custom, so to speak, which is that many modern young women get pregnant without wanting to, which has led to yet another modern custom: murder of the unwanted foetus, abortion. Abortion was previously rare and illegal everywhere, whereas it is now custom and legal in `modern', `progressive', `developed', `democratic' societies. 

Abortion is in `modern' `progressive' societies no longer condemned because of the theory that a woman has a right over her own body. This theory sees the baby as merely an extension of the mother's body and closes its eyes to the fact that the baby possesses his own body, his own blood type, his own heartbeat etc., and his own feelings, consciousnesses, thoughts etc. and his own life-faculty.  The pain the baby experiences when being killed is his own pain: the mother's pain is another. Abortion is also justified according to logic, namely that since the foetus is not a fully developed human being, it is in fact not murder, because the foetus is not really human: hence the modern politically correct term for killing a foetus is ending a pregnancy by a medical operation.
 That makes slaughter of the innocent sound like having a sore tooth extracted, a routine medical procedure (which it has become in many societies), perfectly innocuous, with only one person involved. And the deeper we go into the matter, the more do we see that the forest is hidden by the trees. 

Putting aside all abstractions and politics, however, and observing the Buddha's straightforward advice, we understand very quickly which custom is to a young woman's benefit, is kusala, is blameless, is praised by the wise and leads to her happiness and safety: observing the Buddha's advice we discriminate with practical wisdom, looking at realities instead of views, feelings, conceit etc. 

Another example is the old custom that allowed employers to exploit their workers, give them long hours and paltry wages, such as was the case in the beginning of the industrial revolution, and is still the case in many countries, east and west. If we judge that custom by way of political abstractions such as the GNP, trade figures, cost control, the inflation rate etc. we lose again sight of the forest. But if we observe the Buddha's advice, we can very quickly decide whether the old custom is advisable and end all argumentation.

We have thus good customs and bad customs, good traditions and bad traditions, good theories and bad theories etc. That is why the Buddha advises us never to look at a custom as a custom, a tradition as a tradition, a theory as a theory etc., but to look at the realities, the kamma and kamma-vipàka.

This advice about advice The Buddha gave to some people of the Kàlàma region in ancient India. They told Him they were confused, because one ascetic would advise them to do A and not B and C, another would advise them to do B and not A and C, yet another would advise them to do C and not A and B, and so on. The Kàlàmas said they were in doubt about which advice to observe, and The Buddha replied: Yes, Kàlàmas, you may well doubt, for a matter of doubt has arisen. Discussing the matter with them, He then advised them to judge advice according to the five criteria we have just discussed, and in doing so, of course, He included His own advice. 

The most important thing here is the need for discrimination and wisdom. To observe advice indiscriminately, in blind faith, may lead us to do bad, thinking it is good; to do good, thinking it is bad; to do bad without knowing it is bad; and to do good without knowing it is good. Just look at the things people do or have done because of blind faith in religions and political theories. Blind faith in democracy, for example, is to think something is good because the majority think so or do so. It is to believe quality is a question of quantity, which is to go by the majority's common denominator: ignorance. Hence, everything is indiscriminately levelled down in the name of freedom and equality, and stark realities become blurred abstractions.

In the same way, blind faith in the Buddha, Dhamma and Saïgha is inadvisable, because such faith is shallow, which means it is also weak. When our faith is only shallow and weak, we depend too much on people who seem to know. We observe their advice blindly, which means we may unknowingly observe bad advice, and end up making very little if any kusala kamma, thinking that we are making very much kusala kamma. Thus, we do not benefit as much as we could from our privileged rebirth as human beings in a world where The Buddha's teachings still exist.  

It is, therefore, good to remember that the Buddha said advice should be observed not because the person seems to know, not because of the thought: `The ascetic is our teacher.' We should not observe advice simply because a bhikkhu has given it, or because we respect that bhikkhu. Anyway, if our faith is blind and indiscriminate, how are we to know that a bhikkhu is worthy of respect, that his advice is to be observed? 

The Buddha's advice enabled the Kàlàmas actually to depend on realities, the truth, to think for themselves, and not depend blindly on a teacher. We should try never to forget that The Buddha appeals always to our powers of wisdom and understanding first and foremost. That means His disciples are not to worship Him as a personality. Once when He visited a sick bhikkhu called Vakkali,
and Vakkali said he was sorry not to have been to see The Buddha, The Buddha said: Enough, Vakkali! Why do you want to see this foul body? He who sees the Dhamma sees me: he who sees me sees the Dhamma.   

This means we are to see The Buddha only as the Dhamma. If we see The Buddha as something else, we are looking at a phantom. In that case we cannot call ourselves true `Buddhists', for we have not taken refuge in the true Buddha. Our refuge may instead be `Buddhism', `Buddhist' culture, `Buddhist' history, or `Buddhist' tradition etc. Even worse, it may be a `Buddhist' `nation' and a `Buddhist' nationality, which may lead to the indignities of a `Buddhist' nationalism. When we take refuge in such meaningless and political abstractions, The Buddha becomes merely the captain of our football team, and we take pride in wearing the team colours. In doing so we may end up behaving as football hooligans, in the name of our Buddha. That way we degrade not only ourselves but degrade the Dhamma, by turning it into a mere abstraction, custom, tradition, philosophy etc. Our `Buddhism' becomes independent of the historical Buddha: it becomes a plaything and the Noble Eightfold Path a football match. It is then do we as bhikkhus and laypeople play around with the Dhamma, the precepts and meditation, because football and wisdom are like fire and water.

In terms of kamma, of course, supporting The Buddha's football team is not our worst bet, because to observe just some of the precepts, and doing it maybe for only a couple of hours every Uposatha is infinitely better than not to observe any precepts at all. But it is a fake Uposatha, makes us fake `Buddhists' following a fake eightfold path rather than the Noble Eightfold Path. Let us see what The Buddha says about this. 

Once some Sakyan `Buddhists' went to see their Buddha on the Uposatha, and He asked them whether they observed the eightfold Uposatha (aññhaïgasamannàgata Uposatha).
 They replied: Sometimes, Venerable Sir, we observe the eightfold Uposatha, sometimes we don't. 

Do you recognize this answer? The Uposatha, according to The Buddha, is the day when `Buddhists', (which is people who have taken refuge in The Buddha, Dhamma and Saïgha) make extra effort. Instead of observing the rudimentary five precepts, they observe the eight precepts. But the Sakyans played football with the Uposatha: sometimes you score a goal, sometimes not. And what did The Buddha say?

First He explained that considering how life is full of fear of grief and death, it was to their detriment that they sometimes observed the eightfold Uposatha and sometimes not. Then He asked them: What do you think, Sakyans? Suppose a man, without meeting an unlucky day, were to earn a penny
 in some business or other. Might not people well say of him: `A clever chap, full of energy!' (Yes, Venerable Sir, they might.)
And The Buddha continued his questioning, each time raising the amount of money the industrious man might make per day, and ending with: What do you think, Sakyans? Suppose that man, day-by-day earning a hundred, a thousand pennies, and saving what he got, were to become a hundred years old, would he not build up great wealth? (He would, Venerable Sir.) And what do you think, Sakyans? Would that man, because of his wealthlive enjoying utter happiness for a single night or a single day, or even half a night or half a day? (Surely not, Venerable Sir.) And why not? (Because, Venerable Sir, sensual pleasures are impermanent, empty, fake, of the nature of falsehood.)

So, the Sakyans may have been fools enough not to observe the eightfold Uposatha, but they were not fools enough to think that money and sensual pleasures are the way to utter happiness. Then The Buddha explained: Now, Sakyans, suppose a disciple of mine, serious, devoted and resolute, were to practise as I have advised for ten years; he would spend a hundred years, a hundred times a hundred years, a hundred times a thousand years, a hundred times a hundred thousand years enjoying utter happiness. And he would be a once-returner or a non-returner, or a winner of surety, a stream-enterer.

The Buddha is here speaking of the happy rebirth in the heavens that one may gain from observing the eightfold Uposatha, and of the paths and fruitions one may gain, in which case one is assured the highest happiness of all, Nibbàna. And He explained that these benefits may be gained even were one to observe the eightfold Uposatha for just a single day and night (eka§ rattindiva§), because the benefits to be gained from observing the eightfold Uposatha are literally out of this world. But they are not gained by playing around. Accordingly, of course, the Sakyans declared: We will, Venerable Sir, from today observe the eightfold Uposatha.

Now, if we look at this exchange we see that The Buddha does not tell the Sakyans they should observe the eightfold Uposatha because He tells them to, He explains to them why it is better to do so. He appeals to their power of wisdom, and it is because of their power of wisdom, their understanding of the Dhamma, that they decide to mend their ways. In other words, they decide to stop playing around because they understand that it is beneficial, skilful, blameless, praised by the wise and leads to benefit and happiness.

 Without a such understanding, the eightfold Uposatha may at worst be an onerous duty that we are happy to be rid of, at best a `Buddhist tradition' that we follow blindly, not really knowing what it is about. In either case, we are not duly bothered about breaking the precepts, because our understanding is shallow, which means our commitment is weak. But when we examine the eightfold Uposatha with wisdom, maybe discuss it with friends in the Dhamma, then does it become a precious and golden opportunity for happiness; then do we not only find it easy to observe the precepts, we find it highly desirable to observe them: we want to observe the precepts, are happy to observe them, and are afraid and unhappy to break them. This is what The Buddha is referring to when He again and again tells the bhikkhus to see fear in breaking the smallest precept.

When we do not observe the precepts happily, it means we do not follow The Buddha's advice happily. That means we do not really believe The Buddha was a Buddha. And that means our faith is tainted with wrong view. Not to believe in the enlightenment of The Buddha is namely one of the factors of wrong view. To believe in His enlightenment is right view, and to reflect on The Buddha's enlightenment is something He advises us to do on the Uposatha. That advice He gives when telling His chief patroness Visàkhà about the three types of Uposatha: the Uposatha of the cowherds, the Uposatha of the naked ascetics, and the Uposatha of the Ariyas, the Noble Ones.
 

Uposatha means observance, and refers to the full- and new-moon day (and the eighth day of each half-month), when people in ancient India would observe religious practices. The Uposatha was not The Buddha's invention, but was already a custom in ancient India. As we saw before (when The Buddha discussed the Uposatha with the Sakyans) the Uposatha lasts a day and night, running from daybreak to daybreak.
 Ascetics of different sects would on that day and night speak Dhamma; people would go and listen to them, and observe the Uposatha practices particular to the sect of their faith. Initially the bhikkhus did not observe this custom, but when King Bimbisàra suggested they do, The Buddha agreed.
 With time, it became custom for devout lay-disciples to observe the eightfold Uposatha, and to wear white. But, as The Buddha explained to Visàkhà, there are different types of Uposatha. The first one is the Uposatha of the cowherds.

In the evening, the cowherd returns the cattle to their owners, and thinks, Today the cattle grazed at such and such a place and drank at such and such a place. Tomorrow they will graze and drink at such and such a place. Likewise, says the Buddha, some people observe the Uposatha thinking: Tomorrow I shall eat such and such food. They spend the Uposatha occupied with thoughts about next day's food. That is the cowherd's Uposatha and is, says The Buddha, not of great fruit and benefit, not of great splendour, not of great brilliance. This means it is an ignoble and paltry Uposatha, with paltry results. We have given very little of ourselves to the Dhamma, we have, so to speak, been mean with our faith and effort. 

Then there is the Uposatha of the naked ascetics (nigaõthà). Such ascetics walk about stark naked, even today. To them, nakedness is a sign of having given up everything. Thus, on the Uposatha, a disciple of the naked ascetics takes off all his clothes and declares: I have no part in anything anywhere, and no attachment to anything. But, as The Buddha explains, his parents still see him as their son, he still sees them as his parents; his wife and children still see him as their husband and father, he still sees them as his wife and children; his slaves and workers still see him as their master, and he still sees them as his slaves and workers. Thus, explains The Buddha, at a time for undertaking truth, there is the undertaking of untruth. The Uposatha is a day for Truth, and the naked ascetics teach their disciple to play around with the truth by saying he has given up everything when he himself knows and everyone else knows that he has not given up everything. The Buddha says: This I declare is as good as telling lies. But it does not require the enlightenment of a Fully Enlightened Buddha to understand that solemnly to undertake an observance that one does not observe is to lie: everyone knows that, even that man's five-year-old grandchild.

When the night has passed, when the Uposatha is over, the disciple of the naked ascetics puts on his clothes again and resumes his ordinary life, again making use of his belongings. But, when he undertook the Uposatha, he said he relinquished all his property, in which case it is no longer his to use. For him to resume use of his property without having it given back to him is thus, says The Buddha, as good as stealing. Hence, the naked ascetic's Uposatha is tainted by lying and stealing, and says The Buddha, is not of great fruit and benefit, not of great splendour, not of great brilliance. Again, it is an ignoble and paltry Uposatha.
Then there is the Uposatha of the Ariyas, Noble Ones. It is undertaken by the Noble disciples of The Buddha, Dhamma and Saïgha. We can call them the `true Buddhist disciples': men and women, boys and girls.

First of all, The Buddha says the true Buddhist disciple should purify his or her mind according to the proper processes, which are reflecting on five things. (1) The Buddha: His knowledge and virtue, the fact that He teaches men and devas etc.: Iti'pi so, Bhagavà, Araha§, Sammà-sambuddho, Vijjà-caraõa-sampanno etc. This is, says The Buddha, the proper process for purifying the mind of defilements just like cleaning the head when it is dirty. And He says the disciple is here said to observe the Uposatha of Brahmà (Brahmuposatha§); he dwells with Brahmà; it is owing to Brahmà that his mind is calmed and joy arises. (2) The Dhamma, that it is well taught, with immediate results, and is to be understood by the wise etc.: Svàkkh​àto Bhagavata Dhammo etc. This is, says The Buddha, the proper process for purifying the mind of defilements just like cleaning the body when it is dirty. And He says the disciple is here said to observe the Upo​satha of the Dhamma (Dhammuposatha§); he dwells with the Dhamma; it is owing to the Dhamma that his mind is calmed and joy arises. (3) The Saïgha, the virtues of the Saïgha, their superior conduct, their uprightness, their attainments and the unsurpassed field of merit that they are etc.: Supañipanno Bhagavato sàvakasaïgho, ujupañipanno Bhagavato sàvakasaïgho etc. This is, says The Buddha, the proper process for purifying the mind of defilements just like cleaning a filthy garment. And He says the disciple is here said to observe the Uposatha of the Saïgha (Saïghuposatha§); he dwells with the Saïgha; it is owing to the Saïgha that his mind is calmed and joy arises. (4) His own morality. Morality that is unbroken and whole, unspotted, untarnished, that gives liberty, is praised by the wise, is untainted, and leads to concentration. As we have discussed before,
morality leads to absence of remorse, which leads to joy, which is a prerequisite for meditative concentration. Reflecting on one's morality is, says The Buddha, the proper process for purifying the mind of defilements just like cleaning a mirror when it is dirty (reflecting on our own morality is like looking into a mirror). And He says the disciple is said to observe the Uposatha of morality (sãluposatha§); he dwells with morality; it is owing to morality that his mind is calmed and joy arises. (5) The devas, the fact that the devas were reborn as devas because of five things: their faith (saddhà), their morality (sãla), their knowledge of the Texts (suta), their generosity (càga), and their wisdom (pa¤¤à). Here the true Buddhist disciple reflects also on his own possession of those five things: his own faith, morality, knowledge of the Texts, generosity and wisdom. This is, says The Buddha, the proper process for purifying the mind of defilements just as in the refining of gold that is impure. And He says the disciple is here said to observe the Uposatha of the devas (devatuposa​tha§); he dwells with the devas; it is owing to the devas that his mind is calmed and joy arises.

After the true Buddhist disciple has reflected on these five things, and his mind thereby has become calm, and joy has arisen, he or she contemplates further eight things. (1) `As long as they live, the Arahants give up taking life, they abstain from taking life, they have laid down the cudgel, they have laid down weapons, they are gentle and compassionate, and abide with kindness towards all beings and creatures. So too shall I this day and night give up taking life, I shall abstain from taking life, I shall lay down the cudgel, I shall lay down weapons, I shall be gentle and compassionate, and shall abide with kindness towards all beings. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed (uposatho ca me upavuttho bhavissati).' This is the first of the eight precepts and five precepts.  

(2) `As long as they live, the Arahants give up taking things not given, they abstain from stealing, they take only what is given, they wait for a gift, they abide in purity free from theft. So too shall I this day and night give up taking things not given, I shall abstain from stealing, I shall take only what is given, I shall wait for a gift, I shall abide in purity free from theft. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' This is also the second of the five precepts.

(3) `As long as they live, the Arahants give up unchastity, they lead a chaste life, they lead a pure life, they abstain from the village practice of venereal commerce.  So too shall I this day and night give up unchastity, I shall lead a chaste life, I shall lead a pure life, I shall abstain from the village practice of venereal commerce. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' This is different from the third of the five precepts. That precept accords with decent village practice, namely fidelity to one's wife or husband. But when we undertake the Uposatha, we move out of the village and into the monastery. The monastery and the village are not the same, and must never ever be regarded as the same. In the monastery things are, or at least they should be, very, very different: in the monastery the practice is chastity.

(4) `As long as they live, the Arahants give up false speech, they abstain from false speech, they speak the truth, they are bound to the truth, they are constant and dependable, and do not deceive the world.  So too shall I this day and night give up false speech, I shall abstain from false speech, I shall speak the truth, I shall be bound to the truth, I shall be constant and dependable, and shall not deceive the world. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' This is the also the fourth of the five precepts. When The Buddha discussed the Uposatha of the naked ascetics, He explained how the disciple tells lies by solemnly saying he undertakes something that he and everyone else knows very well he does not undertake. The true Buddhist is by this precept protected from indulging in such untruth, from deceiving the world.

(5)  `As long as they live, the Arahants give up liquor, wine and besotting drink, which gives rise to carelessness, they abstain from liquor, wine and besotting drink, which gives rise to carelessness.  So too shall I this day and night give up liquor, wine and besotting drink, which gives rise to carelessness, I shall abstain from liquor, wine and besotting drink, which gives rise to carelessness. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' This is also the fifth of the five precepts. 
(6) `As long as they live, the Arahants eat one meal, they do not eat at night, they abstain from eating at the wrong time. So too shall I this day and night eat one meal, I shall not eat at night, I shall abstain from eating at the wrong time. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' This precept is why there was a request for a talk on the observance of the eight precepts. But it is very simple. When one undertakes this precept, one emulates the arahants by not eating at the wrong time (vikàla), and the wrong time is from noon till next day's daybreak. That is all there is to it.

So what is the problem? The problem is the custom and tradition among `Buddhists' everywhere to observe the Uposatha of the naked ascetic: to solemnly undertake the eight precepts, knowing very well that this precept they will not observe. This precept is in different ways played around with, and there are those who seem to know who say it is all right, and yes, it is all right: if we want to undertake the Uposatha of the naked ascetics we are free to do so. Indulging in untruth is everyone's privilege.  

 `But I have acidity!' they cry. `I feel weak!' they cry. Yes, that is the nature of the body. Arahants too have acidity, feel sometimes weak etc. because they too have a body, a digestive system, and digestive problems; even The Buddha had it. Did they break the precept about eating? No. Because an arahant cannot knowingly break a precept. And The Buddha says any true bhikkhu will not knowingly break a precept, not even for his life's sake.
 Why? Because a true bhikkhu is not a liar. He undertakes the precepts and observes them. And if it is difficult for him to go without something in the evening, he can drink and eat the things that are allowed after noon, and the layperson who observes the eight precepts can do the same. Although he or she should remember that they are to be taken only if one feels ill or weak etc. If we do not know what those allowable things are, we can find them explained in the Vinaya: they do not include regular food.

But there are also people who have no digestive problems, who deliberately break this precept. There are even parents who do not allow their children to observe the Uposatha of the Ariyas; do not allow their children to make superior merit. Why? Because they observe the theory that not to eat in the evening is detrimental to one's health. In other words, The Buddha's advice is unreliable; He did not know what He was talking about: The Buddha was an ignoramus. This in spite of true `Buddhists' of all ages, throughout the ages, even today, observing this precept; this is in spite of bhikkhus of all ages and young sàmaõe​ras observing it not once in a while, but every single day;  this is in spite of old mahàtheros who ordained as young boys that have observed this precept ever since, even at times of sickness. When sàmaõeras and bhikkhus end up in hospital the doctors and nurses insist, sometimes impatiently, that they must, must, must break their Vinaya. Why? Because of this theory. Yet there are doctors who have faith in The Buddha's enlightenment, who do not observe this theory. And there are even doctors who have no faith in The Buddha at all who do not observe it either: they respect the universal law of Truth, and therefore respect the bhikkhu's truthfulness. Thus the problem with keeping this precept is absence of faith, morality, knowledge and wisdom. In other words, the problem is sensuality. It is because of sensuality that we tell lies and deliberately break this and other precepts: the precepts are designed to raise us above our base sensuality, which is difficult, and to save face we conjure up paltry excuses not to observe the precepts. Who is the fool and whom do we fool? We are the fools and we fool only ourselves: our kamma is our own property.

(7) `As long as they live, the Arahants give up dancing, singing, music, and other entertainment, wearing ornaments, sprucing themselves up with perfumes, and beautifying themselves with cosmetics. So too shall I this day and night give up dancing, singing, music, going to see entertainments, wearing ornaments, sprucing myself up with perfumes, and beautifying myself with cosmetics. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' Dancing, singing, music and other entertainment such as watching sports or a soap opera on TV are ignoble activities. They are deliberate cultivation of sensuality and delusion. Putting on ornaments, jewellery, perfume and cosmetics is the same, because we are then trying to make our body attractive to ourselves and others, to stimulate lust. Hence, observing this precept means one does not indulge in perfumed soap like Lux, perfumed shampoos etc. Such things are disallowed bhikkhus and bhikkhunis. Being devoid of sensuality, arahants do not, of course, indulge in any of these ignoble things.

(8) `As long as they live, the Arahants give up using high and large beds, they abstain from using high and large beds. They make their bed low, on a low bed or on a spread of straw. So too shall I this day and night give up using a high and large bed, I shall abstain from using a high and large bed. I shall make my bed low, on a low bed or on a spread of straw. That way shall I emulate the arahants, that way shall my observance day be observed.' This precept has to do with luxury. The need for luxury arises from sensuality, which is why arahants do not indulge in luxury. Bhikkhus very often sleep on a mat on the floor, and when they sleep on a bed, they do not indulge in a thick mattress and luxurious spreads. Such habits are village habits, and on the Uposatha the true `Buddhist' disciple adopts monastic habits.

After explaining these five plus eight reflections, The Buddha says: Such, Visàkhà, is the Uposatha of the Ariyas. The Uposatha observed this way is of great fruit and benefit. It is of great splendour. It is of great brilliance. And He explains that were one to rule over the great and rich provinces of ancient India, it would be nothing compared to observing the eightfold Uposatha. He says: Paltry is human kingship compared with heavenly happiness. Why? Because as He explained also to the Sakyans, in the heavens, the deva realms, we enjoy utter happiness. To Visàkhà He explains what this actually means. He explains that, for example, 100 human years are 1 day and night to the devas of the Thirty-Three, and they live for 1000 years: that is 360,000 (00) human years of utter happiness; 400 human years are 1 day and night to the Contented devas, and they live for 4000 years: that is 576,000,000 (00)human years of utter happiness; and 1600 human years are one day and night to the devas Who Have Power over the Creation of Others, and they live for 16000 years: that is 9,216,000,000 human years of utter happiness. The Buddha says someone who observes the eightfold Uposatha may be reborn in one of those realms, and that is what He was referring to when He said: Paltry is human kingship compared with heavenly happiness. 
So, which Uposatha do you think is the true Uposatha? Which do you think is to our benefit, is kusala, is blameless, is praised by the wise and leads to supreme benefit and happiness? Please answer my question.

When The Buddha another time explained the eightfold Uposatha, a man called Vàseññha observed:
 Venerable Sir, if my near and dear relativesand all noblesall Brahminsall merchantsand all workmen were to observe the eighfold Uposatha that way, it would be to their benefit and happiness for many a day. The Buddha replied: So it is, Vàseññha, so it is, Vàseññha, and repeated what Vàseññha had said, adding: and if all the world, with its Màras, Brahmas, bhikkhus and Brahmins, devas and men observed the eightfold Uposatha, it would be to their benefit and happiness for many a day. And indicating two big Sàl trees that stood before Him, The Buddha said: Even, Vàseññha, if these great Sàl trees could thus observe the eightfold Uposatha, it would to their benefit and happiness for many a day. What then to say of human beings?

Trees cannot observe the Uposatha because they have no consciousness. But we are not trees; we are human beings, and The Buddha has made it abundantly clear that if we observe the eightfold Uposatha, the realities are: it is to our benefit (hitàya), it is skilful (kusala), it is blameless (anàvajjà), it is praised by the wise (vi¤¤uppasatthà), and it is to our benefit and happiness (hitàya sukhàya). It is of great fruit (mahàppalo), it is of great reward (mahànisa§so), it is of great splendour (mahàjutiko), and it is of great brilliance (mahàvipphàro).

The cowherd does not enjoy the products of the cattle that he watches: the milk, curds, butter, cheese etc. Those benefits belong to the owners of the cattle. In the evening he returns the cattle to their owners, and that is it. He goes back to his paltry little life. But the true Buddhist disciple who observes the eightfold Uposatha enjoys the benefits now, in the future, and in future lives. When the true Buddhist disciple who has observed the eightfold Uposatha goes home, there is purity, joy and happiness: the flavour of Nibbàna. Why? Because the true Buddhist disciple who has observed the eightfold Uposatha has dwelt with Brahmà, has dwelt with the Dhamma, has dwelt with the Saïgha, has dwelt with morality, and has dwelt with the devas.

 Now there should be no doubt or wavering. Now is not the time to observe the Uposatha of cowherds or naked ascetics: now is the time to observe the Uposatha of the Ariyas, the noble disciples of The Buddha. But it is up to us. As The Buddha says:
 
Tumhehi kicca§ àtappa§: akkhàtàro Tathàgatà. 


(By you yourselves must the effort be made: the Tathàgatas only teach.)
Thank you.
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� A.III.II.ii.5 `Kesamutti Sutta' (`Kesamutti Sutta')


� DhpA.v.10 `Uppalavaõõatheri Vatthu' (`The Nun Uppalavaõõa Story')


� Vin: Bhikkunã Vibhaïga II `Saïghàdisesa' No. 3 (`Formal Meeting')


� Cambridge International Dictionary of English, Cambridge University Press: 1996 `abortion abortion is the intentional ending of a pregnancy, usually by a medical operationmedical of, for, or offering the treatment of illness or injuries.'


� S.III.II.iv.5 `Vakkali Sutta' (`Vakkali Sutta')


� A.X.I.v.6 `Sakka Sutta' (`Sakya Sutta')


� The Pàëi says kahàpaõa, which was a basic unit of money in ancient India.


� For example, M.I.i.6 `âkaïkheyya Sutta' (`If He Should Wish Sutta'), please see p.__


� A.III.II.ii.10 `Uposatha Sutta' (`Uposatha Sutta')


� Aruõuggamana (lit. rise of dawn), later than dawn (aruõa), when there is light in all four quarters and visibility close at hand.


� Vin: Mahàvagga II.1 `Sannipàtànujànanà' (`Assembly Allowing')


� A.X.I.i.1 `Kimatthiya Sutta' (`With What Aim Sutta'), please see p.__


� Vin: Cåëavagga ix.2 `Mahàsamudde-aññhacchariya§' (`Eight Wonders of the Ocean'), please see p.__


� A.VIII.v.4 `Vàseññha Sutta' (`Vàseññha Sutta')


� Dhp.xx.4 `Maggavagga' (`The Path Chapter')
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