Early Buddhism – Lecture 8

This is my personal note on lecture by Emeritus Professor Karunadasa on Fundamental Doctrine of Early Buddhism. Early Buddhism is Module I of the Diploma Course in Buddhist Studies conducted at the Buddhist Library by the Graduate School of Buddhist Studies (Singapore). For other lesson updates please go to:  www.geocities.com/lee_mengkai/
Buddhist Critique of Views –Ditthi

Ditthi play a very important role in the teachings of the Buddha. Ditthi are speculative views and ideologies. Ditthi can be any perspective or the ways we look at things. Nobody can live without views, we all live by our own views because we all have our own perspective of things. The way we are inclined to, the way we respond to and the way we are oriented to. All these are determine by our perspectives and views. So we live by our views. Actually from the Buddhist point of view, why we suffer is not because of the nature of the world, but because of our wrong views about the world. The world in itself is not a problem, if we suffer is not due to the nature of reality, but due to our wrong views about reality.  That is why Buddhism is very much concern about views. 

Buddha also said that he does not see anything more salutary than the right view and anything more detrimental to our happiness than the wrong views. Nothing in the world is more detrimental than the wrong view and nothing in the world is more salutary than the right view. 

What is the right view? The right view is to know the right view as right and wrong view as wrong. If you know the right view as right and the wrong view as wrong, then you have the right view. 

Another reason why Buddhism is very much concern about view is that, dogmatic attachment to views, from a Buddhist perspective is very much more dangerous than our dogmatic attachment to material things. Attachment to views is very much more dangerous than our attachment to material things. Why? Because from the understanding in this modern world, those who commit suicide or sacrifice his life for a particular view of ideology. His attachment to view is so strong that he is prepared to sacrifice his life, he is a martyr, this suicide bomber. You find these people in the Middle East during the religious wars. Even till the collapse of communism, it was warfare between two ideologies, the ideology of communist and the ideology of capitalist. The world is mostly colliding with views and ideologies than material things. 

Ditthi-parāmāsa = attachment to views = clinging to views

Samaditthi = attachment to own religious view or ideology or philosophy and manifest as

Idaṃ eva saccam, moghaṃ aññaṃ = this alone is true, all else is false = when you are dogmatically attached to your own view, then you come to the conclusion that, my own view is right and all else is false. 

Idaṃ saccābhinivesa = obsession with your own view = to be obsessed with your own view. = self opinionatedness. 

The above are technical terms used in the Pali Sutta and this shows the immense concern Buddhism had on this problem of ideologies. The Buddhist’s teachings of ideology. That is a very important role in Buddhism and that is why you find so many technical terms used in this connection. 

From a Buddhist point of view, even the right view, one must not be attached to it. Because from the Buddhist perspective, a view is a guide to action. Therefore the danger of dogmatically attached to view is that it will lead to many problems. It will lead to religious prosecution, bigotry and religious holy wars. All these are attachment to views. Acts of terrorism, most of this fundamental religious fundamentalism, acts of unethical conversion and at the bottom of it you find dogmatic attachment to views. Some religions are resorting to unethical conversion, thinking that this alone is true and all else is false therefore it is my bound and duty to spread what is true. That is the philosophy that propels them to action. So all these modern problems, which we see today, Buddha had seen the root cause of it. The causality of the cause of these problems, which we witness today, Buddhism has discussed the causality of these problems, the causality of ideologies. 

That is why Buddha said even his own doctrine is only an instrument, a means to an end. He compared his doctrine to a “raft”, only to cross and not to carry on the shoulder after crossing. It has only instrumental value, relative value.  Relative to the realization of the goal.

So Buddhism does not adopt an exclusivist attitude. It never said this alone is true and all else is false. There is a saying in one of the Mahayana book, “ that whatever said by the Buddha is well said”. But there is another statement, “ that whatever well said is said by the Buddha”. This means that if there is anything well said anywhere, whether in the Koran or the Bible or Karl Marx criticism of religion, if it is correct then Buddhism is prepared to accept it. It does not matter where does it come from. What matter is not the source, but whatever is true is true.

So the Buddhist critique of view is very important because the first collection of discourses in the Sutta, the  Brahmajala Sutta in the Digha Nikaya, begins not with Buddhism or Buddhist teachings as you expect but with the Buddhist’s criticism of other views. Some 62 philosophical views. But none of those views are rejected as wrong, that is the beauty of Buddhist critique of views. Buddhism very rarely said a particular view is wrong, it only said the psychology of the view. It only said the psychological reason why this view came about, this how it remains and this is the way on how to overcome it or how to transcend view. The whole of Brahmajala Sutta is like that.

From the Buddhist point of view, all views are three kinds:

1) Niyata Micchaditthi = those ideology which undermine the moral foundation of society like materialism, fatalism, theistic determinism, the theory of fortuitous origination, strict determinism.  All such views are considered as absolutely wrong. They are definitely wrong, no doubt about it. They are totally wrong. They deny kammavada - recognition of a need to have moral life.
2) Ditthigata = all views pertaining to the self and the universe, which are beyond experience and verification. Which we cannot verify and beyond personal verification. They are never considered as totally wrong. All religious theories and all metaphysical theories, come under this category. Those whose religious belief that come under this category, they also will be born into heaven. But Buddhism said that birth in heaven is not the ultimate goal, the ultimate goal for Buddhist is the attainment of Nibbāna. So Buddhism does not deny the possibility of being born in heaven by following another religion because they also have the need to practice moral life. 

3) Sakkaya-Ditthi = personality view = belief in the self-entity.

From the Buddhist point of view, all views that come under Ditthigata are due to Sakkaya-ditthi. The Buddha himself said, all these views are there because of sakkaya-ditthi, the belief in the self-entity. So Buddhism traces all views and all religious views to the belief in the self-entity. Because we have the belief in self-entity therefore we have this egocentric perspective.  The egocentric perspective is the root cause of all views. Once the egocentric perspective is eliminated,  all these views collapse. 

The ultimate goal of Buddhism is to eliminate all views. Nibbāba is called Ditthi-Nirodha = cessation of all views. All views must cease and all perspectives must cease. Even the right view must be abandon. Why? Because the goal of Buddhism is not to have a view, but to have a vision. A vision is called Dassana.

There is a different a between ditthi and dasana. Ditthi means a view, something intellectual. Dasana means direct insight or direct vision into the nature of reality, based on wisdom and understanding. That is why in the Noble Eightfold Path, it begins with Sammā Ditthi and end with Sammā dasana. So Buddhism makes a distinction between views and insight. All views must be eliminated, abandoned, eradicated and only then can you have some kind of immediate knowledge into the nature of reality. 

In one sutta, you find a Brahmin philosopher asking the Buddha, does Venerable Gotama have any views? Then Buddha said, “I have no views, I have only viewed.” “I have no ditthigata, I have dittha.” Dittha means I have seen or I have seen things as they truly are and I have no views. Things that are seen by the Buddha but he does not entertain any views. 

Early Buddhist critique of view is based entirely on psychology. Early Buddhism is more concern with the psychology of ideology, while the Mahayana critique is more intellectual arguments. Early Buddhism is a psychological diagnosis of all root causes of views. 

----------------------------------------End of Buddhist Critique of View---------------------------------------------

Buddhist Theory of Knowledge or Epistemology

Another word for theory of knowledge is epistemology. By theory of knowledge we mean all teachings relating to the nature of knowledge, means of knowledge or how we get knowledge, criteria or sources of knowledge. Whether our knowledge corresponds to reality and all such problems are discuss. 

In one Sutta, Buddha referred to three kinds of religious teachers or philosophers:

1) Anussavika = rely on authority. All religions have some kind of authoritative or authentic scripture. If you based yourself on a particular scripture or authority, then you are anussavika.

2) Takkī-Vīmamsā = rely solely on logic and reasoning. They don’t rely on authority but they based themselves on reasons and logic.

3) Sāmaṃ yeva dhammaṃ abhiññaya = verify by themselves = self-verification. To those have personal knowledge or have personally verified.

Buddha himself said he belong to the third category. He does not believed in authority nor does he go by logic and reasoning but by personal verification.

What is anussavika? This word occurred very often in the Pali sutta, particularly in the Buddhist teachings relating to the theory of knowledge. Anussavika means any kind of authority. You ask me how I know this and I say I have my own authority, some kind of scripture, which I refer to as authority.

Anussavika – 6 kinds of authority

1) Anussava = any kind of divine revelation. Veda is a form of anussava

2) Parampara = any kind of followed tradition
3) Itikira = report or hearsay
4) Pitaka-sampade = scriptural authority or collections of sacred text

5) Bhavarupata = testimony of experts or specialists
6) Samano no garu = this is our teacher, therefore we believe. That is you consider your teacher as the authority.

All these come under authority. All these are not elaborately explained in the sutta so we cannot deal much on them. 

Buddhism rejects and does not accept authority as a source of knowledge. The Brahmins, who believe in divine revelation, said that mere human being couldn’t be the source of correct knowledge. They said all knowledge must come from a divine source. That is the claim made by the Brahmins. All true knowledge must come from a divine source and mere human being cannot be a source of true knowledge. 

Alamariya ñana-dassane = complete spiritual knowledge. The Brahmins said that complete spiritual knowledge should come from higher authority or divine source. It must be a divine revelation and a mere human being cannot be a source of that kind of knowledge. So they were criticizing the Buddha as the Buddha did not claimed divinity either as a divine reincarnation or a prophet. So that is one reason why the Brahmins were not prepared to accept the teachings of the Buddha because it comes from a mere human being and not from higher source. Whereas what is found in their veda is something divine inspired. So even now technically if you go through most religions, all of them are based on some kind of divine source. Perhaps Buddhism is the only religion that is not based on any kind of divine source. And one criticism now against Buddhism is that it is not even divinely inspired. That criticism was there even in the time of the Buddha. 

Manussa-bhūta = how a can a mere human being be the source of such knowledge. 

That was the view prevalent in those days and persist till today, that all religious knowledge must come from divine source. And Buddhism goes against that view. 

Buddhism does not criticize the each of the teachers or philosophers separately but criticize anussavika because once anussavika is criticized, it applies to the rest of them as well. 

The Buddhism observation is this: Buddhism said any belief, any view, or any teachings based on this kind of authority could land itself to four different kinds of interpretations: 

1) Sussutaṃ tathā = well remembered or well heard and also corresponds to the truth. Sussutaṃ means the original message may be properly heard, properly grasped, properly understood or well remembered.  Tahtā means corresponds to truth. Just because it is from divine revelation, it does not mean that it is necessary false. It can be true as well. Just because something is based on authority, Buddhism does not say that it is wrong. It could even be correct. 

2) Sussutaṃ aññathā = well-remembered or heard but may not corresponds to the truth. The original message is properly heard, properly grasped, properly transmitted from generation to generation but it may not correspond to truth. It may not be correct. 

3) Dussutaṃ tathā = not well grasped or not properly transmitted but might corresponds to the truth. It is not well grasped, not correctly grasped, not correctly transmitted but still it could be true. 

4) Dussutaṃ aññathā = not well grasped or not properly transmitted and might not corresponds to the truth. Dussutaṃ means not properly heard or not properly transmitted because of lapses of memory and what is more it does not even agree with truth. 

What Buddhism said is that any statement based on any kind of authority can land itself to four different kinds of interpretation. This shows that Buddhism does not say that just because certain religion or religious teachings is based on authority it is necessary wrong. Just because something is based on authority you cannot logically say it is necessary wrong. It can be true. The message may be correctly grasped or the message may not be correctly grasped, it could be true or it could be false. So there are these four kinds of alternatives. So how are we to judge? The question is whether it is true or not must be judge in the light of other evidence. That is the argument. This alone is not sufficient. The fact that merely based on authority is not adequate evidence, immediate for us to be convinced. So the Buddhist argument is that this kind of religion is not totally wrong but unsatisfactory = Anassāsika. Buddhism does not say a religion based on revelation is totally wrong but it said it is anassāsika, not satisfactory. Anassāsika means not intellectually satisfied. It is not necessary wrong. Any religion based on any kind of divine revelation, any kind of tradition, any kind of spiritual authority, in other words on any kind of authority land itself to these four kinds of interpretations. That is why on the basis of authority, we cannot come to any kind of conclusions. Whether it is true or false has to be judged or determined in the light of other events or other evidence. 

Buddhism does not recognize logic and reasoning as a source of knowledge. Logic and pure reasoning is not recognized as a source of knowledge. 

Takka-vīmamsa = any statements or religions based on logic and pure reasons.

Logic and Reasoning
1) Takka = logic
2) Nyaya = inference
3) Akara-parivitakka = it is not explained in the sutta but the commentators said, it agrees with our point of view. This reasoning is agreeable to us. This kind of reasoning appeal to us. This kind of argument appeal to us, therefore we are inclined to accept it.
4) Ditthi Nijjhana kanti = it agree with our views. 
These are not systematically explained in the sutta; therefore we are not in a position to come up with explanation but to go by the commentatorial account.  

These are four kinds of sources of knowledge based on logic and reasoning. These are different from authority. It is based on some kind of reasons, some kind of personal inclinations, some kind of personal investigation. This is more intellectual. The other one is inclined to accept the authority of someone. Here is more critical. Buddhist argument is any kind of religion based on logic or reason is also not satisfactory because any statement based on logical reasoning land itself to four different kinds of interpretation:

1) Sutakkitaṃ Tathā = a statement which is suppose to be based on pure logical reasoning, it can be true and corresponds to reality. Sutakkitaṃ means well reasoned out and logical reason is correct. Tathā means corresponds to the nature of reality or it is true.
2) Sutakkitaṃ aññathā = can be logically well reasoned out but still it may not be true. It does not mean that something is logical it will correspond to the truth or nature of reality. There are many different systems of logic, just like different kinds mathematics but does not necessary mean that it is true or corresponds to the nature of reality.
3) Duttakkitaṃ tathā = may not be logically well reasoned out but may be true.
4) Duttakkitaṃ aññathā = may not be logically well reasoned out and may not be true.
So there are four kinds of alternative interpretations to which a statement land itself. Just because a thing is based logical reasoning, we cannot say whether it is acceptable or not. It has to be judged in the light of other evidence or event. 

So Buddhism rejects these two, authority and logical reasoning, as sources of knowledge. It does not meant although Buddhism does not accept this as sources of knowledge, that they are not true. If accepted they can be true. But whether they are true or not have to be judged in the light of some extra evidence, not within the system. You have to go beyond the system to find out whether they are true or not. Within the system you cannot judge whether what is said is true or not. 

Our belief is based on five kinds of thing:
1) Belief based on Saddha = based on faith. Faith on teachers or text or authority. 

2) Belief based on Ruci = likes or inclinations. 

3) Belief based on Anussava = based on authority

4) Belief based on Akara-parivitakka = agreeable to us or appeal to us

5) Belief based on Ditthinijjhna kanti = agree with our views.

Buddhism said none of these are necessary wrong or necessary right. Therefore the Buddha said, an intelligent person must not come to a category conclusion on the basis of saddha. If you have a belief based on saddha, you must not come to the conclusion that this alone is true and all else is false. So the Buddha said that this is how you protect the truth. You must protect the truth. In protecting the truth, an intelligent person should always be able to protect the truth. He may go by his own saddha or any of these sources of knowledge since Buddhism does not criticize any of these five sources of knowledge. All what the Buddha said is that these five have twofold consequences, they can be true or false.  A belief based on saddha, can be true or false. A belief based on Ruci can be true or false. Therefore a person who wants to protect the truth or guard the truth, he must not come to a category conclusion that this alone is true and all else is false. You must suspend the judgment and in the light of further evidence, you must see whether what appear to be true is actually true. 

The right attitude should be to suspend the judgment. Without dogmatically attach to the view that this alone is true and all else is false. 

The above is Buddhist criticism of the teaching of the theory of knowledge as accepted by other religion. 

What does Buddhism accept as true source of knowledge?

For Buddhism knowledge is very much more empirical oriented. For Buddhism all knowledge comes from empirical observations or with personal verifications. That is why we must have personal verification as a test of knowledge. Verify individually by oneself, understood by the wise, not by anyone. The wise man should individually comprehend. Buddhism goes by the principle of personal verification. Rather than saying empirical observation, Professor Karunadasa prefers to use the word personal verification. That is the ultimate criteria. 

When it comes to knowledge, Buddhism recognizes many levels of knowledge and means of knowledge. 

Levels of knowledge :

1) Viññāna 

2) Saññā

3) Parinna, abinna, panna

These are all cognitive terms. These terms express different levels of cognition or different levels of knowledge. Viññāna refers to some kind of elementary knowledge or rudimentary knowledge. Actually what is called knowledge based on viññāna is usually not critically qualified as good or bad but something neutral. Then Saññā is a more complex knowledge, where our egocentric perspective interprets the data perception. What we perceive, we interpret because we project our egocentric perspective. By projecting our egocentric perspective onto the data of perception, we wish it the way we want it to be seen. That is express by saññā. We are all in the saññā stage as we are in the samsara. Parinna, abinna and panna refer to higher forms of knowledge. Parinna means knowledge all around. Abinna means higher knowledge. Panna means perfect knowledge. Buddhism said knowledge at the viññāna and sañña is not enough for us to understand the nature of reality. We have to pass through the first two levels to the other three levels to understand the nature of reality as it is. We will never have correct knowledge as long as we have traces of lobha. As long as we have lobha, whatever we see get totally twisted, we don’t get a correct perspective. Our prejudices, our judgment. The moment we have traces of lobha then we are prejudiced and cannot see things as they truly are. There is a different between psychic knowledge and Buddhist knowledge. From the modern theory of knowledge, if you are a genius you can be a scientist, but from the Buddhist point of view, even if you are a genius you may not see things as they truly are. There is a different between knowledge and wisdom. Buddhism is not for knowledge but for wisdom. Not for ditthi but for dassana. Ditthi means intellectual knowledge and dassana means true vision into the nature of reality. We cannot have a true vision into reality until we completely eradicate all traces of egocentrictivity. Then only our perspective becomes perfect. A clear picture will not emerge because things will appear to us the way we want them to appear and not the way they are. That is why in the Buddhist theory of knowledge, knowledge and conduct goes together. Knowledge without conduct is not proper knowledge. Vijjā carana sampanno. Vijjā means knowledge and carana means conduct and wisdom. Both must go together. Buddha is endowed with both vijjā and carana.

As a means of knowledge, Buddhism recognizes:

1) Sensory perception = six senses – eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind. Whatever knowledge we have through the six sensory channels is called sensory perception. We are familiar with this.

2) Extra sensory perception = abhiññā = higher levels of knowledge by concentration. We are neither familiar nor do we have it. Buddhism recognizes that there is a higher level of knowledge, which we can develop by elevating our mind to higher level of concentration, we can develop higher faculty. 

3) Inductive Inference = anvaya ñāna 

These are the three sources of knowledge that Buddhism recognizes. So Buddhism does not recognizes pure reason and logic or does it recognizes authority as sources of knowledge. This shows Buddhism is more empirically inclined. It is based on empirical observation and personal verification. For Buddhism what matters is empirical observation and personal verification. This is two sources of knowledge. 

Six kinds of higher knowledge

1) Iddhividha = ability to disappear from here and appear somewhere else. They are psychic power

2) Cetopariya ñāna = ability to read and understand other’s people thoughts.

3) Dibha Sota = divine ear = ability to hear distant sound.

4) Dibha Cokkhu = divine eye =ability to see or trace other people rebirth process according to kammic retribution. Here kamma is something you can empirically verify for yourself if you have this ability. Ability to verify the kammic principle. 

5) Pubbennasanussati ñāna = correct cognitive knowledge = ability to see our own past birth. 

6) Āsavakkhya ñāna = this is the most important because this is the breakthrough knowledge that use to complete emancipation. The knowledge, which enables us to realize Nibbāna. Knowledge, which arises by destroying all forms of cankers, taints and defilements. With the complete purification of the mind, you come to posses this highest form of knowledge. 

In Buddhism there are no miracle because miracle is going against nature. If you goes against nature that is miracle. This is not miracle, like levitation and other things. Buddhism recognizes by developing higher levels of concentration one can have iddhividha, the ability to disappear from here and appear somewhere else. That is not considered spiritually very important and it is not necessary for the attainment of Nibbāna. But these are things one can attain when one reaches higher level of mental concentration. But they are not essential for the realization of the spiritual goal. They are just psychic powers, like levitation. 

So āsavakkhiya ñāna is the most important form of knowledge. These are higher forms of knowledge. For extra sensory perception, the theory behind this is, if a person can develop higher level of mental concentration, especially at the fourth Jhāna, one can avert attention and develop these five faculties. But they are not necessary to attain Nibbāna. The most important is the last one that is knowledge, which arises with the complete cessation and complete eradication of all defilements.  This is the highest knowledge or liberating knowledge. 

If Buddhism is so emphatic about direct knowledge and personal verification, then how can we reconcile the idea of saddha or faith in Buddhism? There is also saddha in Buddhism. The faith in the Buddha, the faith in the Dhamma and the faith in the Sangha. Faith is suppose to be one of the spiritual faculty or spiritual power. It is necessary to attain Nibbāna. But in Buddhism there are two kinds of faith. 

1) Amūlikati Saddha = baseless faith or blind faith.

2) Ākāravati Saddha = rational faith = based on investigation. For example when we are sick we go to the doctor, but before that we investigate examine his credentials, the kinds of patients he has cured and so on. Only then we have some kind of faith in him. But the initial faith, which we called amūlikati, is vindicated later. So ākāravati is more important than amūlikati.

----------------------------- End of Buddhist Theory of Knowledge or Epistemology------------------------

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Buddhism as a Non Theistic Religion

All other religions believe in a God except Buddhism. Why Buddhism is the only religion that does not believe in a creator God. Buddhism is called a non-theistic religion. 

Actually the word atheistic is not correct as it has bad connotation. Atheistic means nihilistic or religious. Although it is literally correct, a better term to use is non theistic rather than atheistic. Non-theistic means Buddhism does not believe in a creator God. 

A correct term for Buddhism is Dhamma. Religion and Buddhism are modern terms. Buddha own term for his doctrine is Dhamma. 

When we say Buddhism is a non theistic religion, it means that Buddhism does not recognize a creator god having such qualities as eternity, omnipresent, omnipotent, all powerful, creator of the world, the first cause, uncaused first cause. Understood in this manner, Buddhism does not recognize a creator God with a capital “G”. When you use the capital “G” for God that means a monotheistic idea.

The Buddhism arguments against the notion of a creator God, can be classify into two: some are direct and some are implicit. Implicit means according to the Buddhist’s teaching there are no place and no room for a creator God. Because Buddhism does not believe in the first beginning of the world nor the creation of the world due to a creator God. From the Buddhist point of view, the origin of the universe is not conceivable. An absolute origin of the world is not conceivable. There is no logical reason why should there be a beginning. There is no logical need and that is only due to our thinking. Due to ruci, we are incline to think that there must have a beginning. It is due to our likes and dislikes. So the Buddhist doctrine of Dependent Origination, the Buddhist teaching related to the three kinds of existence, the Buddhist teaching relating to the human personality, all these Buddhist teachings shows that there is no place for a creator God. 

Buddha himself never claimed to be a divine messenger, or a divine incarnation or a divine prophet. And Buddha never said the Dhamma is a divine revelation. The Buddha also said that he is only a teacher, only a guide, and he is no saviour.  He cannot save anyone. He can only show the way. Then the Buddhist ethics is not a theory of divine decreed or divine commandments. The moral teaching is not Buddha’s invention, but only his discovery. The moral order is there whether Buddha arises or not. All what the Buddha does was to show the moral order. The moral order operates whether the Buddha arises or not, that is what the Buddha himself said. 

In this context there is no room for a creator God and Buddhism is the only religion that disassociate itself from that kind of notion.

There are also explicit and direct arguments against the notion of a creator God. Some say Buddha did not know the idea of a creator God and had he known it he would have incorporated it into his religion. Others said, Buddha left undecided and undetermined the question of whether there is a creator God or not. The third view is, Buddha actually believed in some kind of divine reality, which his followers could not understand. Therefore it is necessary for us to consider the direct arguments presented in the Buddhist texts against the notion of a creator God. There are many arguments in the text.

Issara-nimmana = divine creation. The idea of a creator God is not unknown to Buddhism or the Buddha. It is mentioned in the Pali text. The world is the creation of a creator God is issara-nimmana. Also called issara-kutta, which means creation on the part of a creator God. Also called Brahma-kutta. These are three words used to indicate what we called the belief in the creator God. 

Aggañña means the first beginning. The Buddha said there are some religious teachers, who explained the first beginning of the world, with reference to issara-nimmana, with reference to issara-kutta and with reference to Brahma-kutta. In the Anguttara Nikaya, he said that there are some religious teachers who explained the beginning of the world, aggañña, with reference to the belief of a creator God. Then Buddha said he go and argue with them and their argument is not satisfactory. 

There is a very beautiful argument against the belief in a creator God. 

The Buddha said, there are certain recluses and Brahmin who hold these views. That whatsoever view or mental feeling – good, bad or neutral feeling, is experienced, all that is due to the creation of a superior deity. Then Buddha said to them, “so then on the creation of a supreme deity, men will become murders, thieves, lairs, slanders, etc. but for those who fall under the creation of a supreme deity, at the essential reason, they are neither defile to do nor effort to do nor necessity to do, this be or in exchange for that be. So then the necessity for action or inaction not be found to exist in truth and reality. The term recluse cannot be reasonably applied to yourself. Since you live a state of bereavement, which faculties unwonted.” (This is a direct translation from Augttara Nikaya passage).

In the MahaBodhi Jataka, it is said that the belief in the creator God cannot be reconciled with the moral order. “If God decides the lives of the entire world, the glory and the misery, the good and evil acts, then man is but an instrument of his will. And God alone is responsible.” 

In another Jataka, an argument from evil – “If God is lord of the whole world, and creator of the multitude of living beings, then why has the order ordained misfortune in the world, without making the whole world happy. Or for what purpose has he made the whole world full of injustice, conceit, and deceit. The lord of creation is evil in that he ordained injustice where there could have been justice. “

So Buddhism is not silent on this question of the notion of a creator God. Buddha is aware of it, he knew it, he openly criticize it and completely rejected it. Therefore it is incorrect to smuggle in the idea of a creator God in Buddhism again, which some scholars are trying to do. Absolutely no room for that. 

Then there are others, who said, although Buddhism does not believe in a creator God, it believes in some kind of Godhead. That is a impersonal God. Godhead means not a personal God like the Brāhman in Hinduism. The cosmic reality or the ultimate reality or ultimate ground for existence. Everything you manage from there. So then the final goal and the ultimate ground for existence is the neutral Brāhman. So it is some kind of Godhead, some kind of ultimate reality. So some scholars said although Buddhism does not recognize a creator God, in a personal sense, yet it recognizes God in an impersonal sense. That is some kind of transcendental reality behind the empirical world. 

Buddhism is the only religion that does not recognize an ultimate reality behind the world of experience. For Buddhism it is this world of experience that really matters. It is the only world that exist, no other world. The world we experience with our six senses is the only world. There is no other reality that serves as a background to this world, some kind of higher reality. In all those religions, which recognize a higher reality as a Godhead, the connection between the higher reality and man, is in the soul. The soul is the link. My soul linked me with the higher reality. Buddhism begins by eliminating the notion of the soul. When soul is eliminated, that higher reality also gets completely eliminated. So you don’t look up now but you look within yourself. Meditation is looking within yourself. Prayer is looking up, no such thing.

You yourself are your own refuge. How can there be an external refuge. The destiny is within your hands. You are the captain of your own destiny. So there is immerse responsibility on man. That is the difficulty when you follow Buddhism. Big responsibility upon you because the whole destiny is up to you and within you. And you have to work it out. 

The idea of God relating to the Genesis myth. 

Every religion has a genesis myth. Genesis myth means how the world arose and how life arose. In the Bible you find the story of Adam and Eve, and in Hinduism you find the story the Brahman, how birth through the mouth and so on. Every culture, every country and every religion have a genesis myth. In Buddhism we also have a corresponding genesis myth as in the Agganna Sutta. 

The Buddhist genesis myth occurred in the Agganna Sutta is interesting as it is the only genesis myth that God does not intervene, without reference to God. The story is a myth, don’t take it seriously as it an allegory account. You must not take it as a historically accurate account, it is an allegory account in order to show how the world is not the creation of a creator God. Actually what made the Buddha teaches this is because some Brahmins came to the Buddha and said that the Brahmin caste are higher and other caste are lower. Then Buddha said he would tell how all these began. How caste started, how all things began, how the old world system dissolves and how the new world system arises. Living beings came from another world, and are born here. At first there are no sexual distinction, they live on what is grown on earth. And as the society grow more and more complex and due to functional specialization, caste system arises. It was not originally there. After caste system, family and then government and these things came about. 

So the idea is to show that the world is not the creation on the part of a God, but is the result of the natural process of evolution. The world is a natural process of evolution. That is the message contain in the sutta. And here this is the only genesis myth where you never find any mention of a creator God. All due to impersonal causes. It is a very beautiful sutta although it look like a mythology account, it very true to historical facts. It corresponds to facts. 

Although Buddhism does not believe in a creator God, but still Buddhism believe in a large number of gods. How to reconcile that? Although Buddhism does not believe in a creator God, it believes in a number of divine beings, who live in the heavenly existence. How to reconcile that? How did they come? From where did they come? Is there any contradiction? Actually most of these gods that appear in the Pali sutta, were taken from the pre-Buddhist books. Take Sakya, the king of heaven, Maha Brāhma, Varuna, most of these names occurring in the Pali sutta, are found in pre-Buddhist books. So obviously we cannot deny the fact that they are taken from other sources. Why were they taken? Professor Karunadasa thinks that they were taken over for some practical need. Because the belief in god is so well entrenched in society, so what the Buddhists do is to incorporate all these gods into Buddhism under certain conditions. Their whole character is not change. They were incorporated but under different conditions. Because the incorporation of gods does not contradict or violate any of the fundamental doctrines of Buddhism.  The gods were assigned in such a way that the assignment does not violate any of the Buddhist’s doctrine or Buddhist’s principles. 

In the first place, the belief in gods is not a fundamental doctrine of Buddhism because whether you believe in gods or not you still can be a good Buddhist. If you believe in the Four Noble Truths and in the Buddhist’s teachings, which are directed for us to understand our own predicament. It is not necessary even to ask the question whether gods exists or not. They are on the periphery. They are not at the core. So none of the Buddhist teachings depends on the existence or the non-existence of gods. That there is no relevance. 

In the pre-Buddhist Indian religion, the Veda, these gods were there for no reasons. But according to Buddhism there is a moral justification for their existence. If gods were there, it is because of their past kamma. So there is a moral justification for the existence of gods. But Hinduism does not morally justified why the gods are there. Why should they enjoy all the bliss? No moral justification. Buddhism justified. That is the basic idea. Not only moral justification, also most of these gods act as moral agents. They exemplify Buddhist moral teachings. In other words the belief in the incorporation of gods in order to illustrate Buddhist teachings in a different manner, in a more forceful manner. 

In the Veda these gods are omnipotent, omnipresent, all knowing, all powerful, they can help us, but when they come to Buddhism they all become ignorance, as they are also wayfarer in samsara. They panic and rush to Buddha for advice. The Sakya, the king of heaven, at the slightest thing he panics, that is what the sutta said. But the Buddha never panic, the contrast. Why? Because the Buddha is free from raga, dosa and moha. The Sakya has rage, dosa, and moha. So although he is the king of heaven he can panic over minor situations. By going through this list, you can see that the reference to gods should not be taken seriously according to Professor Karunadasa’s opinion. This reference to gods should not be taken too seriously. That is literal embellishment. 

There is lots of satire and humors. In Buddhist books, we take certain thing literally when they are mean to be humorous account. Take for example the Maha Brahma, who is suppose to be the creator for the world, omnipresent, omnipotent, those are the very words used. Now the story to ridicule this idea that the Maha Brahma is omniscient is found in the Digha Nikaya. The sutta said once upon a time there was a Buddhist monk who develops levitation. So one day this Buddhist monk was reflecting on a very serious metaphysical problem, which disturb him. He thought where do the four primary elements of matter come to an end without any remainder. Then he said I don’t think any human beings can answer this question, only the gods know this so I must go up to seek assistance from heavenly beings. So he levitated to the first heaven but did not find the answer, so he went to the next heaven. Like that he went from heaven to heaven until he came to the top most heaven where Maha Brahma live. In the present of all his followers and ask him this question. On the third time, Maha Brahma took him to a corner and told him secretly that he did not know the answer and said he has to go back to the Buddha to get the answer. 

Do you think that this is a true story? No, of course not, this is a fabrication of the Buddhist. This short story is a novel. What is important is the message not symbols. What is the message? The Maha Brahma whom the Hindu consider as a creator of the world and who is suppose to be omniscient is himself not omniscient. Buddha himself is higher. A human being who has got rid of raga, dosa and moha is higher than even the highest god, that is the message. And if we ask whether actually such a thing happen then we are missing the message. 

Now take the case of Maha Brahmā Sahampati kneeling at feet of the Buddha to ask him to teach the Dhamma ater his enlightenment. The fact that the Brahmā Sahampati had to kneel down in front of the Buddha is also, according to the opinion of Professor Karunadasa, a story fabricated by later Buddhist. Because the Buddha himself is called Satthā.deva manussānaṃ, the teacher of man and gods. 

Who is the creator God according to Buddhism? 

The Brahmā timāta-pitaro = parents. If there is a divine being called Maha Brahmā, he is none other than your parents. This has big meaning It means that your parents is your creator not the Maha Brahmā. Another thing is you must respect your parents just as other people respect the Maha Brahmā. So it has a two implications. 

All these suggest that Buddhism does not take the idea of god seriously. This idea of god is only at the peripheral and as an embellishment. Sometimes lot of satire and humor. 

The word Brahmā in Buddhism means highest noble. For example Brahmā Vihara. So the word Brahmā is used in Buddhism not in the meaning of a creator God but in the sense of the highest noblest. Like the word ariya, which is an ethnic term. But according to Buddhism it is an ethical  term.  Ariya originally mean a race who came to India with a Indo-European mix. The ariyan who came to India look down on the dark skin indigenous people and chased them out. In Buddhism the word ariyan is not used in the ethnic or racial sense but in the ethical sense, the highest and the noblest. This is like pouring new wine in old bottles. Old words are given new meaning. Ariya sacca means noble truth. 

Even Dhamma-cakke is called Brahmā cake. Dhammayana is called Brahmayana, which means noblest vehicle. Very interesting, no Hinayana and no Mahayana, you find Dhammayana and Brahmayana. Hinayana and Mahayana are later developments. The Buddha himself used the word Dhammayana or Brahmayana. 

Another reason why god idea was associated in the life of the Buddha is to show and to give a cosmic dimension to the Buddhist teachings and the life of the Buddha. Because the birth of the Buddha is significant not only for this world but also it’s significant goes beyond this world. 

Next week we will discuss Nibbāna, the last lecture. 
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