Early Buddhism – Lecture 9

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/
Nibbāna

Nibbāna is the final goal of Buddhism. Nibbāna means the Third Noble Truth. The Buddha himself said all his teachings are leading to Nibbāna because that is the ultimate goal. It is a purpose-oriented philosophy, it is not the product of any intellectual curiosity. And the Buddha himself said he is concerned with only two problems, the problem of suffering and the elimination of suffering. Total elimination of suffering is Nibbāna. 

Visuddhi = Nibbāna is the highest level of moral perfection = highest level of emancipation

Paramaṃ Saccaṃ = the highest truth = highest level of wisdom = the highest level of insight.

Parama Sukha = highest level of happiness.

Highest Level of Morality
Let us take the aspect of Nibbāna as the highest level of morality or purity or moral perfection. When Nibbāna is describe as the highest level of moral perfection it is because of the elimination of rāga, dosa and moha.  That is passion, aversion and delusion. These three are called the three fires by which we are consumed. These three fires consume all samsaric beings. These three fires consume the whole world and everything is on fire. The fire is refers to rāga, dosa and moha. So Nibbāna is describe as the cessation of rāga, dosa and moha. 

Rāga-kkhaya = cessation of passion

Dosa-kkhaya = cessation of aversion

Moha-kkhaya = cessation of delusion

Extinction of Fire
That is why when one attained Nibbāna, he is called sīti-bhūta, which means it has become cool. The three fires have become extinguished. The whole of Nibbāna must be understood entirely in psychological terms. No metaphysical aspect, only experience, which is psychological in nature. Nibbāna must be understood strictly in psychological terms. This will become clear in the course of this lecture. 

These three, rāga, dosa and moha are called sīmā, which means boundaries. They are limiting factors or limits or boundaries. They are called limits because we are always bound by it. We are all the time bound by it. These three are called rāga, dosa and moha because we are bound by it all the time and we are not free. We don’t experience full freedom because we are bound by it. As long as we have rāga, dosa and moha we are conditioned by it and we are limit by it. They limit our vision and freedom. They limit our vision because we don’t see things as they truly are as long as we have these three. Therefore they distort our vision. So if we don’t get a complete vision into the nature of reality, it is because all our judgment and perspective are conditioned by these three.  So it has an intellectual aspect as well as a moral aspect. From an intellectual or cognitive point of view, if we don’t see things as they truly are it is because of these three. From a moral sense, once we are bound by them then our egocentric impulses get more and more pronounced. We get more egocentric impulses and self-centered desire due to these three. 

Arahant who has attained Nibbāna is the one who is describe as sīmatiga, which is one who has gone beyond the limits, one who has transcends the limits, one who has given up the restraining limiting factors. Sīmatiga means having attained full freedom because all limiting boundaries have been eliminated. 

Freedom from Boundaries

These three are also called mariyāda, which is boundary.  So the Arahant lives with a mind free from all boundaries, which is called vimariyadakatā cetasā viharati. The Arahant lives with a mind made free by breaking all barriers or all limiting factors. 

They are also called pamanakarana, which means that which sets limits or boundaries. 

All these descriptions are important because the Buddhist’s teaching of Nibbāna led to the eradication of rāga, dosa and moha. 

Another word for rāga, dosa and moha is pamanakara, which mean that which set limits or boundaries to our freedom, knowledge and vision. 

So this is the best way to understand Nibbāna. Nibbāna means the complete elimination of rāga, dosa and moha. Rāga, dosa and moha have been described in three different ways but more or less the same meaning, as pamanakarana, as sīmatiga and as mariyāda. Their presence in us mean we are bound by it, we are conditioned by it, we are motivated by it, therefore we don’t see things as they truly are. Our perspectives are blurred, twisted and we don’t get a full vision. 

Sabba gantha-pamocana = freedom from all bonds, fetters and ties. All fetters, bonds and ties had been shattered. 

This is also called āsavakkhyaya, which means the exhaustion, the elimination, the destruction, of all cankers and all defiling psychological dispositions. 

Universal Mind
This mean once these three factors had been eliminated, your mind becomes universal. Mind becomes universal because it does not tranquil anything. When all boundaries had been broken asunder, you experience with a mind that knows no boundary, a mind that is completely free. Now there is no moral struggle to do this or not to do this. Activities and actions become spontaneous. No moral struggle because have gone beyond that.

Beyond Kamma
Also called kamma nirodha, which is cessation of kamma. Another word for Nibbāna is kamma nirodha. All kammic activities are due to ignorance. When you attained Nibbāna you transcend the operation of kammic order. So the actions of the Arahant cannot be described as akusula kamma because they are beyond kamma. In other word that they are no longer motivated by self centered desire. Freedom from kamma means that the Arahant is no longer motivated or conditioned by any self centered interest. 

Highest Knowledge
Nibbāna is also described as Paññā. Paññā is highest knowledge. What is highest knowledge in Buddhism? Highest knowledge of our own condition, that is an insight into the nature of the five aggregates. For Buddhism highest knowledge is not knowledge of higher reality like the Brahman or cosmic soul or God. For Buddhism does not recognize any kind of higher reality or transcendental reality or metaphysical reality like the God or Godhead or Brahman or cosmic soul that all other religions speak of that Buddhism is completely free from that kind of teachings. So for Buddhism, it is not knowledge of God or knowledge of higher realm but knowledge of this very same reality that you and I experienced. In other word a full insight into the nature of the five aggregates. That is what we called liberating knowledge. 

Cessation of the World

Nibbāna is also described as Loka Nirodha, which is cessation of the world. Cessation of the world, not in the literal sense but cessation of the conditioned world. Cessation of the world of conditioned experience, which is called samsara. Actually for Buddhism the world or loka means the world of experience. As far as Buddhism is concerned, the term loka or the world means nothing other than this world of experience. The world of experience is the samsaric world of conditioned experience. So it is the cessation of the conditioned experience that we get Nibbāna. 

Knowledge of the World
So when Buddha is called Loka-vidū, he knows the world. He knows the world does not mean the mundane knowledge of computer science or mathematics or things like that but he has full insight into the world of experience. The whole of Buddhism is concerned with the correct understanding of the nature of reality, which is the world of experience. When you understand it there is nothing mystical about it. Otherwise when you say the word loka-vidū, that can be interpreted in a way that may not be acceptable, like omniscient.

Even Sabbaññū, which means all knowing or omniscient as the Buddha is called sabbaññū. Literally means all knowing or omniscient but it must not be understood as omniscient in that sense. Sabba means all or another word for loka, the world. Sabba means the five aggregates, which is the world.

No Clinging to Five Aggregates
In relation of the five aggregates how can we explained the nature of Nibbāna? Because when one attained Nibbāna, his five aggregates are there, Even the Arahant has the five aggregates and we also have the five aggregates, so what is the difference between the Arahant and us? The answer is no more clinging. 

This is mine = etam mama – due to tanha (craving)

This I am = eso hamasami – due to māna (conceit)

This is myself = eso me attā – due to diṭṭhi (wrong view)

That is how we identify with the five aggregates. So the Arahant does not identify in that manner. Therefore although the five aggregates are there, he does not establish any identity in relation to the five aggregates. 

Not Identifible, Not Comprehendible, Not Traceable
Since the Tathāgāta, the liberated one does NOT identify himself with the five aggregates because of that very reason he is not comprehendible. We cannot comprehend him. If he does not identify himself with any of the aggregates, how can we identify him? He becomes unidentifiable in relation to the five aggregates. Because it is categorically stated, that material form by which one may weaken Tathāgāta, that material form had been completely eliminated in the case of the Tathāgāta. That feeling, that perception, those mental formation, that consciousness, on the basis of which one may describe the Tathāgāta, all those factors as far as the Tathāgāta is concerned had been completely eliminated, eradicated and destroyed. Therefore the Tathāgāta is not comprehendible even in this very life. 

Diṭṭheva dhamme saccato thetato anupalabbhiya-māna = in this very life the Tathāgāta is not comprehendible, he is not identifiable, he is not traceable. 

Because he is called the traceless one = apada. Apada means the traceless one, as he leaves no trace. The liberated saint is the traceless one because he leaves no trace. 

Controversy – Empirical or Transcendental
So now there is a big controversy going on whether Nibbāna is something empirical or metaphysical or transcendental. Some scholars said that Nibbānic experience is something empirical and not transcendental but this issue of which there is a controversy.  Because for this reason, the Buddha said the Tathāgāta cannot be identified with reference to the five aggregates. Nor can he be identified without reference to the five aggregates. Because although the Tathāgāta himself does not identified with the five aggregates, he has the five aggregates. So he cannot be identified either with reference to them or without reference to them. So the fact that he does not identified with the five aggregates means it is not empirical. Because what constitute empirical experience is the five aggregates. Nor is it transcendental in any sense.  Nor does he identify with anything transcendental. So it is neither in a way. You cannot describe him either in empirical or transcendental term.  It transcends even that conflict. The conflict between empiricalism and transcendentalism. This conflict came about because they tried to understand the nature of Nibbāna through logic and ideology. 

For example, the state of anātta is difficult to see. It is not transcendental reality in that way, although it is experience, that kind of experience strictly speaking cannot be described either as empirical or transcendental for this reason. 

Samyutta Nikaya : “That material form by which one may define the Tathāgāta, in the case of the Tathāgāta that material form has come to an end and uprooted. It applied to the other four aggregates also.”

Then there was a dialogue between a monk called Anuratha and the Buddha, when the Buddha asked Anuratha : Do you consider Tathāgāta to be the material form? “No”. Then do you considered the Tathāgāta besides the material form? Then again “no”. Do you consider the Tathāgāta to be feeling? “No”. Then do you considered Tathāgāta besides the feeling? Again “no”. So the Tathāgāta cannot be identified within the khandha or outside the khandha. To the extent that he cannot be identified within the khandha means it is something not empirical. To the extent that it is not outside the five khandha means that it is not transcendental either. Professor Karunadasa thinks that the best way is to approach this problem is in this manner. For this is the controversy that Venerable Bodhi takes the opposite view that it is transcendental. 

Strictly speaking there can be two views, empirical or transcendental when you read available texts on this issue.

Postmortem Status
What happen to the liberated self after death?

The postmortem status of the Tathāgāta is the question that has been raised by many according to the Pali sutta.  There are four questions related to this.

1. Hoti Tathāgāta parammaranā = Does the Tathāgāta exist after death?

2. Na hoti Tathāgāta parammaranā = Does the Tathāgāta not exist after death?

3. Hoti ca na hoti ca Tathāgāta parammaranā = Does the Tathāgāta both exist and not exist?

4. Neva hoti na na hoti Tathāgāta parammaranā = Does the Tathāgāta neither exist nor not exist?

We are discussing the postmortem status of the liberated saint because these were questions raised very often in the Pali sutta. 

Undetermined

When these four questions were referred to the Buddha, Buddha left them undetermined. These are four unanswered questions. The Buddha’s answer to these questions is that the question does not arise = Na vpeti. The Buddha’ own answer to these four questions is that these four questions do not arise in the context of the Buddhist teachings. They are meaningless. 

On the basis of this some have tried to say that Buddhism recognizes some kind of transcendental reality to which the Arahant entered after death because the Buddha was silent on these four questions. Some have concluded that if the Buddha was silent on these four, that is because the postmortem status of the liberated saint is such a metaphysical transcendental reality that it cannot be described in terms of any of these – as existence, non existence, the combination of both or negation of both. That it cannot be described in terms of any of these alternatives. But that conclusion we cannot accept because there is nothing to say that after death there is a transcendental reality to which the Tathāgāta entered. Early Buddhism say no to that. If you go by early Buddhist teachings we cannot accept such a reality that the Tathāgāta enter after death. Because actually in the Samyutta Nikaya we find a Buddhist monk called Anuratha who one day was dwelling alone in the forest, some followers of other religious teachers met him and asked him how does the Buddha explained the postmortem condition of the liberated saint. Then Anuratha said according to the Buddha, it couldn’t be described in terms of any of these four. Aññāta = It is outside these four. So that means it is a position that transcend these four. Then when these questions were referred to the Buddha, Buddha said no he couldn’t agree with that. Because he said in this very life when the Tathāgāta cannot be comprehended in terms of the five khandha then how can you said this. 

Then it is on this occasion that the Buddha said, “both formerly and now I only teach two things, suffering and cessation”. Why? What comes to end Nibbāna is nothing but suffering. There is no individual being. The Buddha said he does not declare the annihilation of self-existence being because Buddhism does not recognized such a self-existence being. The notion of the self is something superimpose on the five aggregates. So actually there is only the notion of the self or the self-belief but there is no entity corresponding to that. It is an illusion misleading of reality. When you are in Nibbāna that illusion get eliminated. 

From all these factors, Nibbāna should be understood entirely in psychological term but there are certain passages in the Pali sutta, which tend to support the view that Nibbāna is some kind of ultimate reality or some kind of metaphysical reality. 

In the Udana, one of the books in the Khuddaka  Nikaya, Nibbāna is describe as 

ajāta means unborn or not born

abhūta means not become

akata means not created or not make

asankkhata means not conditioned. 

Cessation of Birth, Kamma, Sankkhata
When Nibbāna is described in terms of these four words, it gives the impression that Nibbāna is some thing like the Brahman of the Hindu. Some kind of eternal reality or some kind of metaphysical transcendental reality. But if we tried to understand these four words in the context of other Buddhist teachings then we cannot come to such a conclusion. Ajāta means not unborn but absence of jati or birth. That when Nibbāna has been described as jatinirodha. Jatinirodha means cessation of birth. So unborn must be understood as cessation of birth. Is birth here referred to as biological birth or psychological birth? Birth here means birth as a separate individual or our existence as a separate individual. That is why when a person attained Nibbāna he said kinajati, birth has been exhausted. 

So we may understand these four words not as referring to the postmortem condition otherwise these four words will have meaning only after death and not in this life. So we have to make them meaningful in this life, the position of the Tathāgāta in this life as they do not explained the Tathāgāta after death. The after death situation in Buddhism is almost silent. 

So ajāta must be understood as referring to this present experience of the Tathāgāta, as jatinirodha. Abhūta must be understood as cessation of bhava = Bhavanirodha. Nibbāna is described as Bhavanirodha. Then akata must be understood as cessation of kamma =kammanirodha. And asankkhata must be understood as cessation of sankkhata = sankkhatanirodha.

State of Deathlessness
Although Buddhism does not promise the immortality of the soul, but still Buddhism speak of some kind of deathlessness = amata. In other word Nibbāna is amata. Amata means the state of deathlessness. You can even translate that as immortality provided you understand it in the Buddhist context but not in the context of theist religion. This word occurred very often in the Pali sutta. So when the Maha Brahmā came to worship at the feet of the Buddha and asked Buddha to open the door to immortality, then the Buddha said he go to Benares to beat the drums of immortality. So this word immortality occurred very often in the Buddhist sutta. But it must be understood purely in the Buddhist context. 

Now the liberated saint does not identify himself with the five aggregates. The five aggregates are subjected to death. Therefore strictly speaking he does not participate in death. In other word he has conquered the fear of death. He has no more attachment to the five aggregates. The five aggregates are subjected to death and decay. But the Tathāgāta does not experience that, as he is free from any kind of attachment for which he does not identify himself with the five aggregates. 

Professor Karunadasa recommends you to read the book, “The Psychology of Nibbāna” by Johansson, for more details on this topic.

Questions and Answers Session

Is enlightenment same as Nibbāna?

Enlightenment has the same meaning as Nibbāna. Enlightenment means highest wisdom. Enlighten from the slumber of ignorance. Awaken from the slumber of ignorance. The Awaken One. 

Can Nibbāna be achieve in this very life?

Buddhism promises Nibbāna in this very life. This is the only religion that the final goal of religious life can be achieved and realized in this very life, while the mortal being remains you can become immortal. Although your physical frame is mortal, you can become immortal in this very life. So that is why even the question of rebirth is not so much concerned for Buddhism. While it is more of a problem for other religions where the goal of religion comes after death. For them after death, you come into union with God or some higher reality but in Buddhism there is no such reality. Nibbāna is not some kind of union with higher reality but is an awakening within us. It has nothing to do with any kind of external reality. It is awakening within, in other word, it is the extinction of the three fires by which we are being consume all the time. So that is why Nibbāna must be strictly understood in term of psychology and not in term of metaphysics. 

Explained Parinibbāna and Nibbāna

Parinibbāna is the word use for final death. But Professor Karunadasa doesn’t like to use the word death because strictly speaking the saints do not die. Death occurred only to the five aggregates but liberated saints do not identify with the five aggregates, then they do not participate in death. That is why they always use the word Nibbuta for the case of the Arahant. Nibbuta means to extinguish. If you expect any kind of life after death in the case of Arahant then you have bhāvatanha. Bhāvatanha means your desire to perpetrate yourself into eternity. When bhāvatanha is completely eradicated you don’t get any of that kind of yearning. So parinibbāna is use for the final death of the great. 

Summary of the entire course

First lecture we discuss what is meant by early Buddhism. This is the very important thing, which we must know because there is a lot of confusion among us. We tend to try to understand Hinayana in the light of Mahayana, Tibetan Buddhism in the light of Theravada Buddhism. That is very confusing. Even the Buddhist Thought has its own history. Therefore we have to distinguish the different layers of doctrinal growth. So when we say early Buddhism, it is the kind of Buddhism before the emergence of any schools of Buddhist thought. No Hinayana, no Mahayana, etc. Buddha referred his doctrine as Dhamma Vinaya in early Buddhism. So early Buddhism refers to the teachings of the historical Buddha before the rise of any kind of Buddhist sects. This situation remains roughly until the second Buddhist council when fraternity of sangha split into two. The Theravada and Mahayana and that is the beginning of Buddhist schools. So for the first hundred years, we can call it early Buddhism. Actually early Buddhism is not even Theravada. But the Theravada tradition has preserved the Buddhist’s scripture where we get early Buddhist teaching in Sutta-Pitaka. If we want to understand what early Buddhism means we must refer to the Sutta-Pitaka. If you try to understand the teachings in the Sutta-Pitaka in the light of the Abhidhamma or the commentary, you might not get the correct interpretation. Traditionally, in the monastery early Buddhist teachings are interpreted in the light of Abhidhamma and in the light of the Pali commentary. That is not the concern here and we don’t adapt like that. We strictly steer clear of that. Otherwise there is lot of confusion because Abhidhamma represents a different conceptual model and Pali commentary represents further growth. Therefore if we want to stick strictly to what the historical Buddha taught then we must go to the Sutta-Pitaka. Actually today the appeal is in the Sutta-Pitaka. The early Buddhism teachings are very rational, very beautiful and very precise.

Then we discuss the Birth of Buddhism. When we discuss the birth of Buddhism, we try to understand the historical background on which Buddhism arose. In other words, the religious and philosophical views, which prevail during the emergence of Buddhism. Actually it is the non-Buddhist philosophical view that led to the birth of Buddhism. Before the birth of Buddhism, the intellectual thought of India was polarized into two – sassatavada and ucchedavada. Sassatavada represent the religious view of life and ucchedavada represent the materialist view of life. These are two main stream of thought opposing each other. As a result this arose scepticism. Scepticism means you suspend the judgment, you don’t come to any categorical conclusion because you don’t know the answer. But from the Buddhist point of view, even skepticism is still a view because it recognizes the sceptics. There must be a sceptic to be sceptible. It recognizes an independent subject. Scepticism recognizes there is an independent person or entity. So it is because of this person that the problem arises so that why he is a sceptic. So in the Brahmajala Sutta, you find mention was made for scepticism as a belief. It is also a view according to Buddhism although they say it is not a view. It is still an ideology even though it is a doubt. So Buddhism is a critical response to the sassatavada and ucchedavada. The important thing to remember that all Buddhist teachings assume their significant in the light of this – the Buddhist rejection of sassatavada and ucchevada. Take even Nibbāna, if Nibbāna is not annihilation, it is because Buddhism does not recognizes a soul that is subjected to annihilation when dead. And Buddhism does not believe in the eternal existence of the soul that is because it does not recognize a permanent soul, that is sassatavada. Buddhism avoids sassatavada and ucchedvada. Buddhism began by avoiding sassatavada and ucchedava. Therefore the ultimate goal of Buddhism, Nibbāna cannot be understood in terms of sassatavada and ucchevada. It steer clear of that. This is a very important polarization of two ideology camps that gave rise to Buddhism. Because the Buddha first sermon to the five ascetics, you find reference to self-mortification and sensual indulgence. These two practices represent sassatavada and uccdevada. Sensual indulgence represents ucchevada and self-mortification represents sassatavada. When Buddha referred to these two practices surely he is aware of the two theories behind the two practices. So the very important thing you must remember is what led to the rise of Buddhism when there are many religions. That is why Buddhism can be easily label either as a religion or as a philosophy because it lacks many of the features of other religions. No God, no soul, no immortality of the soul, nothing eternal, no prayers, completely free from many ingredient that goes to make a religion, conspicuously absent in Buddhism. That does not mean that Buddhism is identical with materialism. It also disassociates itself from material. Materialism rejects the religious way to life but Buddhism rejects both, the spiritual view of life as well as the materialist view of life. This is where Buddhism is unique. 

Then we discuss the Doctrine of Dependent Origination (DO). The Buddha himself tells us this is the central doctrine. One who has the insight into the principle of DO, one has insight into the very heart of his doctrine. If you know the Paticca Samupada, you know the Dhamma well. DO explain the origination and cessation of suffering. And we are told that Buddha refers to this doctrine as a middle position. When Buddha was presented with many of these extremist ideologies, Buddha said he disassociates himself from all these extreme position and he declared his doctrine of DO by adapting a middle position. “Majjhimā Desana” = although these two words do not occurred in the same manner, but we have the liberty of having these phrase as the Buddha said, “the Tathāgāta teaches the doctrine by adopting a middle position.” So the DO is presented as a middle doctrine because it avoids a number of extremist ideological positions. In the same way the Noble Eightfold Path is also called Majjhimā Patipadā = the Middle Path. Those two words occurred together in the same manner so we don’t have to put them in inverted comma. Majjhimā Patipada is another expression of the Noble Eightfold Path because it disassociates itself from two extreme tactical practices, self-mortification and sensual-indulgence. These are two practices representing sassatavada and ucchedavada. It is on the basis on DO that Buddhism avoids sassatavada and ucchedavada. And it is on the basis of the Noble Eightfold Path that Buddhism avoids self-mortification and sensual-indulgence. So the word majjhimā has a very important significant, historical significant and doctrinal significant. There is also a geographical significant as Buddhism arose in the middle country. It reminds us of the historical background that led to the rise of Buddhism. It also reminds how Buddhism avoids a number of extreme positions. Majjhimā means that by which you transcend (not in the literal meaning but we can understand the term as meaning, as indicating transcend). When there is a conflict, you transcend by disassociation. Majjhimā or the middle position is a not a compromise. Not a mixture of the two. 

Then we discuss Buddhist Ethics. The Theory and Practice of Buddhist Moral Life. 

Then we discuss the Buddhist teaching relating to psychology or the analysis of the mind. Together with that we also discuss the early Buddhist Theory of Perception. 

Then we discuss the Four Noble Truths, but mostly the first two Truths. The Noble Truth of suffering we discuss in details. We also discuss the Buddhist definition of suffering. Because of the Buddhist definition of suffering it is not correct to say that there is suffering in life but life itself is suffering. Because it is said that the five aggregates of grasping are suffering. The five aggregates of grasping referred to individual life or being. The individual being can be analyzed into the five aggregates. So when the five aggregates are said to be suffering, that mean to say life is suffering. Why? Because the five aggregates are subjected to change, it is a source of suffering. It cannot be considered as our true self, but all the time we considered it as our true self. We considered as our true self, the five aggregates, which are all time subjected to change. So this is the paradox to which Buddhism draws our attention. What we considered as our own true self is not under our own control. That is why the five aggregates of grasping is said to be suffering. That there is suffering in life is a statement that Buddhism agreed with but Buddhism goes deeper into that. Life itself is suffering. So if Buddhism goes deeper into this problem it is because Buddhism is concerned with the complete elimination of all traces of suffering. Not the symptom of suffering but Buddhism wants to remove the very roots of suffering. If it is merely the symptoms of suffering the roots will remain. You want to uproot all roots of suffering. That is why Buddhism goes deeper into the subject of suffering, not that Buddhism is pessimistic. In fact Buddhism professes the highest happiness. Nibbāna is the highest happiness.  In order to get the highest happiness you must identify all traces of suffering, some may be very subtle, all layers of suffering you must identify and remove them completely. That is why even what we called happiness, what we called pleasures are from the Buddhist point of view are describe as suffering. Even heavenly bliss or divine bliss is suffering. Jhānic experience, which we get by attaining higher reaches of mind, is suffering. Because all these represent conditioned experience. All forms of conditioned experience are a form of suffering. Actually samsara means the world of conditioned experience. Nibbāna means the transition from the world of conditioned experience to unconditioned experience. The transition takes place within us. It is a psychological change within us. It is not movement from one loka to another loka. Not a physical journey. It is a psychological transition change within us. In other words by extinguishing the three fires by which we are being consumed. The three fires of passions, aversion and delusion. 

Noble Eightfold Path we have not discuss in details. The best book on the Noble Eightfold Path, Professor Karunadasa can recommend is the book by Venerable Bodhi. 

Then we discuss the anicca, dukkha and anātta. The three signs of existence. They are called the three signata. The three marks of existence. the three signs of sensual existence or the tilakkhana. Anicca is impermanent, dukkha is suffering and anātta is selflessness. Professor Karunadasa recommends the book called “Three signata” by Jayatilleke under “Wheel Publication”.

Then we discuss Nibbāna today. 

When we discuss sassatavada, we can also discuss Buddhism as a non-theistic religion because when Buddhism is not sassatavada that means Buddhism does not recognize any kind of transcendental reality or some kind of metaphysical God or Godhead or Brahman. Therefore this one aspect that is all interrelated.

Questions and Answers Session

Buddhist should not have any views

Views in Buddhism refer to views relating to the nature of self, nature of the individual being and the nature of the universe. Not political view, economic view and so on. Even Buddhism itself is a view, but Buddha himself said this view is like a raft, it is a means to an end. Even the Dhamma is a means to an end. The end is the realization of the goal. The Dhamma is a description of the nature of reality. Dhamma is not reality. Dhamma describes the nature of reality. What is reality is neither true nor false. What become true or false is any proposition that seek to describe reality. What we called true and false apply to proposition. When Buddhism said all conditioned things are impermanent, that is a statement, a proposition, which may be true or false. When a wandering ascetic asked the Buddha whether he has any views, Buddha replied that he has no views as he has seen things as they truly are. The Tathāgāta has disassociated himself from all views. But he has seen things as they truly are and he has no speculative views. 

The unanswered questions

The unanswered questions are very important as modern scholars went to the extent that if Buddha did not know the answer he is a sceptic and agnostic. Others said it is because Buddha followed the pragmatic position that he knew the answer but for practical reasons he did not reveal the answers. Then others said that these questions are of such a nature that transcends logic, reason and language therefore Buddha was silent. But Buddha himself said all these questions are based on Sakkaya-Ditthi or personality view. The belief that there is a separate self-entity. So from the Buddhist point of view all speculative theories relating to the nature of the self, nature of the world are due to the personality view or sakkaya-ditthi or attavada, the belief in a separate self-entity. Even this idea of being reborn, we are also being torment by that is because we believe there is a separate self-entity.  If you believe that you be reborn then you actually believe in a separate self entity. Actually we are also sassatavada, although we are Buddhists. This is because although we are told that there is no self we still cling to it. Just because we are Buddhist does not mean we have understood and have realized the non-self doctrine. We live very much with the belief of our self or ego.

Which schools to follow?

This course is the study of early Buddhism and not even Theravada tradition. Through Theravada we can come to early Buddhism as the Theravada has preserved the Sutta-Pitaka. Actually the Pali Sutta-Pitaka is neither Theravada nor non-Theravada that is early Buddhism. With the emergence of Abhidhamma and the Pali commentary it becomes Theravada. Because the Abhidhamma tried to interpret what the Buddha taught in the light of the Theravada tradition. When we come from Sutta-Pitaka to Abhidhamma, we come from early Buddhism to Theravada. Because the Pali Abhidhamma-Pitaka arose after the emergence of Theravada as a separate Buddhist thought. Therefore the Abhidhamma-Pitalka represents not exactly early Buddhism but how Theravada interpreted what the Buddha taught. Then in the post canonical commentary is a further elaboration and a further development. So we have three layers in the Theravada. 

1) Sutta Pitaka = discourse or sermons of the Buddha.

2) Abhidhamma Pitaka = Theravada interpretation of the teachings of the Buddha. It is also part of the Tipitaka. Pali canon includes Vinaya, Sutta and Abhidahamma. So from the Theravada point of view, the Abhidhamma is also the words of the Buddha. But from modern research shows very clearly that it is a later elaboration. There is nothing wrong with later elaboration because it conforms to the Buddhist teachings. It may deviate but yet basically conform to Buddha’s own teachings. The Abhidhamma Pitaka tried to understand on the basis of pure reasoning.
3) Atthakathā = commentary. They came to be complied after the canon was completed. You find atthakathā in all the three divisions of the Tipitaka. There are about 25 atthakathā. They clarify further and elaborate further in the Sutta. 

The Sutta-Pitaka is the earliest phase, the Abhidhamma-Pitaka is the second phase and then the Commentary is the third phase. In these three phases you find the gradual development of Buddhist thought. So we need to have this correct historical perspective otherwise there is a problem. Early Buddhism is the Buddhism that we find in the teachings the Buddha as recorded in the Sutta-Pitaka. 

Analysis of individual existence into khandha, ayatana and dhatu.

Khandha = 5 aggregates

Ayatana = 12 = refers to 6 sense organs and the corresponding 6 sense objects = sometime called Totality.

Dhātu = 18 = 6 sense organs and 6 sense objects and 6 sense consciousness = a further elaboration of ayatana. 

Rebirth

If we limit our attention to the Buddha’s teachings as found in the Sutta Pitaka, we don’t get a technical explanation of rebirth as we find in the Pali commentary. It is in the Pali commentary that we find a technical explanation of how rebirth takes place. But all what early Buddhism said is that there is rebirth or re-becoming and it does not go into detailed explanation. It is not necessary to go into details once you recognize there is rebirth. According to the Tibetan tradition rebirth there is a gap of 49 days before rebirth takes place but the Theravada disputes that and say rebirth takes place immediately after death. 

Transference of Merits

It is believe that you can transfer merits to the dead. Even if the merit doesn’t get transfer there is still a social significant to it. When someone died, a relation or a friend, you remember him. Friends and relations get together and do dana together with the monks. It is a way of showing gratitude. Transfer of merits is part of Buddhism. You find this in the Khuddaka Nikaya but this is a later addition. 

For example in the Sutta originally there is reference to seven Buddhas. But later this number was increased to 28. So you find a gradual growth in the number of Buddhas.

Then in the Sutta Pitaka, the Buddha himself used the term Bodhisattva to refer to himself before Enlightenment. That is the meaning according to the Pali Sutta Pitaka. But the Bodhisattva idea becomes an elaborated doctrine in the Mahayana tradition. But originally Bodhisattva was meant to refer only to Prince Siddhattha before his enlightenment. That is what the commentary says.

Then in the commentary you see Prince Siddhatta left the palace without telling anyone. But in the Pali Sutta it said while Prince Siddhatta’s parents were lamenting and crying as he left household life to become as ascetic. So the fact of these different stories is due to later development. There is a nice book bye E.J.Thomas on “The life of Buddha” which distinguishes those aspects that develop later. In his book, he explained how the speculations on Buddha later developed. 
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