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Introduction 
 
Those who are serious in practising the teachings of the Buddha must 
remember the advice of all the Buddhas: 
 

Avoid evils 
Do good 

Purify the mind 
 
It is not enough to fulfill just the first two. In fact, the most important 
of these three advice is the third one – purify the mind. 
 
We may start our practice gradually, from the ground up so to speak, 
with the coarsest of tasks, which is to avoid evils, and slowly build 
upward towards doing good, but we must not stop here or our 
practice will fall short. In fact, the first two are simply the foundation 
work for the third advice, that is, the purification of the mind. 
 
 
Right Understanding (samma ditthi) 
 
To be able to practise well requires not just the doing part (actions) 
but also the understanding part, thus, the emphasis on the right 
understanding (right view) of the Buddha’s teachings. 
 
There are many ways to gain right understanding of the Buddha’s 
teachings. You may: 



 
1. Listen to the dhamma, e.g. dhamma talks, dhamma 

discussions, formal dhamma classes, dhamma debates, etc. 
2. Read the suttas, preferably from the Nikayas. 
3. Teach the dhamma 
4. Personal insights from meditation 

 
For our purpose in gaining right understanding, we have chosen to 
conduct regular dhamma discussions on selected suttas at our 
centre. These dhamma discussions, hopefully, will serve a few 
purposes: 
 

1. It will encourage participants to read the suttas on their own, 
thus increasing their interest in the original suttas as well as 
increasing their understanding of the Buddha’s teachings 

2. It will serve as a forum to verify understanding and clarify 
misconceptions or misunderstanding of the Buddha’s 
teachings 

3. It will serve as a way to strengthen faith in the Buddha’s 
teachings 

4. It will serve as a way to strengthen fellowship among 
participants 

 
 
Selected Suttas 
 
Generally, the Buddha’s teachings are said to be collected into three 
baskets called the tipitaka. These are the:  

 
1. sutta collections – discourses of the Buddha 
2. vinaya – rules for the sangha 
3. abhidhamma – higher truths or knowledge 

 
However, we must note that the abhidhamma did not exist until 
many years after the parinibbana of the Buddha. [Up until the second 
Buddhist Council, which was held 100 years after the Buddha’s 
parinibbana, there were only the dhamma and the vinaya.] That 



leaves us with the suttas and the vinaya as original teachings from 
the Buddha. Since the vinaya is meant primarily for the monks and 
nuns, as lay people, our focus should therefore be directed towards 
the study of the original suttas. 
 
The suttas are divided into five main collections, namely: 
 

1. Digha Nikaya (Long Discourses) 
2. Majjhima Nikaya (Middle-Length Discourses) 
3. Samyutta Nikaya (Topically-Grouped Discourses) 
4. Anguttara Nikaya (Numerically-Grouped Discourses) 
5. Khuddhaka Nikaya (Miscellaneous, which includes the 

Dhammapada) 
 
We will focus on mainly the first four and occasionally the 
Dhammapada. 
 
Since there are a few thousand suttas in the Nikayas, it will be 
difficult to read and discuss all of them. In the interest of time, we 
will have to select specific suttas for discussion.  
 
Our goal in conducting these dhamma discussions is to improve the 
understanding of the Buddha’s teachings so that we can practise 
better and also see the relevance of our practice in our daily life. In 
order to fulfill this goal, I have decided to base the selection of the 
suttas on their values in furthering the understanding and practice of 
the Buddha’s teachings in our daily life. 
 
 
Bird’s Eye View 
 
From a bird’s eye view, the practice of the dhamma can be seen as a 
gradual path from: 
 

1. Faith (saddha) in the Buddha’s teachings 
2. The practice of generosity (dana) 
3. The practice of virtues (sila), both verbal and bodily  



4. Mental cultivation (bhavana), leading to attainment of 
concentration (samadhi), and 

5. The attainment of Knowledge and Vision or Wisdom (panna) 
 
This path, when practised properly, brings about benefits not only for 
the individual but also for the family and community. This in turn 
benefits the country and the whole world. Thus, we begin with 
ourselves. 
 
Faith in the Buddha’s teachings is the seed that leads to the practice 
and cultivation of the dhamma. Faith must therefore be carefully 
nurtured and strengthened by:  
 

1. Studying and understanding the dhamma, and  
2. Associating with spiritual friends (kalyana mitta). 

 
Dana or the practice of generosity is probably the easiest point to 
begin our cultivation. It is extremely important for us to truly 
understand the importance of dana in our practice. Buddhists 
generally view the practice of dana in rather specific ways. The 
Buddha himself had explained how dana is best practised.  
 
We will therefore begin our discussion from saddha and dana, and 
move on from there. 
 
But… what is this dhamma that we are learning? 
 
 

The Dhamma 
 

To practise the dhamma means to truly know the dhamma well. It 
means to befriend the dhamma, to be intimately close to the 
dhamma and to be as one with the dhamma. 
 
 
 
 



What is the dhamma? 
 
The pali word “dhamma” is generally interpreted by Buddhists to be 
the teachings of the Buddha. More generally, dhamma refers to 
universal truth.  
 
What the Buddha taught was reality. He taught about truth – the 
true nature of things – and how to attain and realise this truth, and 
eventually attain liberation from the insecurities and sufferings of life 
through this realisation.  
 
The Noble Eightfold Path is the way to achieve this. 
 
 
How to recognise the Dhamma 
 
In the Dhamma-niyama Sutta (AN 3.134), the Buddha said that the 
steadfastness and orderliness of the dhamma remain the same 
regardless of whether a Tathagata arises in the world or not. 
Furthermore, he noted that all phenomena in the world are 
inconstant (anicca) , stressful (dukkha) and impersonal (anatta). 
 
 The best way to recognise the dhamma (the teachings of the 
Buddha) is by following what the Buddha advised.  
 
1. Outcomes of One practising the Dhamma 
 
In Gotami Sutta (AN 8.53), the Buddha gave a list of eight qualities or 
outcomes of one who practises the dhamma. 

"As for the qualities of which you may know, 'These qualities lead to 
dispassion, not to passion; to being unfettered, not to being fettered; 
to shedding, not to accumulating; to modesty, not to self-
aggrandizement; to contentment, not to discontent; to seclusion, not 
to entanglement; to aroused persistence, not to laziness; to being 
unburdensome, not to being burdensome': You may categorically 



hold, 'This is the Dhamma, this is the Vinaya, this is the Teacher's 
instruction.'" 

2. Qualities of the dhamma 
 

In the Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65), the Buddha said that: 
 
When you know for yourselves that, 'These qualities are skillful; these 
qualities are blameless; these qualities are praised by the wise; these 
qualities, when adopted & carried out, lead to welfare and to 
happiness' — then you should enter & remain in them.  
  
He then went on to explain that what is skillful is that which when 
practised, reduces greed, hatred and delusion. 

3. Compare with the suttas and vinaya 

In the Mahapadesa Sutta (AN 4.180), the Buddha gave a further 
criterion for his followers to differentiate what is dhamma from what 
is not dhamma.  

When we are told that such and such a teaching is directly from the 
Buddha, or from a great assembly of prominent monks, or from a 
small group of prominent monks or even from a single monk, we 
should not outright accept or reject the teaching. Instead, we should 
compare this teaching with the suttas and vinaya, and if found to be 
in congruent with them, then we can safely accept the teaching as 
that taught by the Buddha. 

 
The Dhamma is good in the beginning, good in the middle and good 
in the end 
 
The dhamma is often said to be good in the beginning, good in the 
middle and good in the end, but what exactly does it mean?  
 



Since the dhamma is universal truth, it is good through all time – 
past, present and future – and through all space – all the three 
realms of existence. If we look at any single plane of existence - for 
example our own plane of existence - the dhamma is both wide and 
broad, being good for one self, for those one interacts with and for 
the society, country and world at large.  
 
If we turn the attention to our own practice, we will see that the 
dhamma is as shallow or as deep as our own level of understanding. 
At the beginning of our practice, we understand it a little. In the 
middle of our practice, the same dhamma affords us greater insights. 
If we decide to practise deeply, we can achieve the ultimate goal of 
enlightenment. 
 
 
Walking the Path is a Personal Choice 
 
Whether you choose to walk the path or not is your personal choice. 
How much you want to practise is also your own choice. With ardent 
practice of the dhamma, one progressively purifies the mind and 
builds inner strength, greater resilience towards adversities (greed, 
hatred and delusion) and higher wisdom to make appropriate 
choices.  
 
Note that your success in life is dependent more on these inner 
qualities than any outer conditions. With these strength, resilience 
and wisdom, you can make the best of everything, every condition 
and situation. Also, the state of your mind tends to attract similar 
conditions into your experiences. 
 
 
You are responsible for your choices 

"Intention, I tell you, is kamma. Intending, one does kamma by 

way of body, speech, & intellect."  ï AN 6.63  

'I am the owner of my actions (kamma), heir to my actions, born of 

my actions, related through my actions, and have my actions as 



my arbitrator. Whatever I do, for good or for evil, to that will I fall 
heir' ï AN 5.57  

 
You are the owner of your kamma, heir to your kamma, born of your 
kamma, related through your kamma and have your kamma as 
arbitrator. Therefore, you are solely responsible for your choices. 
Whatever you choose to do with your life, choose wisely. Go for 
something that is good for you, good for those interacting with you 
and good for the society at large. 
 
 

Suttas quoted in this section: 
 

1. Dhamma-niyama Sutta (AN 3.134) 
2. Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65) 
3. Gotami Sutta (AN 8.53) 
4. Mahapadesa Sutta (AN 4.180) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

SADDHA 

(FAITH) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Saddha 

 

Saddha is often translated as faith or conviction in the English 

language, and faith here refers specifically to faith in the triple gems, 

namely: 

1. Buddha’s enlightenment 

2. The dhamma he taught 

3. The Sangha 

We must first know the difference between faith and knowing. Faith 

is based on beliefs, which means that the facts have not been fully 

established. On the other hand, if the facts have been established, 

then it is no longer necessary to believe or have faith. Instead, it is 

knowing the truth for what it is, and is referred to as wisdom 

(panna).  

That is why this spiritual journey begins with faith and ends with 

knowledge and vision (panna). 

So, the question is “Why is it important to have faith in the triple 

gems?” 

 

Faith in the Buddha’s Enlightenment 

It is important to have faith in the Buddha’s enlightenment because 

only when you believe that the Buddha has achieved enlightenment 

that you can be sure that his teachings are true. If the Buddha has 

not achieved enlightenment but claimed to be enlightened, then we 

will have doubts about the accuracy and authenticity of his teachings. 

Thus, faith in the enlightenment of the Buddha is the first step in our 

spiritual journey. 



However, as beginners, with inadequate study of the suttas and 

inadequate knowledge about the Buddha’s teachings, we may not be 

able to properly judge the Buddha’s highest achievement. We do not 

know for certain yet whether the Buddha truly is an enlightened 

being or not. To be frank, we will not know for sure until and unless 

we become enlightened ourselves. That is why faith is required. 

 

Faith in the Dhamma 

On the other hand, we can experience for ourselves the truth of the 

Buddha’s teachings by putting his teachings into practice. This is a 

case of the proof of the pudding is in the eating. As we practised and 

experienced the truth of his teachings, our faith in his enlightenment 

increases proportionally.  

Further proof of the truth of his teachings can also be seen from the 

scientific studies on the effects of those practising his teachings, such 

as monks and meditators. For example, it has been shown that a 

peaceful and compassionate mind can ease physical illnesses such as 

rheumatoid arthritis. As more studies found that mental health is 

intimately related to our physical well-being and positive mental 

states are conducive for a happy, healthy and long life, our faith in his 

teachings grows. 

 

Faith in the Sangha 

During the Buddha’s time, the sangha is made up of many arahants. 

Thus, it was probably easier then to have absolute faith in the 

sangha. In modern time, the situation is different.  

No doubt there are still many good monks and nuns who earnestly 

practise the Buddha’s teachings and have tasted the fruit of their 

effort and cultivation. However, there are many too who joined the 



sangha without much motivation to practise but simply to enjoy the 

privileges that come with their position as sangha members. So it is 

important to be discerning in this respect. 

When we are asked to pay respect to and to have faith in the sangha, 

what we are actually doing is to pay respect to and have faith in the 

Maha Sangha, which is representative of the entire sangha, not the 

individual monks. We pay them due respect because it is the sangha 

that continues to preserve and propagate the teachings of the 

Buddha.  

 

How to Strengthen Faith 

Our conviction in the Triple Gems can be strengthened by reading 

the suttas, recalling the suttas, discussing the suttas and teaching the 

suttas. In other words, familiarising ourselves with the suttas and 

having a thorough understanding of the dhamma is the best way to 

strengthen our faith in our spiritual practice. 

 

Faith versus Doubt 

Apart from faith, the Buddha also mentioned doubt in the suttas. 

Doubt is one of the five hindrances to our spiritual practice, and is 

one of the lower fetters that prevents one from the attainment of 

stream-entry. 

The Buddha has a good prescription for doubt. In the Kalama Sutta 

(AN 3.65), when asked how to tell what is true from what is not, the 

Buddha advised the Kalamas to weigh it against these four criteria: 

1. Is it skillful? In other words, does it reduce greed, hatred and 

delusion? 



2. Is it blameless? Does it cause no harm to oneself and to 

others? 

3. Is it praised by the wise? Would an arahant or a wise man 

approved of it? 

4. When put into practice, does it bring about good or beneficial 

results? 

Whenever we are faced with doubt with regards to whether a 

teaching is true dhamma or not, we should remember to put it 

through this test. 

 

The Beginner’s Right View and Right Intention 

Why is faith in the Triple Gems considered the seed to our spiritual 

path? This is because with this faith, the beginner’s mind is born with 

the right view of the Buddha’s enlightenment and the truth of his 

teachings, which leads to developing the right intention or aspiration 

to take refuge in the Triple Gems, to learn and to put into practice 

the teachings of the Buddha. This will be the beginning of a  

wonderful path to the development of our spirituality, starting with 

the purification of our dana (generosity) and sila (moral conduct), 

through our bhavana (mental cultivation) until we attain panna 

(wisdom) and liberation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DANA 

(GENEROSITY) 
 

 

As from a heap of flowers many a garland is made, even so many good deeds 

should be done by one born a mortal. 

— Dhammapada 53 

 

 

 

 

 



 

GENEROSITY 

What is giving? 

 

A gift is something that is voluntarily transferred from one person, 

who rightfully owns it, to another without expecting any 

compensation or reward. The act of doing this is called giving. 

The object that is given does not have to be a physical object 

(material). We can also give non-material things, such as the giving 

of our time, skills and expertise. Thus, volunteerism is a good form of 

giving. 

It is said that there are three types of giving: 

1. Amisa-dana : The giving of material things 

2. Abhaya-dana : The giving of fearlessness 

3. Dhamma-dana : The giving of dhamma (truths) 

The giving of material things is something that most people are 

familiar with. We give money, food, clothing and shelter. We provide 

medicine and other essentials for living, particularly in natural 

disasters and emergencies. 

The giving of fearlessness is more intangible and subtle. In our 

interaction with others, when we build trust, tolerance, respect and 

equality, we are giving fearlessness.  

For example, in a husband and wife relationship, when the wife can 

trust the husband not to have an affair outside of their marriage, it 

gives trust and peace of mind to the wife. The family can live happily 

without worries. In a business transaction, when we are honest and 

fair, we also create trust and respect, and our clients or customers 

are not afraid that they will be cheated. Likewise, when a 



government is trustworthy and fair, the citizens in the country can 

live in peace and harmony, happily knowing that their welfare is 

taken care of properly and their tax money is used for the good of 

the people and country. 

sabbadanam dhammadanam jinati — Dhp 354 

 

The third gift – the gift of dhamma – is said to excel all other gifts. 

This is because the gift of truth leads to the deathless and liberation 

from sufferings. 

 

There is also another way of classifying gifts. Gifts can be classified 

according to:  

1. actions  

2. speech and  

3. thoughts  

In our actions, we can give both material things as well as service. In 

speech, we give through the use of kind words, encouraging words, 

positive words and truthfulness. Likewise, in our thoughts, we can 

give through kind thoughts, love, compassion, tolerance and the 

sharing of joy.  

It is said that:  

Kindness in giving creates love.  

Kindness in words creates confidence.  

Kindness in thoughts creates profoundness. 

 

 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/dhp/dhp.24.than.html#dhp-354


Why give? 

From a worldly and mundane perspective, giving can often be seen 

as a loss. Very often, people give with the hope of getting something 

in return. What they hope to get may not necessarily come from the 

recipient.  

For example, a rich person may donate money to the poor with the 

hope that his generosity will earn him a place in heaven. This, in 

itself, is not wrong and is still to be encouraged. However, he could 

have benefited much more if he has simply given to the poor without 

expecting anything in return.  

We will look into this in greater details later. 

The benefit of giving is only fully appreciated from a spiritual 

perspective. From this perspective, the act of giving can be regarded 

as part of our spiritual practice to:  

1. develop non-attachment to worldly things 

2. reduce greed 

3. overcome fear of insecurity 

4. transcend the self 

In fact, in the Macchariya Sutta (AN 5.254 – 271), it is said that 

without abandoning stinginess as to one’s lodging, family, gains and 

status, and without abandoning an ungrateful attitude, one cannot 

enter and remain in any of the first, second, third or fourth jhanas, 

and cannot realise the fruit of  stream-entry, once-returner, non-

returner and arahantship. The habit of giving, or generosity, is 

conducive to the reduction and eventual eradication of the three 

roots of evil – greed (lobha), hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha). 

Thus, giving, sharing and the attitude of generosity are conducive for 

spiritual growth. 



From the perspective of mind cultivation (bhavana), generosity 

reduces the tendency to be selfish and increases the tendency to be 

selfless. With courage and sincerity, the practice of giving can be 

used as a gateway to self-understanding through honest observation 

of the inner mental processes and tendencies, the intentions and 

motivations involved, and the beliefs behind them. 

Conversely, stinginess can bring about — either in this life or in a 

future life — the very result we fear: loss of possessions. Generosity 

can bring about pleasant results, such as prosperity. 

 

Giving and the Second Precepts 

The second of the Five Precepts (pancasila) is this: 

Do not take what is not given 

Giving is intimately related to this second precept. In its extreme, the 

second precept is teaching us to avoid stealing, and the other 

positive end of this spectrum is giving unconditionally. 

Greed 

Greed (lobha) is one of the three poisons, and is associated with 

attachment, including attachment to sense pleasures (lust). Giving is 

thus the ideal antidote to greed as it reduces and eventually 

eradicates attachment. 

 

Inferior Reason for Giving 

Buddhists have a tendency to hunt for merits, thinking that the more 

merits they can accumulate now the better is their rebirth. Although 

this type of thinking is not wrong, please note that this intention is an 



inferior intention, and actually works against one in the spectrum of 

merits. 

Actions (whether in body, speech or thoughts) that actually earn 

merits are those that are done with right motivation, with purity of 

mind and with the intention or aspiration for mental cultivation. 

 

How to give 

 

"Householder, regardless of whether a gift is coarse or refined, if it is 
given attentively, respectfully, with one's own hand, not as if 
throwing it away, with the view that something will come of it: 
Wherever the result of that gift comes to fruition, one's mind will 
incline to the enjoyment of splendid food, will incline to the 
enjoyment of splendid clothing, will incline to the enjoyment of 
splendid vehicles, will incline to the enjoyment of the splendid five 
strings of sensuality. And one's sons & daughters, slaves, servants, & 
workers will listen to one, will lend ear, will make their minds attend 
for the sake of knowledge. Why is that? Because that is the result of 
attentive actions. – Velama Sutta, AN 9.20 

 

It is said that giving must come from the heart. What this really 

means is that the act of giving is not simply what you can see 

outwardly. It also includes what you cannot see inwardly, that is, 

your intention and sincerity in giving. 

Sadly in our world today, it is very common to see politicians and 

other people making a big show of their giving. Outwardly, they may 

be seen to be acting generously, but inwardly, we cannot really be 

sure of their intention and sincerity. 



The art of giving is to know how to give properly. To do this well, we 

must consider: 

1. The recipient 

2. The gift 

3. The giver 

 

The Recipient 

Who to give? 

 

It is important to know who to give, and this requires a little bit of 

consideration and wisdom. Two basic criteria to look at are:  

(a) the needs of the recipient, and  

(b) the worthiness of the recipient 

Give to those in needs, especially in needs of the basics for life, such 

as food, clothing, shelter and medicine. Thus, in times of natural and 

man-made disasters, such as flood, earthquakes, tsunami, famine 

and war, take the opportunity to give generously. 

Give to those who are virtuous as it is most likely to benefit not just 

the recipient but also the community. 

Remember also to give to your parents, your spouse and children, 

your siblings and your friends. This is usually done in the form of 

sharing what you have with them. 

 

The Worthy Recipient 

A recipient who is worthy of your gift is someone who will:  



(a) personally benefit from your gift 

Example: a poor starving man being given food 

(b)  use your gift to benefit others 

Example: giving money to a charity that will use the 

money to house the destitute 

 

On the other hand, if the recipient is likely to use your gift to (a) harm 

himself, or (b) harm others, then he is not worthy of your gift. 

Harming himself or others here does not mean just physical harms. It 

also includes harmful effects that come from the validating, 

strengthening or perpetuating of negative, harmful or unskillful 

habits, such as greed, hatred and delusion. Thus, it would be 

considered unwise to give to a drug addict who will only use it to 

perpetuate his or her unhealthy addiction. 

 

In the Buddhist sutta, the best recipient of your gift is one who has 

abandon five factors and is endowed with five other factors. The five 

factors that he has abandoned are: 

 

1. Sensual desire 

2. Ill will 

3. Sloth and torpor 

4. Restlessness and worries 

5. Skeptical doubt 

The five factors that he is endowed with are: 

 

1. Perfect morality 

2. Perfect concentration 

3. Perfect wisdom 

4. Perfect release 

5. Perfect knowledge and vision 

 



- Vaccha Sutta, [AN 3.57] 

In short, the highest recipient of your gift is someone who is 

enlightened. 

On the other hand, if your recipient is someone who will use your gift 

to bring about harm, injury or death to another, either physically, 

emotionally or mentally, then he is not someone you should give to. 

 

The Gift 

The gift to be given to a recipient should be appropriate and useful 

so that it can benefit the recipient. 

For example, it is appropriate to give food to one who is starving, 

clothes to one who has no or few clothing, medicine to one who is 

sick and shelter to one who is destitute. It is unwise to give money to 

a compulsive gambler as it will only feed his compulsion. Likewise, it 

is unwise to give money to a beggar who is healthy and begs mainly 

because he is too lazy to work. 

Thus, the choice of gift requires some consideration and wisdom. 

 

Value of the Gift 

If a gift means a lot to the giver, yet he gives it away, then the gift is 

of great value and the giver gains great merits from the giving away 

of this gift. Conversely, if the gift is something that the giver himself 

does not value, then the giving of the gift brings about lesser merits. 

Likewise, if a gift of great value to the giver is given in great quantity, 

the value of the giving is greatly multiplied. 

The gift should be rightfully gained by the giver before he can give it 

away. Thus, giving what is not yours is an inferior giving. 



Never underestimate the power of small gifts  

"Even if a person throws the rinsing of a bowl or a cup into a village 

pool or pond, thinking, 'May whatever animals live here feed on this,' 

that would be a source of merit." 

— Vaccha Sutta, AN 3.57 

Some people feel embarrassed when giving small gifts. 

Remember that what is more important is the sincerity and 

intention of the giving. When a gift is given with sincerity and 

good intention, then even a small gift can bring about great 

merits. 

 

The Gift of the 5 Precepts 

The meticulous practice of the 5 precepts is a great gift to all 

beings as it gives fearlessness, love and benevolence to all 

beings. According to Thich Nhat Hann, “Fearlessness is not 

only possible; it is the greatest joy!”  

The greatest gift 

Of all gifts, the greatest is that of giving of dhamma that leads to 

liberation from sufferings. 

The Giver 

It is the responsibility of the giver to decide who to give, what to give, 

when to give, where to give and how to give so that the giving itself 

derives the best possible outcomes for all. 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an03/an03.057.than.html


 

Quality of the Giver 

"He who himself enjoys delicious things but gives to others what is 

not delicious is a donor who is a slave to the gifts he gives. He who 

gives things of the same quality as he himself enjoys is one who is 

like a friend of the gift. He who satisfies himself with whatever he can 

get but gives delicacies to others is a lordly giver, a senior and a 

master of the gifts given." [Commentary] 

 

The Giver’s State of Mind 

A noble giver is one who is happy before, during and after giving 

(A.iii,336). In other words, the state of a giver’s mind is important in 

the act of giving. 

 

Motivations of the Giver 

The Anguttara Nikaya (A.iv,236) enumerates the following eight 

motives: 

1. Asajja danam deti: one gives with annoyance, or as a way of 

offending the recipient, or with the idea of insulting him.[5] 

2. Bhaya danam deti: fear also can motivate a person to make an 

offering. 

3. Adasi me ti danam deti: one gives in return for a favor done to 

oneself in the past. 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/various/wheel367.html#fn-5


4. Dassati me ti danam deti one also may give with the hope of 

getting a similar favor for oneself in the future. 

5. Sadhu danan ti danam deti: one gives because giving is 

considered good. 

6. Aham pacami, ime ne pacanti, na arahami pacanto 

apacantanam adatun ti danam deti: "I cook, they do not cook. It 

is not proper for me who cooks not to give to those who do not 

cook." Some give urged by such altruistic motives. 

7. Imam me danam dadato kalyano kittisaddo abbhuggacchati ti 

danam deti: some give alms to gain a good reputation. 

8. Cittalankara-cittaparikkarattham danam deti: still others give 

alms to adorn and beautify the mind. 

Chanda, dosa and moha are also listed as motives for giving. 

Sometimes alms are given for the sake of maintaining a long-standing 

family tradition. A desire to be reborn in heaven after death is 

another dominant motive. Giving pleases some and they give with 

the idea of winning a happy frame of mind (A.iv, 236). 

The truly valid motive for giving should be the motive of cultivating 

the mind, to rid the mind of the habit of greed and selfishness. 

 

Giving at the proper time 

 

In the proper season they give  — 

 those with discernment, 

 responsive, free from stinginess. 



Having been given in proper season, 

with hearts inspired by the Noble Ones 

 —  straightened, Such  — 

their offering bears an abundance. 

Those who rejoice in that gift 

 or give assistance, 

they, too, have a share of the merit, 

 and the offering isn't depleted by that. 

So, with an unhesitant mind, 

one should give where the gift bears great fruit. 

 Merit is what establishes 

 living beings in the next life. 

— AN 5.36 
 

How a person of integrity gives a gift 

"These five are a person of integrity's gifts. Which five? A person of 

integrity gives a gift with a sense of conviction. A person of integrity 

gives a gift attentively. A person of integrity gives a gift in season. A 

person of integrity gives a gift with an empathetic heart. A person of 

integrity gives a gift without adversely affecting himself or others. 

— Sappurisadana Sutta, AN 5.148 

 

The Buddha compares the man who righteously earns his wealth and 

gives of it to the needy to a man who has both eyes, whereas the one 

who only earns wealth but does no merit is like a one-eyed man 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an05/an05.036.than.html
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(A.i,129-30). The wealthy man who enjoys his riches by himself 

without sharing is said to be digging his own grave (Sn. 102). 

 

The Dakkhainavibhanga Sutta states that an offering is purified on 

account of the giver when the giver is virtuous, on account of the 

recipient when the recipient is virtuous, on account of both the giver 

and the recipient if both are virtuous, by none if both happen to be 

impious. 

 

The Rewards of Giving 

 

The benefits of giving can be seen in this very life and in future lives. 

In this chapter, I have liberally included various passages and 

excerpts from articles in AccesstoInsight.org to illustrate the various 

spectrum in rewards of giving. 

In the Siha Sutta (AN 5.34), the Buddha listed five rewards of dana: 

1. A generous person is charming and pleasing to people at large 

2. A generous person is respected by people of integrity  

3. A generous person gains a good reputation 

4. A generous person is confident in assembly of men 

5. A generous person has a good rebirth 

In addition, a person generous in thoughts, speech and action has the 

ability to cultivate himself to attain the four rupa jhanas as well as to 

eradicates the ten fetters that ennobles him as an ariya. 

 

 



Merits as Rewards 

There are three bases for the acquiring of merits. The first is dana 

(generosity), the second is sila (virtuous conduct or morality) and the 

third is bhavana (mental cultivation). 

"Overcome the taint of greed and practise giving," exhorts the 

Devatasamyutta (S.i,18). The Dhammapada admonishes us to 

conquer miserliness with generosity (jine kadariyam danena, Dhp. 

223) 

The act of giving is the perfect antidote for our craving (tanha), the 

root of sufferings. Rather than increasing our attachment to material 

and immaterial objects, an attitude of generosity can lead us in the 

opposite direction to non-attachment and lessening of craving. Thus, 

generosity is the fundamental, albeit not the only, step to the ending 

of desires.  

The ending of desires also requires wisdom. 

The rewards of giving are greatest when there are accompanied by 

understanding and purity of mind. Thus, the same gift can lead to 

vastly different outcomes, depending on the motivation of the giver 

and the purity of the recipient. The purer is the intention and 

motivation of the giver, the greater is the reward for him. 

"These are the five rewards of generosity: One is dear and appealing 

to people at large, one is admired by good people, one's good name is 

spread about, one does not stray from the rightful duties of the 

householder, and with the break-up of the body at death, one 

reappears in a good destination, in the heavenly worlds." 

— Siha Sutta, AN 5.34 

 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/ptf/dhamma/sagga/index.html


“The donor does not go without reward” – [AN 10.177] 

“What isn’t given is lost” – [SN 1.41] 

 

Giving even one's last meal 

"If beings knew, as I know, the results of giving & sharing, they would 

not eat without having given, nor would the stain of miserliness 

overcome their minds. Even if it were their last bite, their last 

mouthful, they would not eat without having shared, if there were 

someone to receive their gift. But because beings do not know, as I 

know, the results of giving & sharing, they eat without having given. 

The stain of miserliness overcomes their minds." 

— Iti 26 

 

It is said to be more meritorious to feed one person with right view, a 

stream-enterer (sotapanna), than to give great alms such as that 

given by Velama (Velama Sutta, AN 9.20). It is more meritorious to 

feed one once-returner than a hundred stream-enterers. Next in 

order come non-returners, arahants, Paccekabuddhas and 

Sammasambuddhas. Feeding the Buddha and the Sangha is more 

meritorious than feeding the Buddha alone. It is even more 

meritorious to construct a monastery for the general use of the 

Sangha of the four quarters of all times.  

On the other hand, taking refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma and 

Sangha is better still. Abiding by the Five Precepts is even more 

valuable. But better still is the cultivation of metta, loving-kindness, 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/iti/iti.1.001-027.than.html#iti-026


and best of all, the insight into impermanence, which leads to 

Nibbana. In other words, while dana is meritorious, the cultivation of 

the mind is even more so. 

 

Whatever you give, you receive 

It is said that an almsgiver bestows on others life (ayu), beauty 

(vanno), happiness (sukkham), strength (balam) and intelligence. 

Having bestowed them on others, he becomes a beneficiary of them 

himself (A.iii,42). The same idea is expressed by the succinct 

statement that one reaps what one sows (yadisam vapate bijam 

tadisam harate phalam, S.i,227). 

 

Visakha 

Once Visakha gave a learned explanation of the benefits she 

expected from her munificence when the Buddha questioned her as 

to what she saw as the advantages of her great generosity (Vin.i,293-

94). She said that when she hears that a particular monk or nun has 

attained any of the fruits of recluseship, and if that monk or nun has 

visited Savatthi, she would be certain that he or she has partaken of 

the offerings she constantly makes. When she reflects that she has 

contributed in some measure to his or her spiritual distinction, great 

delight (pamujja) arises in her. Joy (piti) arises in the mind that is 

delighted. When the mind is joyful the body relaxes (kayo 

passambhissati). When the body relaxes a sense of ease (sukha) is 

experienced which helps the mind to be concentrated (cittam 

samadhiyissati). That will help the development of the spiritual 



faculties (indriyabhavana), spiritual powers (balahbavana), and 

factors of enlightenment (bojjhangabhavana). These are the 

advantages she hopes for by her munificence. The Buddha was so 

pleased with her erudite reply that he exclaimed, "Sadhu sadhu 

sadhu" in approbation. 

 

It is more blessed to give than to receive 

If we receive something pleasant, this in Buddhism is considered to 

be vipaka, the result of previous meritorious conduct. It is nice while 

it lasts, but when it is finished, its virtue is exhausted. To give, 

however is kusala kamma, skilled action, which will be productive of 

some pleasant vipaka or result for the giver. In this way it can be 

clearly seen to be more "blessed" to give than to receive. 

 

In Summary 

The Pali word “dana” and “caga” are often used interchangeably. In 

reality, dana is the act of giving while caga refers to the generous 

attitude or state of mind in the practice of dana. 

The word caga literally means giving up or abandonment, and it is 

this quality of mind that we are cultivating when we do dana. 

The Middle Path begins with faith and generosity (dana). The outer 

practice of giving, in fact, must be accompanied by the inner 

cultivation of the mind. Together, they form the foundation for the 

gradual cultivation of emptying the self of greed, hatred and delusion 



through the perfection of moral conduct (sila), cultivation of mind 

(bhavana) and eventual attainment of knowledge and vision (panna). 

DANA: Selected suttas for this chapter 

1. Dana Sutta (AN 7.49) – Depending on one’s motivation in 

giving, the resulting merits vary and rebirth in the heavenly 

realms varies. 

2. Dana Sutta (AN 6.37) – A donation or gift endowed with the six 

factors; three of the giver (state of mind before, during and 

after the giving) and three of the recipient (freedom from 

greed, hatred and delusion) 

3. Velama Sutta (AN 9.20) – How to give a gift; attentively, 

respectfully, with one’s own hand, not as if throwing it away, 

with the view that something will come of it 

4. Sappurisadana Sutta (AN 5.148) – A person of integrity’s gifts 

is given with conviction, attentively, in season, with empathetic 

heart, without adversely affecting himself or others 

5. Siha Sutta (AN 5.34) – The rewards of dana; dear and 

charming to people, admired by people of integrity, good 

reputation, confident in assembly of men, good rebirth 

6. Macchariya Sutta (AN 5.245 ς 271) – Five forms of stinginess 

(monastery or lodging, family or supporters, gains or wealth, 

status or influence, dhamma) and relation to access into the 

four rupa jhanas and ariyahood 
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Sila (virtues) 

 

Virtues or moral conduct is the foundation of a civil and harmonious 

society. As such, the practice of virtues is praised not only by 

religionists but also atheists. Even people who do not believe in the 

existence of a God believe in the goodness of virtues. Philosophers, 

poets and scientists alike all can agree on this one thing – that the 

practice of virtues is good for society. 

Many religions see the practice of virtues as an end in itself. It is the 

goal of these religionists that by practising virtues, they can be 

rewarded by being reborn in heaven. In this aspect, the Buddhists 

too believe that the practice of generosity and good moral conduct 

can lead one to a better rebirth in heaven. However, for true 

Buddhists, the practice of virtues is not an end in itself but merely a 

mean to an end. 

For Buddhist, the pali word “sila” is virtues or moral conduct, the 

cultivation of which leads to the establishment of further foundation 

for mental purification (bhavana). Outwardly, sila is seen as 

manifested in Right Speech, Right Actions and Right Livelihood of 

the Noble Eightfold Path and the Five Precepts (pancasila). 

However, the benefit of practising sila is not in the outward 

appearances but rather (like dana) the inner state and attitude of the 

mind. Thus, the practice of sila begins with the most basic avoidance 

of evils through the performance of good deeds to the achievement 

of the most sublime mental states. 

 

 

 



The Rewards of Virtues 

At the grossest level, the practice of virtues protects us from 

breaking the laws of men. Killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying 

and mentally intoxicated can get us into trouble with the laws. The 

practice of virtues thus prevents us from getting negative or 

unwanted consequences. We can keep our conscience (hiri) clear, 

our mind free from guilt and remorse (ottappa) , and live a life 

without fear (abhaya). 

On the other hand, those who practice virtues properly can also 

expect good returns for their efforts. In DN 16, five rewards are 

mentioned for those who practice sila diligently. They are: 

1. Success in life, or an increase in wealth through diligence 

2. A favorable reputation 

3. Self-confidence in society, in the presence of nobles, 

Brahmans, householders and ascetics 

4. A serene death 

5. A good rebirth 

For true spiritual seekers, the real rewards are in the form of 

attaining the right mental state that leads to final liberation. Such 

mental states are achievable as explained in AN 10.1 thus: 

 

 On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Savatthi in Jeta’s 
Grove, Anathapindika’s monastery. At that time the Venerable 
Ananda approached the Blessed One, paid homage to him, and 
asked:  
 
“What, Lord, is the benefit of virtuous ways of conduct, what is their 
reward?”  
 
“Non-remorse, Ananda, is the benefit and reward of virtuous ways of 
conduct.”  
 



“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of non-remorse?”  
 
“Gladness, Ananda.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of gladness?”  
 
“Joy.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of joy?”  
 
“Serenity.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of serenity?”  
 
“Happiness.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of happiness?”  
 
“Concentration of the mind.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of concentration?”  
 
“Knowledge and vision of things as they really are.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of knowledge and vision 
of things as they really are?”  
 
“Revulsion and dispassion.”  
 
“And what, Lord, is the benefit and reward of revulsion and 
dispassion?”  
 
“The knowledge and vision of liberation.  
 
“Hence, Ananda, virtuous ways of conduct have non-remorse as their 
benefit and reward; non-remorse has gladness as its benefit and 
reward; gladness has joy as its benefit and reward; joy has serenity as 



its benefit and reward; serenity has happiness as its benefit and 
reward; happiness has concentration as its benefit and reward; 
concentration has knowledge and vision of things as they really are 
as its benefit and reward; knowledge and vision of things as they 
really are has revulsion and dispassion as its benefit and reward; 
revulsion and dispassion have the knowledge and vision of liberation 
as their benefit and reward.  
 
In this way, Ananda, virtuous ways of conduct lead step by step to 
the highest.” 
 
Thus, like a staircase, the practice of virtues leads gradually to the 
highest achievement. In addition, there is no need for volitional 
exertion as one stage naturally leads to the next higher stage (AN 
10.2). 
 
Our practice of moral conduct should not end at the five precepts as 
they are the minimal standard of conduct. We should instead aim for 
the highest possible moral conduct, as exemplifies by Ven. Thich 
Nhat Hanh in his writing below: 
 

 

The Five Precepts of Thich Nhat Hanh 

 

The First Mindfulness Training: 

Reverence for Life 

Aware of the suffering caused by the destruction of life, I vow 

to cultivate compassion and learn ways to protect the lives of 

people, animals, plants, and minerals. I am determined not to 

kill, not to let others kill, and not to condone any act of killing 

in the world, in my thinking, or in my way of life. 

 



The Second Mindfulness Training: 

Generosity 

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, 

stealing, and oppression, I vow to cultivate loving-kindness and 

learn ways to work for the well-being of people, animals, 

plants, and minerals. I vow to practice generosity by sharing 

my time, energy, and material resources with those who are in 

real need. I am determined not to steal and not to possess 

anything that should belong to others. I will respect the 

property of others, but I will prevent others from profiting 

from human suffering or the suffering of other species on 

earth. 

 

The Third Mindfulness Training: 

Sexual Responsibility 

Aware of the suffering caused by sexual misconduct, I vow to 

cultivate responsibility and learn ways to protect the safety 

and integrity of individuals, couples, families, and society. I am 

determined not to engage in sexual relations without love and 

a long-term commitment. To preserve the happiness of myself 

and others, I am determined to respect my commitments and 

the commitments of others. I will do everything in my power 

to protect children from sexual abuse and to protect couples 

and families from being broken by sexual misconduct. 

 

The Fourth Mindfulness Training: 

Deep Listening and Loving Speech 



Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech and the 

inability to listen to others, I vow to cultivate loving speech and 

deep listening in order to bring joy and happiness to others 

and relieve others of their suffering. Knowing that words can 

create happiness or suffering, I vow to learn to speak truthfully 

with words that inspire self-confidence, joy, and hope. I am 

determined not to spread news that I do not know to be 

certain and not to criticize or condemn things of which I am 

not sure. I will refrain from uttering words that can cause 

division or discord, or that can cause the family or the 

community to break. I will make all efforts to reconcile and 

resolve all conflicts, however small. 

 

The Fifth Mindfulness Training: 

Mindful Consumption 

 Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I 

vow to cultivate good health, both physical and mental, for 

myself, my family, and my society by practicing mindful eating, 

drinking, and consuming. I vow to ingest only items that 

preserve peace, well-being, and joy in my body, in my 

consciousness, and in the collective body and consciousness of 

my family and society. I am determined not to use alcohol or 

any other intoxicant or to ingest food or other items that 

contain toxins, such as certain TV programs, magazines, books, 

films, and conversations. I am aware that to damage my body 

or my consciousness with these poisons is to betray my 

ancestors, my parents, my society, and future generations. I 

will work to transform violence, fear, anger, and confusion in 

myself and in society by practicing a diet for myself and for 

society. I understand that a proper diet is crucial for self-

transformation and for the transformation of society." 



 

As can be seen from the above, practicing the Five Precepts is part 

and parcel of our daily mindfulness training, resulting in positive 

outward manifestation in actions and speech. 

 

Right Speech 

Right speech is the third factor in the Noble Eightfold Path. According 

to the Vaca Sutta (AN 5.198), five characteristics of right speech are: 

1. Spoken at the right time 

2. Spoken in truth  

3. Spoken affectionately 

4. Spoken beneficially 

5. Spoken with a mind of good will 

In the Abhaya Sutta (MN 58), the Buddha described his stance 

towards proper speech as such: 

[1] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be unfactual, 
untrue, unbeneficial (or: not connected with the goal), unendearing 
& disagreeable to others, he does not say them. 

[2] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, 
true, unbeneficial, unendearing & disagreeable to others, he does 
not say them. 

[3] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, 
true, beneficial, but unendearing & disagreeable to others, he has a 
sense of the proper time for saying them. 

[4] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be unfactual, 
untrue, unbeneficial, but endearing & agreeable to others, he does 
not say them. 



[5] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, 
true, unbeneficial, but endearing & agreeable to others, he does not 
say them. 

[6] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, 
true, beneficial, and endearing & agreeable to others, he has a sense 
of the proper time for saying them. Why is that? Because the 
Tathagata has sympathy for living beings." 

Thus, we can conclude from these two suttas that right speech is one 

in which: 

1. Truth is spoken 

2. The intention or motivation for the speech is good, i.e. the 

speaker has no ulterior motive or malice, and it is not 

motivated by greed, hatred or delusion 

3. The speech is beneficial to the listener when spoken 

4. It is spoken at the proper time (and place) 

5. It is spoken with kindness or affectionately, not harshly or 

angrily 

 

Right Action 

Right Action is the fourth factor in the Noble Eightfold Path, and 

covers the first three factors of the Five Precepts. Specifically, they 

refer to: 

1. Not killing or taking of lives 

2. Not stealing or taking what is not given 

3. No adultery or sexual misconducts 

Again, it should be stressed here that the above guidelines are simply 

the minimum standard.  



Instead of not killing, we should develop ourselves to have reverence 

and respect for all lives, both humans and animals. So, simply not 

killing is not good enough for a true cultivator. One must go further 

to live with great reverence for life, seeing it as sacred. The goal of 

practice is not just to reduce hatred but to increase loving kindness 

or metta for all living beings. 

Likewise for the second precept of not stealing, we develop ourselves 

further by reducing greed and increasing generosity. This practice, 

when taken to its ultimate high level, leads to non-attachment to 

people, things and events. 

The third precept of avoiding sexual misconducts, when cultivated 

properly, leads to social harmony, honest relationships and trust, 

which are foundations for peaceful co-existence. 

  

Right Livelihood 

Right Livelihood is the fifth factor in the Noble Eightfold Path. It 

refers to earning a living in an honest way, producing or providing 

goods and services that are beneficial to society as a whole. 

In this respect, the Buddha specifically singled out five types of 

livelihood to be avoided. They are: 

1. Dealing with weapons 

2. Dealing with human trade, such as sex trafficking, 

prostitutions, slavery 

3. Dealing with animal meats 

4. Dealing with intoxicants, such as alcohol and drugs 

5. Dealing with poisons 

This is found in Vanijja Sutta (AN 5.177). 



In the Dighajanu Sutta (AN 8.54), the Buddha also has good and 

practical advice for lay people in their quest for happiness and well 

being in this life and in future lives. 

There are four qualities that lead to a lay person’s happiness and well 

being in this life. These are: 

1. Being consummate in initiative 

This refers to having strong initiative and dedication to 

constantly improve one’s knowledge and skills in one’s trade, 

to be the best that one can be in one’s trade or career. 

 

2. Being consummate in vigilance 

This refers to being vigilance against the loss of one’s wealth 

due to theft, king’s forfeiture, destruction by fire or water, or 

other calamities. 

 

3. Admirable friendship (kalyana mitta) 

This refers to one’s choice in friendship. Choosing to be 

friendly with people of good virtues and spiritual practice can 

lead to happiness and well being. A spiritual friend or kalyana 

mitta is one who supports, encourages and emulates the good 

practice of dhamma. It is important to have good spiritual 

friends in our spiritual practice who will help us and support us 

when we are discouraged or disheartened by home and 

worldly affairs that overwhelm us momentarily. 

 

4. Maintaining one’s livelihood in tune 

This refers to living a moderate lifestyle based on one’s own 

income. Firstly, one should not spend in excess of one’s 

income or else one will incur debts. Secondly, one should also 

not be too stingy, living like a poor man when one has the 

means for better food, clothing, home and properties.  

 



Furthermore, the Buddha listed four ways in which one can lose 

one’s properties. They are debauchery in sex, debauchery in drinking, 

debauchery in gambling and having evil friends and companions. 

 

Lastly, the Buddha listed four ways in which happiness and well being 

can be achieved in future lives too. They are: 

 

1. Consummate in conviction (saddha) 

2. Consummate in virtues (sila) 

3. Consummate in generosity (dana) 

4. Consummate in discernment (panna) 

Up to this point, we have already covered the first three. 

 

SILA: Selected suttas for this chapter 

1. Benefits of Virtues (AN 10.1) 

2. Vaca Sutta (AN 5.198) 

3. Abhaya Sutta (MN 58) 

4. Dighajanu Sutta (AN 8.54) 

5. Vanijja Sutta (AN 5.177) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SAMADHI 

(CONCENTRATION) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Samadhi 

 

Bhavana means mental development or cultivation. The goal of 

bhavana is the attainment of perfect concentration (samma 

Samadhi).  

It is an essential part of the Noble Eightfold Path, where it is found in 

the section on Samadhi (concentration). This section comprises of 

Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration. The other 

two sections of the Noble Eightfold Path are Sila (virtues), which 

comprises Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood, and Panna 

(wisdom), which comprises Right View and Right Resolve. 

 



Bhavana is essentially what distinguishes Buddhist practice from 

other major religions. The goal of bhavana is purification of the mind, 

freeing it from all desires (greed), hatred and delusions. 

While Right View and Right Resolve put us on the right path in our 

spiritual practice, Sila (Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood) 

lays the foundation that frees our mind from remorse and guilt. In 

this way, the mind is able to achieve incrementally higher level of 

mind (AN 10.1), such as gladness, joy, tranquility and happiness, 

culminating in the ability of the mind to achieve deep concentrations 

(jhanas). It is at the fourth jhana that the mind is absolutely 

equanimous and mindful, one pointed and able to discern things as 

they really are. 

The seeing and knowing of things-as-they-really-are lead to the 

realisation of impermanence and the sufferings associated with it. 

Having known and seen it, one has revulsion towards all forms of 

existence (in the kammaloka, rupaloka or arupaloka), becomes 

dispassion and thereby works towards the destruction of the asavas 

(continuous mental outflows). When this is attained, the work is 

done and there is no more work left. Nibbana is achieved. There is no 

more coming back. 

While the perfection of virtues (Sila) and generosity (Dana) can lead 

to a better rebirth in heavens, we should note that this is not the 

ultimate goal of the Noble Eightfold Path. Heavenly existence, no 

matter how sensually pleasing it may be, is also subject to aging, 

sickness and death. It is not permanent. What is not permanent is 

ultimately unsatisfactory. It just keeps us trapped in the cycle of 

samsara. 

In this sense, mental cultivation (bhavana) becomes an indispensible 

part of our spiritual practice. Only by perfecting Samadhi can we 

attain the state of imperturbability, and realized the unconditioned – 

Nibbana. 



So, let us take a closer look at Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and 

Right Concentration. 

 

Right Effort 

Right effort is associated with striving, with energy, with work. Yet 

the Buddha also cautions against excessive striving. Instead, he 

emphasizes a balance effort that is neither too tight nor too loose, 

and uses the simile of a string instrument in producing just the right 

note or sound when the strings are tuned just right, as found in Sona 

Sutta (AN 6.55). 

Right Effort is necessary as our mind has defilement and unskillful 

mental habits and tendencies. The five hindrances of sensual desires, 

ill will, sloth and torpor, anxiety and worries, and skeptical doubt 

prevent our mind from having constant and skillful mental states. 

They are obstacles to our ability to concentrate the mind deeply.  

Energetic vigilance is one of the five spiritual faculties conducive to 

practice. The other faculties are faith (saddha), mindfulness (sati), 

concentration (Samadhi) and wisdom (panna). 

 

 



 

Right Effort involves the elimination of unskillful thoughts or mental 

states, and the promotion of skillful thoughts or mental states. 

Unskillful thoughts are associated with greed, hatred and delusions 

while skillful thoughts are associated with the absence of greed, 

hatred and delusions. Other skillful mental states that should be 

aroused or maintained are the Brahma viharas, namely metta, 

karuna, mudita and upekkha. 

In a nutshell, the goal of Right Effort is to develop skillful mental 

states and to abandon unskillful mental states (Kusala Sutta, AN 

2.19).  

 

Right Mindfulness 

Right mindfulness is samma sati. Although the word “mindfulness” is 

commonly used for “sati”, in reality sati means “to remember”. So, 

right mindfulness is not simply the ability to be aware of one’s own 

bodily and mental processes in the present moment, but also the 

ability to remember to be self-aware continuously or constantly. In 

so doing, when mindfulness is established, every experience 

becomes a moment-to-moment experience of “nowness”, untainted 

by past experiences nor future expectations. 

In the Maha Satipatthana Sutta (DN 22), the Buddha advised us to be 

mindful of our bodily and mental processes through four frames of 

reference, namely the body (kayanupassana), feelings 

(vedananupassana), mind (cittanupassana) and dhamma 

(dhammanupassana). 



 

The diagram above summarizes how one should be mindful of the 

object (left column) and the various objects or frames one can be 

mindful of (right column). For each object or frame of reference, one 

should focus on the object in and of itself, meaning undivided or 

unwavering attention to the object. In addition, one observes also 

the arising and passing away of the phenomena, thus seeing 

impermanence (anicca), emptiness and the lack of a permanent 

unchanging self (anatta). Our deluded mind, not seeing this true 

nature, clings on to what we believed to be permanent and desirable 

or pushes away what we believed to be undesirable, and suffers 

(dukkha) as a result. 

In practice, samma sati requires us to remember to be constantly 
aware of our state of mind and its contents as it interacts with the 
external world. It means remembering to be aware of how our 
internal world of body, feelings and thoughts are affected by our 



interactions with the world out there. We watch the unfolding of the 
drama from a non-personal perspective, instead of being caught in 
our normal mental habit of owning or clinging to these natural 
mental processes as mine.  
 
When we practise in this way, we can gradually replace our old 

mental habit of seeing every mental and bodily process as I or mine, 

with one that sees them as they really are. In time, we will be able to 

see that none of the five aggregates of body, feelings, perception, 

mental formation and consciousness are mine or I. 

Unfortunately, the true knowing and seeing of things as they really 

are cannot be achieved simply with our mundane mind, which is 

scattered, not focused and clear. What is required to see and know 

things as they really are is a concentrated and clear mind. 

Specifically, it is the one-pointed mind that has attained the fourth 

jhana. 

 

Right Concentration 

Samma Samadhi is often translated as right concentration. In the 
suttas, this is constantly related to the four rupa jhanas. Some people 
prefer to use the word “composure” or “collectedness” instead of 
“concentration” as concentration has a negative connotation of 
forcing or bending the mind with energy or effort.  
 
Regardless of your word preference, Samma Samadhi is the practice 
of training yourself to bring or collect your scattered and dispersed 
mind together onto a single object of focus. This is done in a gentle 
and loving way, and not associated with the stressfulness that is 
often implied in the word “concentration”.  
 
The Buddha used the simile of a well-tuned stringed instrument as an 
example of how one should concentrate one’s mind - too tight and 



the string snapped; too loose and it does not create the proper 
sound; just right and we get just the right sound. 
 
When done properly, the sustained habit of collecting the mind 
together onto one object of focus leads gradually to: 
  
1. The quieting of the monkey mind  

2. The increase in concentration (samadhi) and mindfulness (sati) 

3. The increase in gladness and joy (piti)  

4. The increase in serenity or calmness (passaddhi)  

5. The increase in happiness (sukha)  

6. The increase in equanimity (upekkha) 

7. One-pointedness (ekaggata) – consummation of concentration and 
mindfulness  

8. The increase in clarity and brightness of mind  
 
When we look at the five jhana factors and the seven factors of 
enlightenment (as listed below), we will notice that when Right 
Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration are done properly, 
they lead to the fruition of all the five jhana factors and the seven 
factors of enlightenment. 
 

Five Jhana Factors 
 

1. Vitaka (thought directed, initial application)  

2. Vicara (thought sustained, sustained application)  

3. Piti (rapture, joy)  
4. Sukha (Happiness)  

5. Ekaggata (one-pointedness) 
 
The Buddha often emphasized the importance of jhanas. The typical 
instructions for the attainment of the jhanas go like this: 
 
ñ There is the case where a monk — quite withdrawn from sensuality, 
withdrawn from unskillful qualities — enters and remains in the first 



jhana: rapture and pleasure born from withdrawal, accompanied by 
directed thought and evaluation. He permeates and pervades, 
suffuses and fills this very body with the rapture and pleasure born 
from withdrawal. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by 
rapture and pleasure born from withdrawal.” 
 
"Furthermore, with the stilling of directed thoughts & evaluations, he 
enters and remains in the second jhana: rapture and pleasure born of 
composure, unification of awareness free from directed thought and 
evaluation — internal assurance. He permeates and pervades, 
suffuses and fills this very body with the rapture and pleasure born of 
composure. There is nothing of his entire body unpervaded by 
rapture and pleasure born of composure.” 
 
"And furthermore, with the fading of rapture, he remains 
equanimous, mindful, & alert, and senses pleasure with the body. He 
enters & remains in the third jhana, of which the Noble Ones declare, 
'Equanimous & mindful, he has a pleasant abiding.' He permeates 
and pervades, suffuses and fills this very body with the pleasure 
divested of rapture, so that there is nothing of his entire body 
unpervaded with pleasure divested of rapture.” 
 
"And furthermore, with the abandoning of pleasure and stress — as 
with the earlier disappearance of elation and distress — he enters 
and remains in the fourth jhana: purity of equanimity and 
mindfulness, neither-pleasure-nor-pain. He sits, permeating the body 
with a pure, bright awareness, so that there is nothing of his entire 
body unpervaded by pure, bright awareness.” 
 
The above instructions are from the Samadhanga Sutta (AN 5.28). 
The Buddha has given some good analogies with regards to the 
jhanas. In the same sutta, he liken the first jhana with a ball of bath 
powder that is thoroughly saturated with water yet not excessive as 
to cause water to drip from it. The second jhana is compared to a 
lake that is thoroughly filled with cold water from a spring water 
from within – self generating and self perpetuating. The third jhana is 
liken to a lotus plant that is totally submerged in the water – 



perpetually and thoroughly wet in that state. The fourth jhana is 
compared to a man who is completely covered with a bright white 
cloth, denoting the bright clear state of mind in this state. 

 
 

Seven Factors of Enlightenment 
 

1. Sati (mindfulness) 
2. Dhammavicaya (keen investigation of the dhamma) 
3. Viriya (energy) 
4. Piti (joy) 
5. Passaddhi (calm) 
6. Samadhi (concentration) 
7. Upekkha (equanimity) 

 

One should note that the attainment of the jhanas alone does not 

lead to enlightenment. Rather, having attained the jhanas, one uses 

that clarity of mind to penetrate into the true reality of things 

(vipassana), seeing impermanence, sufferings and not-self in all 

compounded existence. 

In the Samadhi Sutta (AN 4.94), the Buddha mentioned that there are 

four types of individuals in the world. They are: 

1. One who has attained internal tranquility of awareness but not 

insight into phenomena through heightened discernment 

2. One who has attained insight into phenomena through 

heightened discernment but not internal tranquility of 

awareness 

3. One who has neither internal tranquility of awareness nor 

insight into phenomena through heightened discernment 

4. One who has both internal tranquility of awareness and insight 

into phenomena through heightened discernment 



Only when one has both internal tranquility of awareness and insight 

into phenomena through heightened discernment can one make an 

end of mental fermentations (destruction of the asavas). 

 

Five Hindrances 

It is worthwhile to take a closer look at the five hindrances 

(pancanivarana) – sense desires (kammacchanda), ill will (vyapada), 

sloth and torpor (thina and middha), restlessness and worry 

(uddhacca and kukkucca), and doubt (vicikiccha).  

In the Sangaravo Sutta (SN 46.55), the Buddha liken the mind to a 

bowl of water, and the five hindrances to various conditions that 

disturb and contort the surface of the water, making it difficult for 

one to see one’s own reflection perfectly on its surface without 

distortions. It is the five hindrances that prevent our original clear 

mind from seeing things as they really are. Instead, the five 

hindrances distort reality. 

Our sense desires are compared to a bowl of water covered by 

colorful powders and dyes. The forms and colors distort the 

appearance on the surface of the water. In the same way, ill will is 

compared to a bowl of boiling water, bubbling and distorting the 

surface as well. Sloth and torpor are compared to the water being 

filled with slime and moss, dull and cloudy, while restlessness and 

worry are compared to the surface of the water being distorted by 

strong winds blowing on it, causing ripples, eddies and other 

movements on the surface of the water. Doubt is compared to a 

bowl of water that is murky or kept in a dark place. Without clarity or 

light, it cannot be clearly seen. 

Thus, in order for us to get a clear mind, we must first overcome 

these five hindrances, and this can be achieved with mental 



cultivation through right effort and right mindfulness, which will 

eventually lead to right concentration. 

 

37 Bodhipakkhiyadhamma 

In the commentaries, it is often pointed out that there are seven sets 

of mental qualities frequently mentioned by the Buddha that should 

be cultivated for they lead to enlightenment. These seven sets are: 

1. The Four Right Effort 

2. The Four Frames of Reference or Mindfulness 

3. The Four Bases of Spiritual Power 

4. The Five Spiritual Faculties 

5. The Five Spiritual Power 

6. The Seven Factors of Enlightenment 

7. The Noble Eightfold Path 

 



 

 

When we add all the seven sets of mental qualities together, we get 

37 items. However, note that some of them overlap or are repetitive. 

In practice, it is only necessary to focus on Right Effort, Right 

Mindfulness and Right Concentration for our mental cultivation. With 

the culmination of these three factors of the Noble Eightfold Path, 

the rest of the mental qualities conducive to enlightenment will 

come by on their own. 
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Panna 

 

Panna means wisdom. In the Noble Eightfold Path, panna is made up 

of two factors – right view (samma ditthi) and right resolve (samma 

sankappo). Panna is the starting point as well as the culmination of 

the practice that leads to final liberation from samsara.  

 

Right View 

The coarsest of right view is the worldly right view of kamma-vipaka. 

Having this view means we are at least aware that our actions come 

with certain consequences, and that we are responsible for our 

choices and actions. 

For the beginner who walks the Buddhist path, right view refers to 

the wisdom of recognising the truth of the Buddha’s teachings and 

the resolve to put those teachings into practice. The beginner does 

not know nor see the truth yet, but he has enough reasoning ability 

to recognise and believe in the Buddha’s teachings. He has faith in 

the dhamma. 

As he puts this beginner’s mundane right view into practice, with the 

right resolve and practice of the rest of the factors in the Noble 

Eightfold Path, he will eventually achieve some level of calmness, 

clarity and concentration of the mind to be able to recognise the 

fallacy of identity view (belief in the concept of a permanent, non-

changing self). At this point, he will attain the dhamma eye and enter 

the stream of the ariyas. From here on, his mundane right view ends 

and the supramundane right view begins. 

Here, with the supramundane right view, wisdom refers to seeing 

things as they really are, that is to say, knowing and seeing the three 



characteristics of all phenomena are impermanence, sufferings and 

not-self. It is knowing and seeing the Four Noble Truths of sufferings, 

the origination of sufferings (craving), the cessation of sufferings 

(nirodha), and the path leading to the cessation of sufferings. 

 

Conditions for Right View 

According to MN 43, there are two conditions for the arising of right 

view: the voice of another and appropriate attention (yoniso 

manasikara).  

During the time of the Buddha, the dhamma is taught and 

transmitted verbally, thus the condition for the “voice of another”. 

Today, we can learn the dhamma not just from listening to a 

dhamma talk but also from printed books and other digital products.  

Yoniso manasikara or appropriate attention is also translated as clear 

comprehension. This is the ability of the mind to focus, analyze and 

fully understand the dhamma. During the Buddha’s time, there were 

already many seekers of truth who had attained clear, calm and 

concentrated mind through extensive meditation practice. These 

people, when they listened to the Buddha’s teachings, can have this 



appropriate attention that led to a breakthrough in their 

understanding of the dhamma. Many listeners actually gained 

enlightenment in this way, simply by listening to the dhamma, 

because of the quality of their mind. 

 

 

Importance of Right View 

Right view refers to seeing things as they really are. It specifically 

refers to the Four Noble Truths of sufferings, origination of 

sufferings, cessation of sufferings and the path leading to the 

cessation of sufferings. Right view also refers to seeing 

impermanence, sufferings and not-self in all phenomena. In practice, 

this means the ability to see through the fallacy of identity view. It 

means seeing the five aggregates (body and mind) as they really are – 

impermanence, sufferings and not-self. Going beyond the self takes 

us from the mundane perspective to the supramundane perspective. 

Right view is of extreme importance because a wrong view will lead 

us down the wrong path, resulting in unskillful thinking, speech, 

action and livelihood that end in sufferings. This is the lot of 

worldlings. Wrong view leads us to wrong priorities, wrong values 

and ultimately wrong path that leads not to happiness but sufferings. 

Right view, on the other hand, when practiced properly, leads to 

skillful thoughts, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness and 

concentration that will eventually result in liberation from sufferings 

and this samsara. 

 

Right Resolve 



When one has right view, right thought (right aspiration, right 

resolve, right intention or right attitude) automatically follows. 

According to SN 45.8, a person with the right resolve has the right 

resolve on renunciation, on freedom from ill will, and on 

harmlessness. He renounces greed (lobha), frees himself from ill will 

(dosa) and cultivates harmlessness through overcoming delusion 

(moha). 

Thus, he cultivates virtues (sila) and concentration (samadhi) through 

right thoughts as a result of right view, which culminates in the 

attainment of wisdom (panna). 

 

Wisdom 

As a lay Buddhist, we know Sila pretty well as it is spelled out in the 

third, fourth and fifth factors of the Noble Eightfold Path, namely 

Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood. We also know it 

from the Five Precepts.  

Likewise, it is quite clear that Samadhi cultivation must culminate, 

through the practice of Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right 

Concentration, in at least the fourth jhana for it to be considered 

perfect Samadhi, where the mind is clear, calm and concentrated 

enough for it to see things as they really are.  

From here, the progression to Panna is spelled out in AN 10.1, where 

the Buddha – in answering Ananda’s question on the benefit of sila – 

pointed out that good virtues or moral conduct leads to gladness, 

which leads to joy (piti), which leads to tranquility of the body, which 

leads to happiness (sukha), which leads to a concentrated mind, 

which leads to seeing things as they really are, which leads to 

revulsion, which leads to dispassion, which leads finally to liberation. 



In this progression, we can see how the practice of virtues leads to 

the various jhanic factors that eventually culminate in wisdom and 

liberation. Just in case you might think that the step from “seeing 

things as they really are” to liberation is just a few steps away, let me 

refer you to the Rathavinita Sutta (MN 24). 

In this MN 24, Ven Punna Mantaniputta, when questioned by Ven. 

Sariputta, said that the goal of the holy life is NOT for the: 

1. Purification of virtues 

2. Purification of the mind (concentration) 

3. Purification of View 

4. Purification of Doubt 

5. Purification of Knowledge and Vision of What is and Is 

Not the Path 

6. Purification of Knowledge and Vision of the Way 

7. Purification of Knowledge and Vision 

Instead, the holy life is lived for the sake of total unbinding through 

lack of clinging, a state which is achieved through the purification of 

all the earlier stages mentioned above. 

We can see from here that the first stage is for the perfection of 

virtues (sila) and the second stage is for the perfection of 

concentration (Samadhi), while the next five stages are for the 

perfection of wisdom (panna). In other words, the bulk of the holy 

life is in the cultivation of the mind, which culminates in the 

attainment of wisdom and the destruction of the asavas.  

It is here that the ten fetters that bind us to the cycle of samsara are 

gradually destroyed and eliminated, beginning with (1) the 

elimination of identity view, attachment to rites and rituals, and 

doubt about the Triple Gems, followed by (2) attenuation and (3) 

eventual elimination of attachment to sense desires and ill will, and 

finally to (4) the elimination of desire to be reborn in the material 



and immaterial realms, conceit, restlessness and ignorance. This 

progression of elimination of the fetters corresponds to the 

progression of the ariya’s achievements, i.e. (1) the sotapana or 

stream enterer, (2) the sakadagami or once-returner, (3) the anagami 

or non-returner, and (4) the arahant. 

Another way of looking at the entirety of this progressive path from 

ignorance to enlightenment is shown in Upanisa Sutta (SN 12.23) on 

the prerequisites for ending of the effluents.  

 

 "Monks, the ending of the effluents is for one who knows & sees, I tell 

you, not for one who does not know & does not see. For one who knows 

what & sees what is there the ending of effluents? 'Such is form, such its 

origination, such its disappearance. Such is feeling, such its origination, 

such its disappearance. Such is perception, such its origination, such its 

disappearance. Such are fabrications, such their origination, such their 

disappearance. Such is consciousness, such its origination, such its 

disappearance.' The ending of the effluents is for one who knows in this 

way & sees in this way. 

 

 "The knowledge of ending in the presence of ending has its prerequisite, I 

tell you. It is not without a prerequisite. And what is the prerequisite for 

the knowledge of ending? Release, it should be said. Release has its 

prerequisite, I tell you. It is not without a prerequisite. And what is its 

prerequisite? Dispassion... Disenchantment... Knowledge & vision of 

things as they actually are present... Concentration... Pleasure... 

Serenity... Rapture... Joy... Conviction... Stress... Birth... Becoming... 

Clinging... Craving... Feeling... Contact... The six sense media... Name-&-

form... Consciousness... Fabrications... Fabrications have their 

prerequisite, I tell you. They are not without a prerequisite. And what is 

their prerequisite? Ignorance, it should be said. 

In this sutta, the Buddha begins with the final attainment (ending of 

the effluents) and leads us backward through Dependent Origination 

all the way to the root cause of our sufferings, which is ignorance. 



Recollection of the Dhamma 

The achievement of enlightenment is possible only with the twin 

power of samatha (concentration) and vipassana (insight).  

According to the glossary in AccesstoInsight.org website, vipassana 

means “clear intuitive insight into physical and mental  phenomena as 

they arise and disappear, seeing them for what they actually are ð in 

and of themselves ð in terms of the three characteristics  and in 

terms of stress, its origin, its disbanding, and the way leading to its 

disbandingò. 

In the Maha Satipatthana Sutta (MN 22), sati is specifically focused at 

four objects – body (kaya), feelings (vedana), mind (citta) and 

dhamma. The objects for recollection of the dhamma are the five 

aggregates of clinging, the six sense bases of clinging, the seven 

factors of enlightenment, the Four Noble Truths and the Noble 

Eightfold Path. It might be useful to include here also the three 

characteristics of life (tilakkhana) and Dependent Origination. 

Thus, it is useful for us to take a closer look at some of these topics. 
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Dependent Origination 

 

Understanding the doctrine of Dependent Origination is central to 
the understanding of the Buddha’s teachings.  

In one of the suttas, Ananda alluded to the fact that the doctrine of 
Dependent Origination was easy to understand, and the Buddha 
exhorted him, saying “Not so, Ananda.” He then went on to explain 
to Ananda that the doctrine is deep in meaning.  

In MN 28, the Buddha said, "He who sees dependent origination sees 
the Dhamma; he who sees the Dhamma sees dependent 
origination." 

1. Cause of Sufferings 

The doctrine of Dependent Origination explains how sufferings arise, 
and is closely related to the Four Noble Truths. It shows where the 
second Noble Truth (craving) stands in the entire link. Through 
knowing the cause, it becomes possible to eliminate it and therefore 
ends sufferings. 

2. Law of Cause and Effect 

"This being, that exists; through the arising of this that arises. This 
not being, that does not exist; through the ceasing of this that 
ceases." – MN79 

It also shows how the Law of Causality (Cause and Effect) or kamma 
works. The doctrine implied that: 

1. Nothing exists on its own. Thus, this implies that there is no 
self-existing Creator of the universe. 

2. Everything exists dependent on certain condition or 
conditions. Thus, there is a cause for every effect. 



3. A phenomenon (mental or physical) arises because of a cause 
and under the right condition(s). 

4. All these processes occur without a permanent self or “I” 
(anatta). These manifestations are impersonal. 

“Without understanding the egolessness of existence, it is not 
possible to gain a real understanding of the Buddha-word; and it is 
not possible without it to realize that goal of emancipation and 
deliverance of mind proclaimed by the Buddha. This doctrine of 
egolessness of existence forms the essence of the Buddha's doctrine 
of emancipation.” -- Nyanatiloka Mahathera 

3. Inter-Connectivity of Life 

Thirdly, the doctrine shows the intricate inter-connectivity of all 
phenomena, often exemplifies by the analogy of Indra’s net. 
Interestingly, the science of quantum physics has recently discovered 
this truth. 

 

Kamma 

 

"Intention (cetana) I tell you, is kamma. Intending, one does 

kamma by way of body, speech, & intellect." – AN 6.63 

The word “kamma” literally means “action”. It refers to those actions 

- whether mental, verbal or physical - that spring from the intention 

of a sentient being. Kammic actions will eventually ripen into a result 

(vipaka) or fruition (phala). 

Compared to the doctrine of Dependent Origination, which 

encompasses all – mental and material – causes and effects, the law 

of kamma refers specifically to those actions by beings with 

consciousness (sentient beings). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cetana


"I am the owner of my karma. I inherit my karma. I am born of 

my karma. I am related to my karma. I live supported by my 

karma. Whatever karma I create, whether good or evil, that I 

shall inherit." – AN 5.57 

 

Characteristics of kamma 

1. Kamma is not pre-destination 

2. Kamma is not the result of judgment (by a Creator being) 

3. The causes and effects of kamma are complex and 

multifactorial 

4. Results of kamma can be experienced in this life, next life or 

future lives 

Strictly speaking, kamma is not a moral law. It is a natural law, much 

like the law of gravity. It is only considered a moral law when viewed 

from our own limited perspective – the perspective of self. 

 

Wholesome and Unwholesome Kamma 

“Mind is the forerunner of (all evil) states. Mind is chief; mind-

made are they. If one speaks or acts with wicked mind, 

suffering follows one, even as the wheel follows the hoof of the 

draught-ox. 

Mind is the forerunner of (all good) states. Mind is chief; mind-

made are they. If one speaks or acts with pure mind, 

AFFECTION follows one, even as one's shadow that never 

leaves. ”                     - Dhammapada 1 

Whether an intentional action (kamma) will result in wholesome 

results (vipaka) or unwholesome results depends on the motivation 

behind it. If it is motivated by the three roots of greed, ill will and 

delusion, then the results are unwholesome. On the other hand, 



when motivated by non-greed, non-ill will and non-delusion, the 

results are wholesome.  

Thus, like begets like and we are fully responsible for all our results. 

 

Kamma and Rebirth 

Kamma is what keeps us coming back to the cycle of samsara. It 

determines our rebirth – where and under what conditions we are 

reborn.  

In AN 4.232 concerning types of kamma, the Buddha said that dark 

kamma leads to dark results, manifesting in painful or unpleasant 

experiences such as in hell. Likewise, bright kamma leads to bright 

results, manifesting in happy or pleasant experiences such as in 

heaven. Those with a mixture of dark and bright kamma leads to a 

mixture of happy and painful experiences, such as those in the 

human plane, or some of the devas in the lower heavenly plane or 

some beings in the lower realms. The fourth type of kamma, which is 

neither dark nor bright is experienced by the arahants. 

 

Old Kamma and New Kamma 

In SN 35.146, the Buddha mentioned that the six sense bases are old 

kamma that are the results (vipaka) or fruition (phala) arising out of 

our past intentional actions. New kamma are created right now, in 

the present moment, when we intentionally act, either through 

mental, verbal or bodily actions. 

This is an extremely important insight because it means that 

whatever we experience in our life right now are the fruition of our 

old kamma. They cannot be altered. So the best way to deal with 

them is to accept them as they are, taking full responsibility for our 



past actions. So in dealing with old kamma, acceptance is a great 

strategy – a skillful mean. 

However, it is with regards to the new kamma that we can do 

something about, and it is here and now that we can craft our new 

destiny. How we respond to the old kamma at the point when we 

experienced them is our present moment opportunity to recognize 

any old mental habits and tendencies, and if they are unskillful, to 

abandon them and replace them with more skillful ones. 

It is this realization that allows us to see that kamma is not 

predestined. Rather, it is within our power to alter our destiny for the 

better, but only if we are aware of this and have the skill of 

mindfulness to grasp the opportunity. 

This is the importance of living in the present moment, for NOW is 

the only point for the transformation to occur. Deliberate creation is 

in the NOW. 

[See also “Inverted Thinking” in the book Daily Mindfulness for 

Personal Transformation]  

 

Five Aggregates 

The Five Aggregates are made up of body (kaya), feeling (vedana), 

perception (sanna), mental formation (sankhara) and consciousness 

(vinnana). They are basically our body and mind, and they are what 

we are constantly clinging to and owning as “This is mine, this I am, 

this is myself” due to our ignorance and delusion.  

The Buddha taught that the five aggregates are impermanent and 

subject to change. They are therefore the causes of our sufferings, 

and are not fit to be considered as “This is mine, this I am, this is 

myself”. In SN 22.95, the Buddha pointed out that the body is like a 



foam, feeling like a water bubble that arises when the rain hits the 

surface of the water, perception like a mirage, mental formation like 

a coreless trunk of a (banana) tree, and consciousness like a magical 

illusion. They are all impermanent, quickly subject to change and not 

fit to be identified as self. Clinging to them only leads to sufferings. 

Of all the many delusions we have, the mother of all delusions is the 

delusion of “I”. Thus, it makes sense to focus our attention and effort 

into overcoming this delusion. However, this primary delusion is not 

easy to know or see. The ordinary mind can only have a conceptual 

understanding but cannot really know or see the aggregates as they 

really are – empty of a self. Only when the mind is calm, clear and 

perfectly concentrated can it truly see the aggregates as they really 

are. This is why only the arahants are free from conceit, restlessness 

and ignorance. Even the stream-winner (sotapana), once-returner 

(sakadagami) and non-returner (anagami) are not free from conceit. 

Although they may suffer from physical pain, the arahants do not 

suffer from mental pain because they do not cling to the body and 

mind as self (Nakulapita Sutta, SN 22.1). This is in contrast to the 

worldlings who suffer both body and mind because of this very 

clinging.  

 

Six Sense Bases 

The study of the six sense bases is another way of looking at the body 

and mind. Since we perceive the physical world through these six 

sense bases, it is appropriate for us to note how our mind behaves 

when interaction between the outer objects and our inner sense 

bases occur. 

Without mindfulness, we take this body and/or mind to be our self as 

we interact with the outer world. With mindfulness, however, we can 

begin to see that all these interactive factors – the outer form, the 



eye sense base, the contact, the arising eye consciousness – are 

flitting, impermanent and without a self. As we view in this way with 

all the other sense bases, we arrive at the same conclusion. Thus, in 

SN 35.32, the Buddha advised that this delusional worldly way of 

perceiving ourselves should be uprooted.  

Another way to perceive the six sense bases is to see the emptiness 

of self in them – the form is empty of self, the eye sense base is 

empty of self, contact between the two is empty of self, 

consciousness arising from this contact is empty of self, as taught by 

the Buddha in SN 35.85. We can perceive the other sense bases as 

empty of self in the same way. 

Either way, once we have attained the concentration needed to see 

things as they really are, we can know and see the delusion of self in 

our five aggregates or our six sense bases. We can then uproot this 

major delusion that is perhaps the greatest impediment for our 

spiritual progress. That is why in the Maha Satipatthana Sutta (DN 

22), the Buddha taught us to be mindful of dhamma in the dhamma, 

and he specifically mentioned the five aggregates, the six sense 

bases, the seven factors of enlightenment, the four noble truths and 

the noble eightfold path with regards to this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



At a Glance 

 

Upanisa Sutta   
(SN 12.23) 

Rathavinita 
Sutta (MN 24) 

Ten Fetters Benefits of 
Virtues (AN 

10.1) 

Ending of 
effluents 
Release 
Dispassion 
Revulsion 
Seeing things as 
they really are 
 
Concentration 
Happiness 
Tranquility 
Joy 
Gladness 
 
Conviction 
 
Stress 
Birth 
Becoming 
Clinging 
Craving 
Feeling 
Contact 
Six sense bases 
Name & Form 
Consciousness 
Fabrications 
Ignorance 

Total 
Unbinging 
 
Purification of 
Knowledge 
and Vision 
 
Purification of 
Knowledge 
and Vision of 
the Way 
 
Purification of 
Knowledge 
and Vision of 
What is and Is 
Not the Way 
 
Purification of 
Doubt 
 
Purification of 
View 
 
Purification of 
Mind 
 
Purification of 
Virtues 

Ignorance 
 
Restlessness 
 
Conceit 
 
Immaterial 
Realm 
 
Material Realm 
 
Ill Will 
 
Sense Desires 
 
Doubt 
 
Rites & Rituals 
 
Identity View 

 
Liberation 
Dispassion 
Revulsion 
Seeing things as 
they really are 
 
Concentration 
Happiness 
Tranquility 
Joy 
Gladness 
 
Absence 
remorse 
Virtues 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


