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Buddha-Dhamma for University Students (1)

Answers to questions a non-Buddbhist is likely to ask about the fundamentals of
Buddhism.

by Buddhadasa Bhikkhu

Translated from the Thai into English by Ariyananda Bhikkhu (Roderick. S. Bucknell)
Translated from English into Chinese by Dr. Wei-yi Cheng

5. Suppose someone from other country or religion asks you, iﬁ here can one learn,
where can one study?” WE CAN ANSWER THIS by quoting the Buddha once again,
“In this very fathom-long body together with the perceptions and mental activities.”
Learn in the human body together with perception and mental activity. This
fathom-long body, being alive, is accompanied by perceptions and mental activities,
all of which make up “the person”. The presence of consciousness implies the
presence of perceptions, and the presence of mental activities that of knowledge and
thought.

In this fathom-long body together with perceptions and mental activities the Tathagata
(the Buddha) made known the world, the origin of the world, the complete extinction
of the world, and the way to practice in order to achieve the complete extinction of the
world. When he spoke of the origin of the world, the complete extinction of the world,
and the way of practice leading to complete extinction of the world, he meant that the
whole Dhamma is to be found within the body and the mind. Learn here. Don’t learn
in a school, in a cave, in a forest, on a mountain, or in a monastery. Those places are
outside us. Build a school inside, build a university within the body. Then examine,
study, investigate, research, scout around, find out the truth about how the world
arises, how it comes to be a source of suffering, how there may be complete
extinction of the world (that is, extinction of suffering), and how to work towards
attaining that complete extinction. That is, rediscover the Four Noble Truths yourself.
The Enlightened One sometimes used the word “world” and sometimes the word
“suffering” (dukkha). The nature of the world, of suffering; the nature of its arising,
its origin and source; the nature of its complete extinction, the cessation of suffering
and the turbulent world; and the nature of the practice which leads to dukkha’s end:
these can be searched for and found in this body and nowhere else. If one appears to
have found it elsewhere, it can only be as an account in some book, hearsay, just
words, and not the Truth itself. However, when it is looked for and found in this
fathom-long body, together with this mind, then it will be the Truth.

So if asked where to learn, say, “We learn in this fathom-long body together with
perception and the mental activities.”



6. Now we may be asked next, for the sake of better understanding of the Dhamma,
“To what may the Dhamma be compared?” THE BUDDHA SAID, “The Dhamma
may be compared to a raft.” He used the word “raft” because in those days rafts were
commonly used for crossing rivers, and this explanation of the Dharnma as a raft
could be readily understood. This has a very important meaning. One should not
become so attached to the Dhamma that one forgets oneself, that one becomes proud
of being a teacher, a scholar, or a man of learning. If one forgets that the Dhamma is
just a raft, this danger will arise. The Dhamma is a raft, a vehicle that will carry us
across to the other bank. Having reached the further shore and gone up on land, we
should not be so foolish as to carry the raft along with us.

This is meant to teach us to recognize and use the Dhamma as merely a means to an
end, not to grasp at and cling to it to the point of forgetting ourselves. If we don’t
recognize the true function of this raft, we may find ourselves keeping it for show or
as something to quarrel over. Sometimes it is regarded as a race to be run, which is
wasteful and useless. It should be used as intended for crossing over, for crossing the
stream. Knowledge of Dhamma should be used to cross over beyond suffering. It
should not be retained for detrimental purposes, for fighting with that sharp-edged
weapon the tongue, for arguing, or as an object of ceremonial obeisance. Finally,
don’t grasp at and cling to it so that, even after having reached the shore, having
landed, you are not willing to leave the raft behind, but want to carry it along with
you.

7. This Dhamma, which is said to resemble a raft, is just as applicable for lay people
as it is for bhikkhus (monks). Suppose, then, that we are asked, “What should a lay
person study?” WE SHOULD NOT waste time thinking out our own answer. If
anyone wants to have his own ideas, well and good, there is nothing to stop him.

But if we are to answer in accordance with what the Buddha taught, then we must say,
“Lay people should study all the suttantas, that is the Discourses, of the Tathagata
about (emptiness).” These suttantas are a well-organized exposition of the teaching.
They constitute a good system forming the pithy substance or heart of the teaching.
This is why they are called suttanta. A sutta is a “discourse” and anta means “end”
Hence, a suttanta is a discourse that is well set out, well ordered, and the sound kernel
of the subject. It is like the word vedanta. Veda is “knowledge”; vedanta is knowledge
that is the pure substance of the matter, well set out and systematically arranged.
Remember this word suttanta. All the suttantas are utterances of the Tathagata. They
are what the Buddha taught and they all refer to (emptiness). In this connection, lay
people ask how they are to practice Dhamma in order to achieve the most enduring
benefits and happiness. The Buddha said, “The suttantas are utterances of the
Tathagata, are of great profundity, have deep significance, are the means of



transcending the world, and refer to sunnata.” Sunnata. This word may seem strange
to you, but don’t lose heart just yet, because it happens to be the most important word
in Buddhism. Please listen carefully. The word may be translated as “emptiness” But
the word “empty” has several usages and meanings. The Buddha does not mean
physical emptiness. It is not a physical vacuum devoid of material substance. No!
Here it is a case of emptiness in the sense of essential nature, because all sorts of
things are still present. There can be as many objects as would all up the whole world,
but the Buddha taught that they are empty, or have the property of emptiness, because
there is nothing in any of them that either is a self or belongs to a self. The aim of this
is, once again, non-clinging to anything at all. Lay people should study in particular
those sayings of the Buddha that deal with. Generally, this subject has been
misunderstood as too lofty for lay people. The reason for this is simply that too few
people wish to practice according to these sayings of the Buddha. So please keep
clearly in mind that even a lay person must study, think about, practice, and then
discover. It is not only for bhikkhus.

I hope, then, that you lay people will no longer be afraid of the word “emptiness” or
of the subject of “emptiness”. Take steps to increase your knowledge and
understanding of it. It is a subject requiring intricate and delicate explanation; it takes
a long time. For the reason, we have discussed only the actual core of the matter, just
the real essence of it and that is enough, namely, emptiness of the idea of being a self
or belonging to a self. If the mind realizes that there is nothing that is a self and that
there is nothing that belongs to a self, the mind is “empty” and free. “This world is
empty” means just this.

8. Now suppose we are asked about the supreme word in Buddhism, “What is the
amatadhamma??AMATA MEANS “DEATH-LESS?”; the amatadhamma is the
dhamma (thing or state) that does not die. And what is that? The Buddha once said,
“The cessation of greed, hatred, and delusion is the amatadhamma. “The
amatadhamma is the immortal state, or the immortalizing state. Wherever there is
greed, hatred, and delusion, that is called the mortal state.

One experiences suffering. One has the self-idea, which causes one to be subject to
birth, ageing, disease, and death. When greed, hatred, and delusion cease (the ceasing
of delusion being the ceasing of ignorance and misunderstanding), then there no
longer arises the false concept of selfhood, then there is no more self to die. So if one
is searching for the deathless state, the amatadhamma, one must search for the state or
condition that is free of greed, hatred, and delusion. This is what the Buddha taught.
The amatadhamma, as we have so frequently heard, is the ultimate, the highest
teaching of Buddhism. The "undying” taught by other teachers is a different amata.
But in Buddhism it is, as | have just explained, the cessation of greed, hatred, and



delusion.

9. The things which are linked with the highest and most profound Dhamma (Truth)
are known by various names. Suppose someone raises the question: “What is the
Dhamma that is the highest and most profound, that transcends the world and death in
all their forms?” THE DHAMMA BUDDHA CALLED it sunnatapatisanyuta which
means Dhamma that treats of sunnata or emptiness is the Dhamma at its highest and
most profound. It transcends the world, transcends death, and is none other than the
amatadhamma (the immortal dhamma).

Now, the newer, later versions of Dhamma -- what are they like? The Buddha said, “A
discourse of any kind, of any class; though produced by a poet or a learned man;
though versified, poetical, splendid, and melodious in sound and syllable; is not in
keeping with the teaching if it is not connected with sunnata.” Please remember the
important words “not connected with sunnata.” Therefore, if a discourse is not
concerned with sunnata, it must be an utterance of a later disciple, an innovation, new
Dhamma, not an utterance of the Accomplished One, and as such inferior.

If we wish to find out Dhamma which is true to the original highest teaching of the
Buddha, there is no possible way other than through those accounts that refer to
(emptiness).

10. Now suppose you are asked by a person from other country, “Which aspect of the
teaching, as recorded in the Pali Texts, did the Buddha stress most of all?” ANSWER
THE QUEASTION ONCE AGAIN by quoting the Buddha. “The five khandhas are
impermanent and not-self (anatta).” These five khandhas are aggregates into which an
“individual” is divisible. The body aggregate is called rupa; the aggregate of feeling,
both pleasurable and painful, is called vedana; memory and perception is called sanna;
active thinking is called sankhara; and the consciousness that can know this or that
object by way of the six senses is called vinnana. Rupa, vedana, sanna, sankhara, and
vinnana; these five are called the five aggregates or khandhas. These five aggregates
are impermanent and devoid of selfhood. This is the aspect of the doctrine that the
Buddha stressed most of all. These five aggregates are impermanent, continually
flowing, and continually changing. They are devoid of selfhood; because they are
perpetually flowing, no one can consider them to be “me” or “mine”.

I shall summarize it once again. Keep this brief statement in mind. The Buddha
stressed more than any other the teaching that all things are impermanent and that
nothing can be considered to be “me” or “mine”.

11. Now the next thing we shall examine is this: “Whom did the Buddha teach that we
should believe?” IF YOU ARE asked this, then answer with the Buddha’s advice from
the Kalama Sutta. We are to believe what we clearly see for ourselves to be the case.
Now it is necessary to understand what is meant by the expression “seeing clearly”. It



means seeing clearly without needing to use reasoning, without needing to speculate,
without needing to make assumptions. We should see, as clearly as we see in the case
of a present physical object, that, taking this and doing this, this effect is produced.
This is the meaning of “seeing clearly”. There is no need to rely on reasoning or
supposition. In Buddhism, we are taught not to believe anyone, not to believe
anything, without having seen clearly for ourselves that the truth in question is so.
We can see what is meant here from the following questions. Why are we warned not
to believe the Tipitaka (the Buddhist Canon)? Not to believe a teacher? Not to believe
what is reported or rumored? Not to believe what has been reasoned out? Not to
believe what has been arrived at by means of logic? The principles are a help towards
right understanding, because all blind credulity is foolishness. Suppose we were to
open the Tipitaka and read some passage and then believe it without thinking, without
testing it, without any critical examination. This would be foolish belief in the
Tipitaka, which the Buddha condemned. Believing what a teacher says without having
used our eyes and ears, without criticizing, and without having seen for ourselves that
what he says is really so, this is what is meant here by “believing a teacher”. It is the
same with believing any report or rumor that happens to arise. “Believing in what has
been arrived at by way of logic” means that, having learned how to reason correctly
and being experienced in reasoning we come to the conclusion that a certain
proposition must be logically so. But this is still not good enough; we are not to put
our trust in this sort of reasoning.

But here we must be careful and take good note that this discourse does not forbid us
to read the Tipitaka. Nor does it forbid us to consult a teacher, to listen to reports and
rumors, or to use logical reasoning. Rather it means that although we may have read,
listened, and heard, we should not simply accept what is offered in these ways unless
we have first thought it over, considered it carefully, fathomed it out, examined fully,
and seen clearly for ourselves that it really is so.

For instance, the Buddha taught that greed, anger, and delusion are the causes that
give rise to suffering. If we ourselves are not yet acquainted with greed, anger, and
delusion, then there is no way that we can believe this, there is no need to believe it,
and to believe it would, in such a case, be foolish. But when we know ourselves what
greed is like, what anger is like, and what delusion is like; and that whenever they
arise in the mind, they produce suffering as if they were fires burning us; then we can
believe on the basis of our own experience.

So what the Buddha taught in this connection appears in the Tipitaka as follows :
Having read or having heard something, we must investigate until we have seen
clearly the fact being taught. If still we don’t see it clearly, we must fall back on
reasoning and then leave it for a while. Then gradually, we shall come to believe and



see more and more clearly. So to start with, we shall believe and practice no more
than we have seen clearly to be the case. This is a very popular teaching of the
Buddha. If someone from other country asks you about it, do explain it properly. If
you explain it wrongly, you may misrepresent the Buddha’s teaching. Not believing
the Tipitaka, not believing the teacher, not believing reports and rumors, not believing
reasoning by way of logic -- these have a hidden meaning. We must search for it. To
believe straight away is foolishness. The Buddha condemned this firmly and definitely.
He told us not to believe until we have put it to the test and have come to see it clearly.
Then we may believe.

To believe straight away is foolishness; to believe after having seen clearly is good
sense. That is the Buddhist policy on belief: not to believe stupidly, not relying only
on people, textbooks, conjecture, reasoning, or whatever the majority believes, but
rather to believe what we see clearly for ourselves to be the case. This is how it is in
Buddhism. We Buddhists make it our policy.

12. Next the question, “How do the minds of an ordinary lay person and a true
Buddhist differ?” NOW WE SHALL look at a point which will give some idea of the
difference in level between the mind of an ordinary lay person and the mind of a true
Buddhist. “Ordinary lay person” means one who has never been a proper Buddhist
and knows nothing of real and genuine Buddhism. An ordinary lay person is a
Buddhist at most by name, only according to the records and according to the register,
through having been born of parents who were Buddhists. This means he is still an
ordinary lay person. Now, to be a “true Buddhist” to be an ariyan (one well advanced
in practice, a noble one) a person must meet the requirement of having right
understanding about the various things around him to a far higher degree than the
ordinary lay person has.

The Buddha said humorously, Between the view of the ariyan and the view of
ordinary lay people there is an enormous difference.” Thus, in the view of the ariyans,
in the ariyan discipline, singing songs is the same thing as weeping; dancing is the
antics of madmen; and hearty laughing is the behaviour of immature children. The
ordinary lay person sings, laughs, and enjoys himself without noticing when he is
weary. In the discipline of the ariyans, singing is looked upon as being the same as
weeping. If we observe a man who sings and shouts at the top of his voice, it not only
looks the same as weeping, but, furthermore, it stems from the same emotional
conditions as does weeping. As for dancing, this is the behaviour of madmen! If we
are just a little observant, we will realize as we are getting up to dance, that we must
surely be at least ten percent crazy or else we couldn’t do it. But because it is
universally considered something pleasant, we don’t see it as the behavior of lunatics.
Some people like to laugh; laughter is something enjoyable. People laugh a lot, even



when it is not reasonable or appropriate. But laughing is regarded by the ariyan, and
in their discipline, as the behavior of immature children. So if we could laugh less, it
would be a good thing, and not to laugh at all would be even better.

These are illustrations of the way in which the ariyan discipline differs from the
traditions of ordinary lay people. According to the traditions of ordinary people,
singing, dancing, and laughing are of no consequence and are normal events, while in
the ariyan discipline they are looked upon as pathetic and evaluated accordingly. Such
is the view of one whose mind is highly developed.

The Buddha is not saying, do not do such things when we want to, but only wants us
to know that there are higher and lower ways to behave, and that we need not do
unnecessary things. When we are not yet ariyans, we may want to try out such lower
forms of behavior. If we do give them a try, we will realize that they are sometimes
amusing, but in the end we’ll get tired of them. Then we can raise ourselves to the
level and discipline of the ariyans.

Some people don’t like to hear about “discipline”. They worry that restraining
themselves might lead to dukkha. However, trying to control oneself in order not to
follow one’s moods is an important principle in Buddhism. To hold down the body
and mind so that they don’t follow such moods is not dukkha. Rather, this is the way
to defeat dukkha. We must find means to avoid falling under the oppression of selfish
feelings or defilements. We should set our minds to not allowing the defilements to
incite and master us. Take a look at dancing and see how much the defilements goad
us and master us and have us in their control. Is this freedom?

It then occurs to us that we ought to improve our status somewhat. Don’t be an
ordinary lay person forever! Apply for admission into the society of the Buddha, that
is, have knowledge, intelligence, awareness, and understanding, so that suffering may
be diminished. Avoid making things unnecessarily hard and fruitless for yourself. This
is the reward you will reap; you will rise from the level of the ordinary lay person to
become a true Buddhist, an ariyan dwelling in the ariyan discipline. The Buddha
hoped there would come to be many ariyans, many who would not remain ordinary
worldlings forever. (The end)



