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The present work is the text of a talk delivered by the Venerable Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu on 14th October 2525/1982 at Suan Mokkh Forest Monastery, Chaiya District, Suratthani Province in Southern Thailand.

The brief talk was delivered in English and videotaped for possible use with English speaking audiences who did not have the opportunity of coming to Suan Mokkh and hearing the Venerable Buddhadāsa speak in person.

That the Venerable Buddhadāsa agreed to try to deliver an English-language, video-taped Dharma talk is an example of his own compassion for others and his zeal in trying to expound the Dharma. Delivering such a talk was not easy for the Venerable Buddhadāsa for two important reasons.

In the first place, taping for a video audience is a medium that is far removed from the Venerable Buddhadāsa’s normal mode of exposition: namely, delivering a talk directly to his listeners who are sitting close by. Besides allowing for a sense of personal interaction between the Venerable Buddhadāsa and his listeners, he is able to ramble on, repeat and reiterate, as is his want. In making a video-tape, however, especially one for a Western, English speaking audience, the Venerable Buddhadāsa was constrained to speak within very definite time limits and to bypass his penchant for repetition and interaction.

The second reason that delivering this talk was not easy was, as explained by the Venerable Buddhadāsa himself, because he was forced to use childish English; self-taught and self-learned.

Pāli terms appear in most Dharma talks. Here, they are generally introduced following the most common English translation. In a few cases, they are explained contextually. They always appear in italics.

May all sentient beings come to see and tread the Way to the cessation of suffering.
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Suan Mokkh

Chaiya, Suratthani

25th October 1982/2525
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The A, B, C of Buddhism
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[A talk given on 14th October 1982 at Suan Mokkhabalārāma]
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Friends! I know that you are interested in studying and seeking the Buddhist way of giving up all the problems of life, which may be summed up as the problems of birth, decay, disease and death.

I would like to help you to understand this topic, as well as I can. But I must tell you in advance that my knowledge of English is not complete. It is childish English that is self-taught and self-learned. Thus, you must think carefully; try to understand and know what I mean to say. Since we cannot have a classroom lecture, my talk today must be more like a private conversation.

You have heard that the Lord Buddha, in his enlightenment, discovered the Dhamma [Sanskrit, ‘Dharma’]. I would like to talk about that Dhamma, that which the Buddha discovered at his enlightenment. That Dhamma may be called the ‘law of idappaccayatā.’ It is the law of nature or the natural law of cause and effect.

The term ‘law’ in English is roughly equivalent to the Thai term gote. Thus, in Thai we say gote idappaccayatā. However, the Thai term gote means more than just ‘law.’ Nevertheless, we must use the term ‘law’ as it is the commonly accepted translation.

This law of idappaccayatā is the Supreme Thing. It can be called ‘God.’ The Lord Buddha was enlightened about this law. Immediately after that, he worshipped this law. He declared that all Buddhas – those in the past as well as those in the future – worship this law in the name of the Dhamma.

This natural law is comprised of six qualifications which all people regard as the qualifications of God. That is to say, the qualifications of being the creator, the controller and the destroyer; of being omnipotent, omnipresent and omniscient. The one who has these six qualifications is called ‘God.’ We Buddhists have this natural law as God; we look at this law as God who has, in reality, these six qualifications.

This is the only God acceptable by modern scientists. It is a natural law that cannot be established by anyone. If there is anyone or anything who establishes something, that thing is not a law, not a gote in the Thai sense and especially not the gote idappaccayatā. This is only one law, but it includes all other laws – all other natural laws, not man-made laws. This law inheres in all the atoms which together compose our universe, or universes, both physical and mental.

We ought to know this law well, for it is the thing that controls us and all of our problems. Human beings will be happy or not happy by doing right or wrong with regard to this law; not by the power of a personal God, not even as the result of past kamma [Sanskrit, karma]. This last point is something which we will discuss later.

Whether peacefulness of the world will exist or not exist depends on doing right or doing wrong according to this law.

I want you to think about the following suppositions in order to estimate the power of this law. Suppose that all the personal gods intend to punish us. We can overcome all of that power and be free from their punishment by doing right according to the law. Or suppose that all the personal gods intend to bless us. Yet, if we do wrong in accordance with the law of idappaccayatā, in order to be happy for instance, there is no way that we will receive the blessings of those gods. We can see that this law controls all things, both animate and inanimate. However, problems arise and appear only in animate things.

The law of idappaccayatā can be seen as God. This God is indescribable and unclassifiable. We cannot know ‘him’ as a person, because ‘he’ is not like anyone among all of those who we know in this world. Idappaccayatā – the God – is the first cause and the sustaining cause, in every time and every case in our universe. It creates both the positive and the negative. There are both positive and negative results because it is only the natural law. If ‘he’ were a personal God, ‘he’ would choose to create only the positive. If we don’t want any of the negative, we must know the law of the positive. We can then have positive results by practicing in accordance with that law.

The way to practice to solve such problems is called the Dhamma. The actual problem of human beings is the problem of suffering, both in individuals and in societies. Sentient beings must suffer when doing wrong against the law of idappaccayatā in the moment of contact (phassa). I would like you to know this especially well, since it is the essence of the Dhamma. Thus, I will repeat it. All sentient beings must suffer when doing wrong against the law of idappaccayatā in the moment of contact (phassa). Sentient beings will not suffer when doing right – that is, not doing wrong – according to this law. This is especially true in the moment of phassa.

Now we will discuss this natural law in detail. It is the A, B, C of the Buddha-Dhamma. Sometimes we call it paṭicca-samuppāda. Altogether, idappaccayatā-paṭicca-samuppāda means the law of cause and effect, that the origination of all things is dependent on their conditions. In short we say: the dependent origination of all things. But in this case, we intend to discuss only the problems of human beings – human suffering and dissatisfactoriness of all kinds.

To understand the process of idappaccayatā, we must start from the point of the āyatana, which are the six sense bases and their six objects. The internal āyatana are the sense organs: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind itself. These are inside us. The outer āyatana are form, sound, odor, taste, touch, and idea or thought in the mind.

You can see that eye comes in contact with form, ear comes in contact with sound, nose comes in contact with odor, tongue comes in contact with taste, body comes in contact with touch and mind comes in contact with idea. Then we have six pairs of āyatana.

Let us study these in the process of idappaccayatā. We will begin with the first pair, eye and form, as an example. Eye dependent on form gives rise to eye-consciousness. Now, we have three things: eye, form and consciousness. When these three come together in function, we call it contact (phassa). This is the very important moment to know and study. Contact is the moment at which ignorance either arises or does not arise. If it is the occasion of the arising of ignorance, it will go in a bad way to give rise to the problem of suffering.

If in the moment of contact we have adequate mindfulness and wisdom to govern the contact correctly, then there is no way, no room and no chance for ignorance to arise. Then it is contact that cannot be the starting point of suffering. We must study, practice and train in order to have mindfulness and wisdom to use exactly at the moment of contact. We will discuss this later.

Now, I will tell you more about the process of idappaccayatā-paṭicca-samuppāda. If the phassa is an ignorant one – we will call it blind contact or ignorant contact – such contact will give birth to blind feeling, feeling with ignorance. It may be either pleasant or unpleasant feeling, but it has ignorance in it. We call it blind feeling or ignorant feeling. Such feeling (vedanā) will give birth to ignorant want or blind want. Usually, we call blind want ‘desire’ (taṇhā). We mean blind want, ignorant want and wrong want – not simple want. You must know this. When we use the term ‘desire,’ it means blind want – the want of ignorance, the want by means of ignorance.

Such blind want (taṇhā) will give birth to attachment (upādāna). Attachment arising from blind or ignorant want, then, is ignorant in itself. There is attachment to anything that comes into contact with it, including attachment to this meaning or that meaning of words and attachment to that thing as ‘mine’ and this thing as ‘I.’

You need to know about the five aggregates (khandha in Pāli or skhandha in Sanskrit). They are important because attachment is attachment to these five khandha. The first khandha is this body. When the body is in its function, the ignorant mind attaches to it as ‘I’ in some cases and ‘mine’ in other cases. Then we can see someone get angry with his body. He can regard it as ‘he’ – ‘himself.’ Or, in another case, he will regard it as ‘his’ – ‘his body.’ This is the first khandha, the aggregate of corporeality (rūpa-khandha).

The second khandha is feeling (vedanā-khandha). When there is any kind of feeling in the mind, the ignorant mind regards it, or becomes attached to and regards it, as ‘my’ feeling. It is regarded as ‘I’ or ‘mine,’ which are the same attachment.

The third khandha is called perception (saññā-khandha). This is to perceive something as this, as that, as these or as those; as ‘my happiness’ or ‘my suffering,’ as ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ In some cases, the perception by the mind is attached to as the ‘I’ who perceives. In other cases, perception is attached to as ‘my’ – ‘my perception.’ You can understand that the same thing can be attached to in two ways: as the doer and as the done.

Next, the fourth khandha, or aggregate of clinging, is called saṅkhāra-khandha. Saṅkhāra in this case has a special meaning. Literally it means to form, but here it specifically means ‘to form’ in a mental way, that is, to think. As a verb, saṅkhāra means to condition, to give rise to or to cause. As a noun, it means ‘formation,’ either the act of forming or the state of having been formed or both. Here, we use the meaning ‘to think,’ because to think is to give rise to or to cause the conception that is taking place now in the mind of the ignorant one. One attaches to it as ‘I think’ or as ‘my thought.’ You should try to notice this and consider it for yourself. See attachment working in these two ways.

Now to the fifth or last khandha. The consciousness aggregate (viññāṇa-khandha) is to know all things that come to be in contact with eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind. The ignorant one will attach to consciousness, or the body of consciousness, as ‘I’ – ‘I’ who is conscious. And at another time he will attach to it as ‘my consciousness.’ These are two ways.

Altogether, we have five groups of attachment. You can see that we become attached to many things, both outside and inside; attaching to them and grasping at them. All this is done mentally, as ‘I’ or ‘my.’ These are ignorant concepts, not the real thing. In all cases, it is only through ignorance that the conception of ‘I’ or ‘my’ arises towards things.

Now, let’s return to attachment taking place in the process of idappaccayatā. Such attachment gives rise to existence (bhava). This is the becoming of something – the illusive ‘self.’ The becoming of the ‘self’ arises from attachment. There is attachment to an illusive thing by illusive thought and so we come to have illusive becoming (bhava). At this point there exists the ‘self,’ even in the stage of infancy. We call it bhava, or becoming.

Becoming gives rise to birth (jāti). Here the ‘self’ is full bloomed as a ‘self’ that is proper and suitable to its case: to be one ‘I,’ one ‘man,’ one ‘self.’ At this moment there is a self – the thing which is imagined to be the ‘self’ or the ‘I.’ Now the illusive ‘I’ takes place in the process of idappaccayatā.

The ‘I’ thinks, acts and speaks in the way of attachment. Then the ‘I’ begins to act and speak in ignorant ways, such as ‘this is I’ or ‘this is my possession’; and even ‘this is my birth, this is my decay, this is my disease and this is my death.’ All things come to be problems for such a self. This brings problems to the mind, so that the mind suffers and has suffering and dissatisfactoriness of all kinds in whatever case. This is idappaccayatā in the way or process of giving rise to the problem of mental suffering. In reality the suffering happens to the mind, but as we said, it is imagined as happening to the man.

However, if we have adequate mindfulness and wisdom, we can bring sufficient mindfulness and wisdom into the process just at that moment of contact. To show this, we will repeat the process from the very beginning.

The eye, dependent on the form, gives birth to eye-consciousness. These three things coming together in function are called contact (phassa). Now, in this case of a man who has adequate mindfulness and wisdom just in the time of contact, he can use that mindfulness and wisdom to govern the contact. Then, it will be wise contact.

Such wise contact will not give birth to blind feeling, but to wise feeling. As the cause is wise, contact gives birth to wise feeling. Wise feeling cannot give birth to blind want, but gives rise to wise want or want with wisdom. We must differentiate this from the first case of ignorant contact. Then, wise contact or awakened contact, gives birth to wise feeling, whether the feeling is pleasant or unpleasant. This is feeling with wisdom through mindfulness. Such a feeling cannot give rise to blind want or desire, but will only give birth to wise want, which cannot be called desire.

Then, we have wise want. The wise want cannot give birth to attachment. Thus, there is no attachment to the illusive concept of ‘I’ or ‘my’ and there is no existence for the ‘self’ and no birth of the ‘self.’ There is no ‘self,’ that is no ‘I’ or ‘my,’ which will be. Then nothing can come into contact with the ‘I,’ because without ‘I’ there is no problem of the mind at all. So we have seen idappaccayatā in the process of not giving rise to problems in human life.

You can see that there are two ways or two kinds of idappaccayatā. The first runs by ignorance and ends in the problem of suffering. The second runs by means of mindfulness and wisdom and is the ending of all problems.

This is the law, the natural law. It is not a law established by anyone. The law is a thing in itself. We must know this. This is what the Lord Buddha discovered in his enlightenment. He was enlightened concerning this thing, knew it as the Supreme Dhamma, and worshipped it at the time of his enlightenment. We have this Dhamma – the law of idappaccayatā – as the Supreme Thing. It can be called the Buddhist God. It is an im- or non-personal god. I would like you to know this. This is the Buddhist way to be emancipated from all problems.

Now, I would like for you to recall what I have said. This is the A, B, C of Buddhist Dhamma. Everyone must start studying or practicing the Buddha-Dhamma upon this A, B, C of the Dhamma. Learn in your daily life from the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body and mind when they are in their functions of seeing, listening, smelling, tasting, touching and thinking. Don’t learn about this from a book, but from the actual thing. There is the body, and organs of the body which have contact with the things around the body. In daily life you have your eyes, your nose and your tongue. The way to know their functions is something that you must study from such actual things. If you want to study Buddha-Dhamma and know Buddha-Dhamma, you must begin your study upon these things – the so-called A, B, C of Buddhism. Don’t begin your study with the big, immense system of pre-Buddhist Indian philosophy or in some such way. It’s useless to do such things. I would like you to study Buddha-Dhamma by starting your study with these six pairs of āyatana: the six sense organs and their six objects when they are functioning in your daily life. Don’t start from a book or a sermon or a preaching. That’s useless if you want to get at the heart of the Dhamma.
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Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu was born in 1906, the son of a southern Thai mother and an ethnic Chinese father. He followed Thai custom by entering a local monastery in 1926, studied for a couple years in Bangkok, and then founded his own refuge for study and practice in 1932. Since then, he has had a profound influence on not only Thai Buddhism but other religions in Siam and Buddhism in the West. Among his more important accomplishments, he:


•  Challenged the hegemony of later commentarial texts with the primacy of the Buddha’s original discourses.

•  Integrated serious Dhamma study, intellectual creativity, and rigorous practice.

•  Explained Buddha-Dhamma with an emphasis on this life, including the possibility of experiencing Nibbāna ourselves.

•  Softened the dichotomy between householder and monastic practice, stressing that the noble eightfold path is available to everyone.

•  Offered doctrinal support for addressing social and environmental issues, helping to foster socially engaged Buddhism in Siam.

•  Shaped his forest monastery as an innovative teaching environment and Garden of Liberation.


After a series of illnesses, including strokes, he died in 1993. He was cremated without the usual pomp and expense.
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A former Catholic seminarian, Steve served with the U.S. Peace Corps in the late 1970s and then continued living in Thailand and working with non-government development agencies, such as in Thung Song, Nakhorn Srithammarat. He was a frequent visitor at Suan Mokkh, keen student of Tan Ajahn’s approach to Buddha-Dhamma, and also helped with some of the early meditation retreats organized by Ajahn Poh. Steve returned to the USA around 1987.
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Established in 2010, the Buddhadāsa Indapañño Archives collect, maintain, and present the original works of Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu. Also known as Suan Mokkh Bangkok, it is an innovative place for fostering mutual understanding between traditions, studying and practicing Dhamma.
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Established in 1994, the Buddhadāsa Foundation aims to promote the study and practice of Buddha-Dhamma according to Ven. Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu’s teachings. It encourages compilation and translation of his works from Thai into foreign languages, as well as supports publication of translated teachings for free distribution.
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To all Dhamma Comrades, those helping to spread Dhamma: 

Break out the funds to spread Dhamma to let Faithful Trust flow, Broadcast majestic Dhamma to radiate long-living joy.

Release unexcelled Dhamma to tap the spring of Virtue, Let safely peaceful delight flow like a cool mountain stream.

Dhamma leaves of many years sprouting anew, reaching out, To unfold and bloom in the Dhamma Centers of all towns.

To spread lustrous Dhamma and in hearts glorified plant it, Before long, weeds of sorrow, pain, and affliction will flee.

As Virtue revives and resounds throughout Thai society, All hearts feel certain love toward those born, aging, and dying.

Congratulations and Blessings to all Dhamma Comrades, You who share Dhamma to widen the people’s prosperous joy.

Heartiest appreciation from Buddhadāsa Indapañño, Buddhist Science ever shines beams of Bodhi long-lasting.

In grateful service, fruits of merit and wholesome successes, Are all devoted in honor to Lord Father Buddha.

Thus may the Thai people be renowned for their Virtue, May perfect success through Buddhist Science awaken their hearts.

May the King and His Family live long in triumphant strength, May joy long endure throughout this our world upon earth.
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from  

Buddhadāsa Indapañño



Mokkhabalārāma  

Chaiya, 2nd November 2530
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«  The gift of Dhamma surpasses all other gifts. »
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