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Introducing “The Sutra on the Dharma of Explaining the
Extraordinary Characteristics of the First Factor in
Conditioned Origination” (Part I)
BY BHIKSHUNI HENG WEN
ENGLISH TRANSLATED BY WANG QIN NAN PH.D.

There are two translations of this Sutra in Chinese. The first one was by
Tripitaka Dharma Upagupta of the Sui Dynasty, while the second one was
by Tripitaka Kuanzhuang of the Tang Dynasty. The title of the Sui translation
is “The Fundamental Sutra on the Dharma of the Extraordinary Characteristics of the First Factor in Conditioned Origination.”
This version was associated with the “Shastra on Conditioned Origination” by Venerable Master Utlanka, which was based on the ideas of this
Sutra. There are two translations of this Shastra in Chinese as well. The
translators are Tripitaka Master Upagupta of the Sui Dynasty and Tripitaka
Master Non-emptiness of the Tang Dynasty. In this Sutra, it is explained that
because “ignorance” possesses eleven extraordinary characteristics, ignorance
is the most important one among the Twelve Factors of Conditioned
Origination. These eleven characteristics are:
1) Extraordinary objects
2) Extraordinary features or functions
3) Extraordinary causes and conditions
4) Extraordinary characteristic of initiating production
5) Extraordinary alternative transformation
6) Extraordinary deviant acknowledgement
7) Extraordinary mark and shape (or appearance)
8) Extraordinary undertakings
9) Extraordinary obstruction
10) Extraordinary associated bondage
11) Extraordinary curing treatment
After reading this Sutra, we can get some idea about the profound
meaning of the Twelve Factors of Conditioned Origination. I'd like to introduce its contents briefly here. The brackets ( ) contain my comments, which
are added to the Sutra text.
One day many Bhikshus gathered at their dwelling place. They were discussing why the Buddha spoke the profound Twelve Factors of Conditioned
Origination in countless different ways and only “ignorance” represents the
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nature of Conditioned Origination among all the conditioned elements that
consist of afflictions (such as craving, grasping etc.) and karmic activities
(such as karmic activities, contact, feelings etc.). Why did the Buddha only
describe ignorance as being its nature? At that time, the Buddha was in Samadhi
and heard their discussion with his pure heavenly ear. That evening, after the
Buddha arose from meditation, he went to the monks’ dwelling place. In
front of the assembly, he sat in full lotus posture in a seat prepared for him
as usual. Then he asked the Bhikshus, “What were you discussing earlier
today?” The Bhikshus answered honestly. The Buddha told the assembly: “I
have the following dharma of explaining the extraordinary characteristics of
the first factor in Conditioned Origination. You should listen attentively and
think skillfully.” Then the Buddha listed the above eleven extraordinary characteristics of ignorance. Therefore in the beginning of Conditioned
Origination, the Buddha pointed out that ignorance is the nature of Conditioned Origination. A Bhikshu stood up from his seat, bowed to the Buddha,
bared his right shoulder and put his palms together and then asked the Buddha to explain these eleven extraordinary characteristics. The Buddha then
began to explain them one by one.
1) Extraordinary objects of ignorance.
Ignorance takes all things (dharmas) as its objects whether they are
defiled or pure, and both consist of their causes and effects. Defiled dharmas
possess all kinds of faults and pure dharmas possess various kind of merit.
Both of them are objects of ignorance. The universal involvement of ignorance is extraordinary. (We can see from here that ignorance has an important role in the activities of our body, speech, and mind.)
2) Extraordinary features. The function of ignorance is hiding the truth
and revealing the false. (Ignorance prevents us from seeing and thinking of
the true reality. It causes us to not perceive things as they are and to not think
of them in the proper way.)
3) Extraordinary causes and conditions. Ignorance is the fundamental
source of various kinds of defilement. There are three major types of
defilement: defiled afflictions, defiled karma, and defiled births. All afflictions are further divided into three kinds: afflictions of ignorance, afflictions
of indecision, and afflictions of confusion. All of them are produced by
ignorance. There are also three kinds of karma: body, mouth and mind
karma or it can be divided as: meritorious activity, non-meritorious activity,
and unmoving activity. There are three kinds of defiled births: those associated with the suffering within suffering (e.g. hell beings), those associated
with the suffering of decay (e.g. devas) and those associated with the suffering of process (e.g. all beings in three realms). Why is ignorance the fundamental source of all defilements? It is because living beings have two kinds
of ignorance of the Noble Truths. This delusion causes all defilement of
afflictions to change from a state of being latent to a state of arising, and
then on to a state of the further proliferation of afflictions. This delusion
also causes all defilement of karma to change from state of being latent to a
state of arising and then on to a state of further accumulation of karma. It
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also causes all defilement of births to change from being latent to a state of
arising and then to continue on to bringing about a state of transformation.
4) Extraordinary characteristic of initiating births. Ignorance prevents us from
realizing that the present life is misery and also prevents us from viewing the
future life as suffering, thence causing us to seek future lives without end. There
are two processes of Conditioned Origination and in both of them ignorance
serves as the “initiating element”. The first process is called “conditions which are
able to induce and conditions which are being induced.” This is: ignorance conditions karmic activities, karmic activities conditions consciousness, consciousness
conditions mentality and body, mentality and body conditions the six sense faculties,
the six sense faculties condition contact, contact conditions feeling, and so forth.
The second process is called “conditions which are able to produce and conditions which are being produced.” These are: ignorance conditions feeling, feeling
conditions craving, craving conditions grasping, grasping conditions existence,
existence conditions birth, birth conditions old age and death. How is ignorance
the initiating element in the first process of “conditions which are able to induce
and conditions which are being induced”? Here, because one does not realize the
suffering caused by getting a body in a future birth, one hopes to be born in the
future. With that the craving for a future life plus different karmas (meritorious,
non-meritorious, unmoving etc.), one is then reborn in the Three Realms of
Existence. If one attaches to states that one craves in the present life, or is repulsed by unpleasant states, then one creates non-meritorious karma (evil activity).
This is all because of one is confused about meritorious and evil karma (ignorance).
If after listening to the teaching, one engages in meritorious activity, because one
knows that doing meritorious conduct will bring about a good life in the future,
then, although one’s intention is good, one’s thinking does not comply with reality.
This is because one thinks that the body in a future birth is good or perhaps one
mistakes the body in the Form and Formless Realms of Existence, which has
faults, as being something meritorious. He then creates “unmoving activity”
(Samadhi) and seeks to be born in the Form or Formless Realms. These
meritorious, non-meritorious, or unmoving activities will plant seeds in the Alayaconsciousness. When the conditions are right, the future mind and body, six sense
faculties, contact and feeling will all appear. However, at present time, these conditions are only causes in the Eighth-consciousness. There are no results yet.
Therefore, they are called “conditions which are being induced.”
How is ignorance the “element that initiates birth” in the second process of
“conditions which are able to produce and conditions which are being produced”?
Here, in the present life, one’s feelings bring about craving and craving brings
about grasping. Because one attaches to these flavors, he seeks for similar feelings
in the future. When one seeks, one begins to grasp, which is “desire and grasping”.
One is then involved in all kinds of afflictions of the Desire Realm of Existence.
When one is detached from desire and greed for the Desire Realm, the birthplace
for the craving of the Form Realm appears. This is the grasping of the Form
Realm. When one is apart from the greed for the Form Realm, then the birthplace for the craving of the Formless Realm appears. This is the grasping of the
Formless Realm. Since one has this grasping, the seeds that had perfumed and
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accumulated in one’s alaya-consciousness in the past will be activated in those
places where one has not cut off craving (craving for the Desire, Form, or
Formless Realms). One is then born in the Desire, Form, or Formless Realm.
This is how ignorance is the initiating element in the “conditions which are
able to produce and conditions which are being produced.” In this situation
feeling, craving, grasping and existence are “the conditions which are able to
produce.” Birth, old age and death are the “conditions that are being
produced.” In the “conditions which are able to induce and conditions which
are being induced,” ignorance, karmic activities, and a part of consciousness
are the things “which able to induce” and a part of consciousness, mentality
and the body, the six sense faculties, contact and feelings are the things “which
being induced.”
When the Buddha explained the “extraordinary characteristic of initiating
production,” the Bhikshus asked many questions. The World Honored One
answered these questions one by one. Here are some profound and interesting examples.
Q: Why do we say: karmic activities lead to consciousness when
the karmic activities with the six consciousnesses reside simultaneously
in oneself and they appear and disappear together?
A: Because those meritorious, non-meritorious and unmoving activities
perfume the seeds in the alaya-consciousness. Those seeds lead to a new
alaya-consciousness in future lives. (In the phrase “karmic activities lead to
consciousness,” ‘consciousness’ refers to the alaya-consciousness in future lives,
not the present life.)
Q: For “mentality and body”, what happens if there is mentality
without a body? (‘Mentality’ refers to the four skandhas of feeling,
conception, karmic activities and volition. ‘Body’ refers to the form
skandha. Let’s take the process of birth of a worm as an example.
The alaya-consciousness enters the worm first. It takes the essence of
the father and the blood of the mother and develops into the primitive
form skandha. Mentality and body thus appear in the worm.)
A: In a life process, it is unreasonable to think that mentality can exist
without being dependent on a body. (That is, mentality depends on a body to
exist).
Q: What happens if there is a body without mentality?
A: If there is a body without mentality then the body will decay and be
dispersed. (That is, the embryo or fetus will die and the mother will have a
miscarriage. Another example: If someone is in a coma but still alive, this is
because his alaya-consciousness has not left him. As soon as the alaya-consciousness leaves him, he dies.)
Q: Is it wrong to say craving is the condition that directly brings
about existence, rather than saying “grasping conditions existence”?
A: “Craving” means “seeking”. One does not seek for rebirth in an unwholesome realm, rather one seeks for rebirth in a good realm. In spite of
this, one does appear in an unwholesome realm because of one’s evil activities.
FTo be continued
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