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THE SUTRA FOR THE DISCERNMENT OF THE CONSEQUENCES OF
WHOLESOME AND UNWHOLESOME KARMA WITH COMMENTARY
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Editor’s note: The Ven. Master explained this sutra at the request of his disciples in 1971. However, the explanation
was not complete. Presented here are the transcripts of the existing tape recordings.
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Do the wholesome deeds the Buddha does, contain any unwholesome-
ness? If we consider it from the point of living beings, the Buddha’s deeds
are also considered evil deeds. The Buddha kills his father—ignorance,
and injures his mother—greed and lust; these are all considered unwhole-
some deeds. Thus there is no fixed definition of wholesome and unwhole-
some. Although there is no fixed definition, you should still do whole-
some deeds and not do unwholesome ones. For example, in our realm, we
as humans should be filial to our parents, respect our teachers, be reverent
towards the Triple Jewel and bring forth the resolve for awakening. These
are wholesome deeds. In the realm of hungry ghosts, not craving food is a
wholesome deed. Therefore, wholesome and unwholesome are not fixed.
Although they are not fixed, you should work towards the good and do
not commit any evil!

If you engage in unwholesome actions, you will suffer bitter conse-
quences. If you do wholesome deeds, then you will experience pleasant
results, and each life will be better than the last. For instance, if you are
poor in this life and you do as many wholesome deeds as you can, you will
become rich in your next life. If you suffer in this life and you try to do all
wholesome deeds, you will be happy in your next life. These are all whole-
some deeds with outflows; they are not non-outflow deeds. [Wholesome
deeds with outflows are worldly deeds still subject to the impure influences
of the conditioned world.] Wholesome and unwholesome karma may or
may not be subject to outflows. Good deeds that bring about rebirth in
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the human or heavenly realms, are deeds with outflows. Cultivating the
practices of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas is karma free from outflows.

It does not matter if your conditions are subject to outflows or not,
wholesome or not, or free from outflows or not. In thought after thought
you still discriminate between self and others, calculating, What about
me? What about others? Why is he better than me? Why am I not better
than him? Why he is cultivating harder than me? Why am I not cultivat-
ing diligently? These are all cases of giving rise to calculations about self
and others.

When these thoughts emerge, what does a person do? He focuses his
efforts on obtaining a good reputation, which he uses to gain fame and
benefits. When these thoughts to gain fame and benefits emerge, he will
want to hurt others for selfish benefit. He will not care if something ben-
efits others as long as it benefits himself. He would not stop to think: if it
does not benefit others, what good is it, if it only benefits me? Am I not
being too selfish? He would not think this way. Instead he would follow
the causes committed by the body, mouth, and mind; he would follow
and chase after his illusory habits.

For instance, pursuing a good reputation is illusory and not real. Nev-
ertheless, he will chase after these illusory habits. He does not believe in
the Triple Jewel and does not believe in the Buddha. If he encounters the
opportunity to believe in the Buddha, and seeks refuge with the Triple
Jewel, after one month, two months, three months, one year, two years,
or three years, he will again turn away and not believe anymore. He does
not study the Buddhadharma, recite sutras, recite the Buddha’s name, or
uphold mantras; he does not believe any of this and even wants to sever
his relationship with Buddhism. Take a look at this person who does not
believe in the Triple Jewel. How can one not believe in the Triple Jewel?
He not only does not believe in the Triple Jewel, he also breaks all the
precepts which he previously received: he breaks the precept against kill-
ing, the precept against stealing, the precept against sexual misconduct,
the precept against lying, and the precept against taking intoxicants. He
breaks whatever precepts he received, whether five or ten.

He would even make mistakes with regard to the principle of cause and
effect. Doing wholesome deeds is supposed to be a good thing, but he
would say, “Do not do this! I took a big loss previously. Doing wholesome
deeds is cheating. Doing wholesome deeds will not result in wholesome
conditions. Don't listen to this.” Instead, he puts his effort into causing
damage. He does not believe in cause and effect and also tells others not
to believe in cause and effect. Such behavior is harmful to others. What is
the most serious unwholesome deed? To kill all that should be respected.
He wants to kill the very people he should respect. Who are those that he
should respect? For example, he should respect his father and mother, yet
he wants to kill them. He should respect his teacher, and yet he kills his
teacher. Do you see how bad it is? What will happen to someone who be-
haves like this? Such behavior creates the conditions to fall into the hells.
In the future, he will definitely fall. This is classified as a severe instance
of the ten unwholesome deeds. One who commits a severe offense within
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the ten unwholesome deeds is bound for the hells.

If in thought after thought, you are attached to people and the self, you
will make clear distinctions: “That is you, and this is me.” Someone who
is attached to both the view of self and the view of people, the mark of
self and the mark of people, will give rise to attachment. What would he
do? He would unleash his emotions and passion freely. In other words,
he would behave promiscuously and indulge in lust, yet feel no shame or
remorse. Why is he not ashamed and remorseful? It is because he is too
deluded. For example, a blind person cannot see anything, so he does not
know anything. A deluded person not only does not see clearly, he is also
confused and does not understand anything. He does not know enough
to plant blessings; therefore, his unwholesome roots accumulate more and
more, and he joins the animal realm, having committed a middle grade
offense within the ten unwholesome deeds.

Suppose that in thought after thought — preceding thought, later
thought, current thought, past thought, future thought — one gives rise to
stubborn greed and jealousy. This greed prevents one from being chari-
table, and instead makes one crave things. Greed leads to jealousy. Such
people, given to strong greed and jealousy, will enter the hungry ghost
realm for having committed lower grade offenses within the ten unwhole-
some deeds. Our thoughts dictate which realm we are born into. If we are
reborn into the three wholesome realms, it is because of a single thought.
If we are reborn in the evil realms, it is also due to a single thought. There-
fore, cultivators should not harbor jealousy and envy toward others. If
you have jealous thoughts, you will become a hungry ghost in the future.

The title of this sutra is Suzra for the Discernment of the Consequences of
Wholesome and Unwholesome Karma. Discernment means to predict and
evaluate, to observe and contemplate. By taking a look, you can predict
what will happen in advance. For example, if a person kills his father now,
he will definitely fall into the hells in the future. Sure enough, he falls
into the hells not too long into the future. This is known as discernment.
Therefore, this sutra is like a mirror. When the sutra is lectured, each of us
must introspect and reflect on our conduct. Do not just listen, letting the
words pass by our ears like the wind, and then act as if nothing happened.

This sutra talks about wholesome and unwholesome retributions.
When the mind moves, all kinds of dharmas move; when the mind ceases,
all kinds of dharmas cease. If you achieve a state in which nothing is seen
as coming into being or ceasing, then you will have certified to the true
emptiness of all dharmas.

Let us talk about asuras. Asura is a Sanskrit word that translates as “ugly,”
and also “no alcohol.” Because an asurz enjoys the blessings of the heavens but
does not possess the heavenly virtues (he has the blessings of a god but not the
god’s virtuous conduct), he is given to contention. Why is he like this? This
is because in the past, he always sought to flatter and lie. What is flattery? It
is commonly known as “brown-nosing” or paying compliments to win favor.
When he meets a rich person, he will lift up his head to talk to the person.
If he meets a poor person, he will lower his head and not look at the person.

£ To be continued
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