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Q&A with Bhikkhu Bodhi on March 7, 2017 at Dharma Realm Buddhist University
Chinese Translated by Ling Chinben & Ma Chinxi
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Editor’s Note: On March 7, 2017, Dharma Realm
Buddhist University’s Co-curricular Events and
Spiritual Life Offices invited Venerable Bhikku Bodhi
to host a discussion with the DRBU community.
Venerable Bhikku Bodhi is an American Buddhist
monk, originally from New York City, who ordained as
amonk in Sri Lanka in 1973. He is an eminent scholar
and translator of Buddhist texts from Pali into English.
His book In the Buddha’s Words: An Anthology of
Discourses from the Pali Canon is read and studied in
both the B.A. and M.A. programs of DRBU. He is the
president of the Buddhist Publication Society and the
founder of Buddhist Global Relief, which holds “Walk
to Feed the Hungry” in cities throughout the United

States; BGR supports projects designed to provide direct food relief to people afflicted by
hunger, promote sustainable agriculture, supports the education of women and girls, and
gives women opportunities to start right livelihood projects to support their families.
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Question: Right now, in our class, we are we’re looking at all
of the stages of spiritual development. After one overcomes the
hindrances and jhanas, there is a part about remembering your
past lives; how do we know that really happens for a practitioner
or is it pointing to some kind of practice or thing we should be

cultivating in our own lives presently?

Bhikkhu Bodhi: I think certainly in the framework of understanding
of the texts themselves, it does mean literally recollecting one’s previous
lives. This is not something that is considered obligatory or feasible
for everybody. This is from the sutras, from Majjhima Nikaya, where
we find the full presentation of the past involves the development of
the four jhanas or meditation absorptions. From the fourth jhana
comes the surreal higher knowledge and recollection of past lives,
the divine eye, which allows one to see pass the rebirth of others and
gain knowledge of the destruction of the defilements. For those who
develop and really master the four jhanas, they gain a very strong
degree of samadhi concentration and great clarity of mind. They are
able to send the mind back over the events of this present life, even to
the point of one’s biological birth and to the conception in the womb.
By persisting in that attempt at recollection, one could break through
that barrier that separates one’s conception in this life and one’s
previous life, and then break the mind immediately preceding this
life. Through systematic development, one could acquire the ability
to recollect more and more past lives. Maybe at a more accessible and
practical level, one could do meditative reflections on the fact that
we each have lived many past lives in different realms of existence to

arrive at our present condition and our future.

Question: We’re hoping you could talk about the concept of
nirvana and how that relates to bodhi and the image of a candle

being snuffed out.

Bhikkhu Bodhi: There are three aspects to nirvana. I take nirvana
to be an unconditioned dharma, an unconditioned state and reality
describe in some sutras as that which is not born or unconditioned, and
which does not become or change. Elsewhere it is called the birthless,
the ageless, the deathless, the undefiled, and the unconditioned. That
is nirvana in itself. Then there are two stages in the attainment of
nirvana, which are called the nirvana element with residue and the
nirvana element without residue. These two stages in the attainment
of nirvana are distinguished most explicitly in a very short sutra in the

collection called the [tivuttaka, it could be sutra number 42 or 44, a
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minor book of the Pali cannon. The nirvana element with residue is the
extinction of greed, hatred and delusion attained by an Arhat liberated
while alive; the nirvana element without residue is that which is attained
when the Arhat passes away. That sutra describes nirvana as attainment
without residue where the breakup of the body and the extinguishing of
life force becomes cool right there. Some interpreters of the one Theravada
camp say that nirvana is only the extinction of defilements in this life and
ending the process of birth and death; the other school of interpretation
says it’s not sufficient to base one’s understanding of nirvana just on the
two awakening elements, and that we have to also bring in description
of nirvana as being the unborn, unbecome, and unconditioned. I see
that these are two stages in the attainment of unconditioned. One is the
passing away of the Arhat likened to a flame that goes out; it’s sometimes
used as a simile in the Ratana Sutta—Nibbanti dhird yathd’ ya m padipd
as an extinguishing flame. And nirvana from the angle of conditioned
existence is conditioned existence that goes out, but there’s still the
unconditioned. We could even say the attainment of nirvana without
residue is the act by which the liberated one passes from conditioned

existence into the unconditioned.

Question: I was able to go to your talk on Saturday and I heard you
talk a lot about faith. I wondered if you could touch on that a little
bit here. What exactly is faith? And what or where do you put this
confidence in? I would also appreciate it if you could share a little bit

about your personal journey.

Bhikkhu Bodhi: In my talk that I gave at Abhayagiri Temple on
Saturday was based on a short sutra in the Samyutta Nikaya. There are
two verses of riddles that are addressed to the Buddha by a yaksha, a
demonic being. The first riddle in each verse asked about faith. In the
first verse, the yaksha asked what is the best treasure for a person? The
> In the
second verse, the demon asks how does one cross the flood and the
Buddha answers, “With faith one crosses the flood.” What I explained

on Saturday is that the two pairs of verses are concerned with different

Buddha responds, “Faith is the best treasure for a person here.

aspects of the Buddhadhamma. The first pair of verse is concerned with
what I might call mundane or world applicable aspects of the Buddha’s
teaching. This is an aspect Buddhism that is shared with other spiritual
traditions of ancient India. It’s based on recognition of a moral law that
is fundamental to the nature of the universe—the law of kamma. This
is the recognition that there are actions in accordance with and actions
that violate the moral law. It is our responsibility to seek our true well-

being and happiness to act in accordance with that moral law. In the
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first verse, I understand faith in the reality of this moral law. It is
faith in the wisdom of the spiritual teachers who teach the moral
law, and faith that acting in accordance with this moral law is
to benefit oneself and others in the world. This is a thing that
is not unique and exclusive to the Buddhist teaching. It’s a faith
in the spiritual realities or spiritual principles that underlie the
unfolding of events in the world.

On the other hand, faith in the second verse in the line by
“faced with crossing the flood,” which I understood to be the
special faith in the Buddhist teaching as the means to cross the
flood. The flood is a metaphor for samsara, the cycle of birth and
death or the flood of defilements in the mind. In this case, it is
placing faith in the Buddha, as the fully enlightened one and in
his teaching, the Dhamma, as the path to liberation so one is
able to cross the flood of samsara and reach security, the other
shore of nirvana.

That is the distinction I make in the two aspects of faith.
Personally, when I first came across Buddhism, I don’t recall I was
ever really struggling with the teaching of kamma and rebirth.
One of the first writers on Buddhism that I read was Alan Watts.
At that time he popularized the thought of D. T. Suzuki, but he
didn’t really write very much about rebirth or kamma at all. To
the extent he mentioned it, he gave a rationalized explanation of
it as just a metaphor describing how people undergo different
states of mind. I at first took his words to be authoritative until I
started to read Buddhist texts for myself. I saw the texts were quite
clear and explicit about the reality of other realms of existence
and about the fact of rebirth. I didn’t go through any struggle, I
thought this is coming from the Buddha and so it must be true.
It made sense to me and I've developed what I take to be rational
arguments in favor of the teaching of kamma and rebirth. When
I come across skeptics, I use a more modern analogy for them
to understand. When I see people sitting in the audience with
their iPads or iPhones, perhaps collecting messages from friends
from France, Italy, Taiwan, or Japan. You get these messages
coming on your wireless iPad or iPhones. I ask them, “How are
you getting your messages?” And they tell me they just get them
from Taiwan, Italy, and France. That’s just your Western cultural
baggage. If you reflect, the analogy is quite close, things you can't
see, can’t touch, and can’t verify outside the range of sensory
perception. If that can be the case with electronic devices, it can
also be the same with consciousness. Consciousness is an energy,

which gets attracted to the appropriate receptor. #
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