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Karmic Results
and Transmigration

- — Discussion of the Nagasena Bhikshu Sutra
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A Dharma Talk Given by Dharma Master Heng Yi in the Online Lecture Series
at Gold Buddha Monastery, Vancouver, BC, Canada on July 22, 2022

The Greek king Milinda: who lived in the 2/ century BC
northwestern India, had a series of wonderful Q&A sessions
with the Venerable Nagasena, a Buddhist monk in India. The
conversation covered the basics of Buddhism, such as the
Buddha, karma and rebirth, nirvana and liberation, the topic
of no-self, and so on. It is of great significance for those who
want to understand early Buddhism.

King Milinda, a non-religious Western ruler, was intelligent
and eloquent, but troubled with not having a wise person to
answer all his questions.Venerable Nagasena, who was born
in a Brahman family in ancient India, left home, became a
Buddhist monk, and attained arhatship. He was renowned for
his wisdom and unparalleled eloquence.

Today we are going to see how King Milinda raised his
doubts on the issue of karmic results and transmigration. In
fact, his questions are also the doubts of many people who do
not believe in Buddhism. And We shall see how Venerable
Nagasena addressed his doubts.

First, let’s understand what karma is. Karma: All intentional
actions and functions of body-speech-and mind. Karmic
results refer to suffering and happiness that are caused by

unwholesome or wholesome karma.
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The pleasant karmic results in this life come from wholesome
karma in past lives, and the unpleasant karmic results in this life
come from the unwholesome karma of past lives. Every action
of our mind and body causes inevitable consequences. These
consequences may take effect in the present life, or they may also
manifest in future lives. The karma and its results are connected
with each other, the karma is the cause, karmic results are the
consequences; it follows the other and it is endless.

Venerable Master Hua explained the difference between karma
and its results, and cause and effect in detail. He said, “Karma and
cause are not the same. People often say that you will reap what
you sow. Karma is what you do every day; cause is what you do
occasionally. When you plant this causal seed, you will receive the
corresponding fruit in the future. It is like sowing seeds into the
ground in spring. We do not say that the harvest is complete when
the seeds are underground; we have to wait a year for the fruits.
This process of sowing and fruiting is called ‘planting causes and
fruiting effects’.”

“Karma” is the action that happens frequently; “cause” is
temporary. It is like trading, where you buy and sell commodities,
and it is called “doing” business. What you do for a living is called
“doing” a job. “Karma” means what you are “doing”, so it can
be wholesome or unwholesome. Therefore, “karma” and “cause”
are different; “cause” is temporary, but “karma” is what you do
constantly.

For example, if you are a butcher, then you have the karma
of killing; if you are a thief, then you have the karma of stealing;
if you lie all the time, then you have the karma of lying. What
you do often is called karma. Therefore, karma and cause are
different; cause is momentary, karma is what you are doing all
the time. So whatever you are doing, if it is wholesome, then
you have wholesome karma; if it is unwholesome, then you have
unwholesome karma.

If you ask, “Then can we say “We are creating causes’?” No,
you cannot. Why? Because “cause” is momentary, not happening
frequently. That is why you say “planting” a causal seed and not
“creating” a causal seed. But karma is done all the time. Whenever
you create a karma, you may experience its result at any time. That
is the difference between karma and cause.

King Milinda asked, “Venerable, you often talk about

‘transmigration’. What is ‘transmigration’?”
s To be continued
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