






So people call Buddhism ‘atheistic’.
And Buddhists are dubbed ‘atheists’.
Buddhism, in this sense, falls into a
separate category all by itself.

Atheists are people who object to
religion on 2 main grounds. They believe
that there’s no God and that there is no
The
God Delusion’ ,Professor Richard Dawkins
called a belief in life after death ‘wishful
thinking’.

















But what does the word ‘atheist’ actually




correct to call Buddhism atheistic and

The Buddhist approach to ‘gods’ is
something important for us to learn.
People normally put religions in
When people discuss religion, they
and Buddhism the world’s ‘main
religions’ because a large proportion
of the world’s population believe in
them.

The Cambridge Advanced Learner’s
atheist’ as
‘someone who believes that God or gods
But there’s another way to categorise do not exist’.
religions.
Except for Buddhism, all the world’s
main religions belong to one category.
They are theistic. They believe in
a Creator God and they hold that
salvation is gained only with the help
Creator is a saviour and the teachings
of theistic religions can generally be
called theology.




























Buddha is not God, nor a messenger of
has never talked about a Creator God.






the Buddha did not talk about a Creator God, he
did talk about ‘gods’.

religion and Buddhists as a group of religious
practitioners may not even exist in the world
today if not for a god called Brahma Sahampati.
Soon after the Buddha’ enlightenment, he
wondered whether he should teach the
Dharma to the world. After all, the Dharma
that he had realised is ‘profound, hard to see,
hard to understand, peaceful and sublime, to
be experienced by the wise. But this population
delights in attachment, takes delight in attachment,
rejoices in attachment.’ (Translation by Bhikkhu
Bodhi in ‘In the Buddha’s Words’.).

Sahampati appeared before the Buddha and
persuaded him to teach. Although the vast
to teach, there are a few, according to Brahma
Sahampati, with ‘little dust in their eyes’ who

And so, fortunately for us, the Buddha relented.
One of the things that the Buddha taught is that
there is life after death. Not only one life but
countless lives.
According to Buddhhism, until they gain
enlightenment, sentient beings migrate in
samsara, the cycle of birth and death, in 6 realms
asuras
(sometimes called ‘titans’ or ‘demigods’), human
beings, animals, hungry ghosts and hell.

gods’.

nothing but another world or universe. The Buddhist
world is very big. The Buddha talked about thousands and
thousands of universes.

earth but maybe even better. People live happily. They
experience happiness, better health and long life. And so,
compared to our earth, these planets seem like heavens.
And so those who are born in such higher planes of
existence are considered gods by birth.
The 2nd category of gods is sammutideva. These can
be termed ‘accepted gods.’ Certain kinds of beings are
accepted or recognised by people as gods. Some people use
the words ‘conventional gods’ or ‘local gods’.

gods were once people who lived in certain provinces. They
very hard to develop the areas in which they lived. They
even though many people may have forgotten the origins
of these accepted gods, they still respect or worship them
as gods after many centuries. This is common not only in
China, Japan, Sri Lanka and Tibet but even in Singapore
today.
The 3rd category of gods is visuddhideva.
Visuddhi means ‘
you would know that there is a book called Visuddhimagga
–
– written by the great 5th century
monk, Buddhagosa. This is the meaning of the title of the
book, the path towards enlightenment.
Visuddhideva is a person who has become a god as a

Buddhism, we purify our minds by practising the precepts,
the 10 Perfections and meditation.

gods’ is
deva.
The 1st type of gods is upattideva. Upatti means
birth. ‘Upattideva’ is therefore a god by birth.

bodhisattvas and arahants.
upattideva and
sammutideva are what in Buddhism are called ‘worldly gods’.

belief in which life after death is accepted.
heavens.
But ‘heaven’ here does not have the same

visuddhideva – Buddhas,
bodhisattvas and arahants – have attained or are on the
verge of attaining enlightenment whereas upattideva and
sammutideva, the worldly gods, have not.




Many people pray to worldly gods to receive
blessings for better lives, money, better grades for
their children, safety and long lives.



‘Awake’ is a simple description but it’s a very meaningful
one. Because if the Buddha was a supernatural being,
then we, as ordinary human beings, could never hope to
be enlightened like him.
awake’, then
we are all merely ‘asleep’. And being merely asleep, we
can all wake up from our ignorance by following the
footsteps of the Buddha.
And once human beings realise their full potential and
become arahants or Buddhas, they surpass even the
worldly gods who are still trapped in samsara. This is the
great beauty and promise of Buddhism.
Reading the Buddha’s answer to the curious man’s
question, a question may crop up in your mind – If the

But worldly gods are not able to guide us towards
enlightenment and so, from a Buddhist point of

did he deny that he was a god?

pointless.

The sutra did not directly answer this question.

The Buddha has become an icon of compassion and

But my own educated guess would be that the Buddha
knew that the curious man was not well acquainted

There is no better illustration of this than the story
of Upali.
Upali was a millionaire who wanted to be a disciple
of the Buddha. The problem was that he already had
support. Twice he made the same request and twice
the Buddha refused. Only when, on his 3rd attempt,
after the Buddha was assured that Upali’s religious

Dharma, he would not have asked the question in the

What would have happened if the Buddha had agreed

The curious man would have gone away confused that

Buddha agree to make Upali a disciple.
And so, it is not surprising that the Buddha, in his
compassion and tolerance, did not ban or prohibit
practices such as worshipping of worldly gods by his
followers.
Still, if we take our Dharma practice seriously, we
should not lose sight of the fact that only the Three
Jewels (the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha) are

And that would not have been very helpful in guiding
the curious man on the path towards enlightenment.
Bhante B Dhammaratana
Relgious Advisor
Buddhist Library

There is a famous sutra in which the Buddha was
engaged in a conversation with a curious man.
The man was impressed with the calm and serene
demeanour of the Buddha and wanted to know
who or what the Buddha was. Was he a celestial

JOY
simply, in his own word – awake.
This encounter is usually related by people to
illustrate the enlightenment of the Buddha. As
always, when replying, the Buddha was precise.

’




So being moral or ethical does not necessarily have
anything to do with being a Buddhist.

What Makes You Not a Buddhist
Buddhists are people who accept the truth of the Four
Seals.
So just as a Christian is someone who believes that Jesus
Christ is the son of God who was sent to this world to save
us from our sins and a Muslim is somebody who believes
that there’s only one true God and that Muhammad is his
Prophet, a Buddhist is someone who subscribes to the
truth of the Four Seals.

Rinpoche lists them as follows –
All compounded things are impermanent
All emotions are pain
All things have no inherent existence
Nirvana is beyond concepts.
And then he explains –
Sanitsuda Ekachai is a feature writer with the Bangkok
Post who also blogs on social issues and Buddhism.
Recently, in an article entitled ‘And we still call
ourselves Buddhists
government’s policy of repatriating migrant workers
back to Myanmar unless, by February 28, 2012 (Makha
Bucha Day, a popular Buddhist holy day in Thailand),

‘If we have no second thoughts about hurting the
weak even on Buddhist holy days, we should use the
upcoming Makha Bucha Day to seriously consider
whether we can still call ourselves Buddhists.’
Sanitsuda’s article assumes that people who behave
badly, especially on Buddhist holy days, don’t deserve
to be called ‘Buddhists’.
But the title begs an even more fundamental question
Who or what is a Buddhist

Perhaps we could rephrase the question another
way.
Buddhist?
Now it becomes obvious that being moral or ethical is
not the litmus test. There are, after all, good and bad
Buddhists, just as there are good and bad Christians,

‘The message of the Four Seals is meant to be understood
literally, not metaphorically or mystically – and meant
to be taken seriously. But the seals are not edicts or
commandments...
(T)here is nothing moralistic or ritualistic about them. There is
no mention of good or bad behaviour. They are secular truths
based on wisdom and wisdom is the primary concern of a
Buddhist.’

Wisdom is the ability to see the universe, as it really is.
Because the characteristics of the universe are what the
Four Seals tell us.
The Four Seals were promulgated more than 2,500 years
ago. Yet, despite the advance of science, they remain as
valid today as when the Buddha taught them.
And so to be wise is to have the ‘right view’.
‘Ultimately it is this view that determines our motivation and
action. It is the view that guides us on the path of Buddhism.’
Thus it is no accident that ‘right view’
steps that constitute the Noble Eightfold Path leading to
enlightenment.
enormous harm because we’re deluded. And that delusion






colours all our actions. Just look at the horrendous acts of
he were to see his ‘followers’ indulging in these
like anyone else, can make mistakes or commit crimes.
than 90% of the population consider themselves Buddhists.
Political struggle continues to engulf the country after 4

A friend once asked me, “Why do Buddhist countries
have so many problems?”
is valid.
But if it is, perhaps it has something to do with

While the political factions squabble about who should
lead the country, little attention is paid to a more
fundamental and serious problem that threatens the long
term future of the Thai nation, namely, the gradual but

were asked whether they would be happy to support a
politician who’s corrupt or who breaks the law so long
as that politician delivers what he promises during the
election.
More than 50% of the students polled said that they had no
problem supporting such a politician.
For a Buddhist country, this is truly astounding. But,
perhaps not so surprising.
Corruption has become so endemic here that some Thai
politicians don’t seem to care that they’re known to be
corrupt. They fear the criminal sanctions of the law. But
feel no shame. Corruption, after all, has been the order of
norm.

misconduct, even crimes like corruption. They forget

resolve their problems. They have the Dharma. All
they need to do is to apply it.
The Dharma cuts through labels, propaganda, spin,
deception and more. With it, they can see through
the dirty windows, clean them, even replace the
window cleaners.
Of course, in Singapore, we don’t face the same
problems that the Thais do. Nor in the same
magnitude.
We are indeed more fortunate in that respect.
But we do have our own set of worries particular
to a small population living in a highly competitive
environment.

An editorial in the Nation newspaper on December 19,
2009 describes how talented these Thai politicians have
become in this regard.

We need the wisdom of the Dharma for those too.

They ‘make big bucks for themselves through overpricing,

cherishes compassion, tolerance and unconditional
love for everyone, regardless of language, race or
religion.

At the
same time, the poor ‘feel indebted’ to them believing their
claim to be ‘champions of (the poor’s) plight, even with the
crumbs with which (the poor) are actually left.’

than Thais.

It numbs our senses and clouds our minds. After a while,
dirty windows no longer look dirty, as we can no longer see
the grime. (I)t doesn’t matter if we cannot see anything
through it. People are brainwashed to live happily in cocoons
created by layers of lies and deception.’

Unlike Thailand, Singapore is a Dharma supermarket.
So we have the whole array of Buddhist traditions
to choose from to suit our own needs and
temperaments.
But no matter what tradition of Buddhism we belong
to, we should never lose sight of our basic obligation
as practising Buddhists.
As Rinpoche reminds us –

people employ to defeat their opponents.
They hurl abuses at each other, with a grenade or two
thrown in for good measure. They conduct ceremonies to

‘…as a Buddhist, you have a mission to refrain as much
as possible from harming others, and to help others
as much as possible. This is not a huge responsibility
because if you genuinely accept and contemplate the

animals to propitiate worldly gods. They splatter their own
spook their opponents.
And they proudly display amulets and antique Buddha
images to prove that they are good Buddhists.

Chwee Beng
Editor



















BOOK REVIEW
Great teachers have achieved this realisation. So can
we. Needless to say, this is no easy task. We need to
by Anam Thubten
Published by Snow Lion Publications (2009)
134 pages
Reviewed by Jeremy

our actions by killing the ego attached to the self to be
awakened.
Stories, metaphors and the author’s own experience
make this book an excellent read.

during a retreat, “Are you asking us to die?”
“Yes!”
The monk bowed towards her in reverence
acknowledging her claim that the self is illusory,
cautioning her not to literally or ignorantly take its
transcends self.

should read this book.

way of the Buddha or bearing in mind the
mantra of ‘No Self, No Problem’ as the title of this
beautiful book implies.
Before encountering Buddhism, the self meant
a great deal to me. Others around me constantly

Of course, we can carry on with our lives without
renouncing the world. Renunciation is not possible
for many people anyway, especially in a place like
Singapore.
“Everything that is to be sought is already there”,

fears, our attachments. But most importantly, train our
minds to rest our ego. Tame it with a wise and open
heart, realise what there is to be searched for is
already present before us. Therefore there is no need to
search beyond the ‘self’.

extracted from the Bhaddekaratta Sutra
is constantly perpetuating itself with all sorts of
‘Do not go after the past

always attempting to make sense of the truth.
event or loss seems so real and repetitive.
According to Anam Thubten, the self is illusory,
clinging with complicated notions of a false
reality. The ultimate truth awaits, transcending
all concepts. This can be realised through
meditation.

Nor lose yourself in the future.
For the past no longer exists
And the future is not yet here.
By looking deeply at things just as they are
In this moment, here and now
The seeker lives calmly and freely’.






ARTICLE
20 Aug – 30 Aug 2009
by Tiger

the Aged and Destitute

Shanti Stupa, built by a Japanese
Milarepa cave chambers




Devachan
novices



mainly from Malaysia but also a few from
Singapore , Thailand and US were thrilled
by the extraordinary welcoming reception

as Devachan campus, is a jewel in the

monks, nuns, the elderly and destitute,
and disadvantaged and visually impaired
children.
Devachan campus came alive with the
enchanting songs and dances performed
by the children. The children and the elders
were in turn treated with loads of goodies
(stationery, soft toys and the like) donated
by our group.
Our visit to the village school (Mahabodhi
Tingmosgang Branch School) was also an
students

of the main Tibetan monasteries such as
the famous Shanti Stupa.

Ladakhi ‘thank you’, ‘good bye’, ‘good day’).

You gave me these goodies





















BOOK REVIEW
being taken on a long meandering road as in Alice
in Wonderland
career goals
Published by Oxford University Press (2005)
198 pages
Reviewed by Evelyn

wading through this book was actually sending me
on an inner odyssey.
can be billed as the secret

is replete with practical advice based on ‘timeless
Asian wisdom’, often presented antithetically,
if not bewilderingly – ideas like Hermit versus
Warrior, Fox vs. Buddha, Speech vs. Silence and
.
Even as a reader, my feelings for the book swung
Love versus Hatred.
From the outset, the writer leaves nothing to
‘

.

the goal of improving interpersonal relations in the
professional sphere.
landed in my hands last year. Although it is primarily
a guidebook on bringing Zen principles into the
relations so that you are spared from the
welds together my 2 interests – Japanese Culture and
Buddhism.

professor, is himself a ‘
Buddhism and Japanese culture
excitement could only soar.

provides guidelines on ‘how to present yourself
to get
and meaningful career that blossoms from a

Business does not have to be war. Although the
business. All those great expectations are bound to

Art of War
really like.

the similarity between the writer and me came to an
end at the beginning of page one.

While the Art of War ‘suggests how to manipulate

but it took me more than 3 readings to fully grasp
the content. This is because the writing style initially
appeared to be rather convoluted, nothing simple and
direct as one would expect of anything ‘ zennish’.
suppose when one melds the complexities of a white
collar profession with ‘
Zen,

teaches how to ‘overcome challenges
and achieve common goals through simplicity and
harmony’. For example, the Art of War saying
‘Know yourself and know your enemy, and win one
hundred battles’ is replaced by
wisdom – ‘Know yourself and know your colleagues,
and accomplish one hundred goals together.’






Without doubt, the book lays much stress on the
Unmoving Mind and of course, how to get it. ‘Founded
on an inalterable certitude, it remains steady in the
midst of constant change. Facing high stakes and
great doubts, there is no force that can budge its
commitment to principles.’

koans, engaging Zen stories and contemporary

The Unmoving Mind sharpens the professional’s
ability to act appropriately, without being rigid, in a
‘
corporate world.

very structured book that lives up to its aim as a
practical manual for white collar professionals.
The nine chapters are divided into sections of 3.

insight into my own predicament. To cruise rather

the roots of everyday stress, topping it with the
classic Zen phrase ‘Mountains Are Mountains’. The

to ‘root out the weeds of bias’ and read ‘objectively...
from a thoroughly impartial standpoint.’ My great
expectations and mental proliferation were the

classic saying goes, life is like a stage or...in today’s

into opportunities, with the phrase ‘Mountains
are Not Mountains.
expected, are on mountains being mountains
again – that is, seeing things are they really are and
‘

Armed with an Unmoving Mind, one knows when
to switch internally between a
mindset, between being actively conservative and
creatively active, in order to take on life’s vicissitudes.
Externally, the clarity of such a Mind enables one
to draw the line between a Fox and a Buddha,
of a Fox by the writer might ring a familiar bell for
many of us. ‘A Fox poses as a supporter to get what she
wants. The greater the Fox’s ambition, the more she
tries to appear like a helpful Buddha.’ For those ladies

The most humane survival manual like no other,
encourages good teamwork and

saying, ‘I love my competitor; he brings out the best
in me.’

‘This book is in itself a journey
of the mind.’

and not be overwhelmed by emotions.
This brings me to the next highlight of the book
– the process of
(EPA)’. The important thing is not to be daunted by
the 3
which was what happened to me at

Invitation
‘The Gift of Truth Excels all other Gifts.’ – The Buddha.

elevating and purifying one’s feelings from the raw
We invite you to join us in sharing the Dharma.
measure to any hasty and regrettable action. By
staying balanced and objective, the transformation of

White Collar
secret manuals the disciple is drilled with by the

If you are a Buddhist, there is no other activity more
important than sharing the Dharma with people who
are keen to learn or understand it.
You can join our editorial team, write articles or
reviews or donate money to defray the cost of
page 1.


























