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Uposatha – Light in Life
Of all the things that the Buddha recommended to lay people, nothing received higher endorsement from him than observing the uposatha. One could also say that no lay activity is more likely to be conducive to developing the noble eightfold path, the only course of action that can end suffering for good. The uposatha is the link between lay life and monastic life. It is, as it were, offering lay people a short, refreshing immersion into the monastic lifestyle that the Buddha founded for optimally aiding the attainment of Nibbana. The better the nature and ideals of monastic life are understood, the better will be the result of keeping the uposatha.
Money for Nothing
What did the Buddha have to say about the benefit of keeping the uposatha? One of the most flattering homages to the institution can be found at A 10.46. The canon is full of admonitions to monks but almost none to lay people. One exception is this Sakka Sutta. The reason that the Buddha stepped in here a little more decisively than usual is that the lay people where Sakyans, i.e. of his own clan. These Sakyans had a patriotic ‘our prince’-substratum to their perception of the Buddha that was here useful to enlist their commitment to practice.
So, the Buddha asks them whether they regularly observe the uposatha. The Sakyans reply that they do occasionally upon which the Buddha lights into them 
“That is too bad for you, Sakyans, that is unfortunate for you, that, in a life so beset with sorrow and danger you keep the uposatha only occasionally.” 
The Buddha then gives them an image of a man who earns a certain amount of money, half a kahapana a day, without doing anything unwholesome. Could that man be called clever and diligent? The Sakyans agree that that would be the case. 
It has never been fully established how much one kahapana is worth and at any rate such calculations are not necessarily helpful in establishing value. A dollar a day can keep a native afloat in Burma or Cambodia but even 50 dollars a day will do so barely in Zürich, Tokyo or New York. Real value is judged better from context, in this case what wage for a day’s labor could be considered adequate for a clever, diligent man
. In a post-industrial society, that would probably be a minimum of 50 – 100 US$. In the case of the image the Buddha develops this is relevant, so let us assume the most conservative figure that the Sakyans could agree to being an adequate wage would be 50 US$ a day, if they lived under current circumstances in a developed country. For an eight hour working day, that would come to 6.25 US$ an hour, i.e. just around minimum wage in most states of the US. The Buddha then asks the Sakyans whether they would think of him as diligent if he were to earn twice that. They reply that they would. The questionnaire goes on in incremental stages to a sum of 5 000 US$ a day: could this just as near poverty described man be called clever and energetic? Of course.  Then the Buddha escalates the stakes by asking the Sakyans: 
“What do you think, Sakyans: If a man who made a hundred or a thousand kahapana a day (10 000 – 100 000 US$
) and he put that money aside, if he lived for a hundred years, wouldn’t that man amass an enormous amount of money?
” – Well…, what to say? – Of course.
Shifting gear, the Buddha then asks the Sakyans whether that man would be able to even spend a single night or a single day or even half a night or half a day in complete bliss by relying on his money. The Sakyans deny this, because “sensual things are impermanent, vein, deceptive, bound to perish.”
It looks like the Sakyans are trying to say what they imagine that the Buddha wants to hear. If they truly felt that way about sensuality, they would not likely be even lay people, let alone have difficulty keeping the uposatha. The Buddha, though, mentions as result of keeping the uposatha millions of years of sensual, divine happiness (see A 3.71 below). In other words, the Buddha did not merely intend to point out the limitation of sensuality with the question. It is by quite worldly, human standards of enjoyment practically impossible to be completely happy for twelve hours by spending money. 
At any rate, the limitations of human financial prosperity established, the Buddha now advertises his teaching by saying that a disciple of his who even practiced for just ten years earnestly could abide hundreds or thousands or even tens of millions of years in the feeling of utter bliss. And he or she could become a once-returner, a non-returner or a streamenterer
. The Buddha then reduces in guided meditation type stages the time that one has to invest to obtain these benefits – in what must have been dramatic to listen to live – gradually to a single night and day. That is what an uposatha is: a mere single night and day. That is what an uposatha is meant to be: a chance to bring suffering to an end. 
The Buddha then repeats how tragic it is for the Sakyans that they do not take the opportunity to regularly observe the uposatha. Of course, the Sakyans assert that from now on they will do so. 
In essence, the Buddha is saying that ordinary people drastically underestimate the power of giving one day a week to renunciant style practice. 
Angelic Upstarts

This underestimation is also the theme of a sutta to the Buddha’s stellar female disciple, Visakha, at A 3.71. In this most detailed exposition on the uposatha, the Buddha pushes the wealth analogy even further. He states that the sole rule over the popularly know world then, sixteen countries by name, is not worth the sixteenth of keeping the uposatha
. The net value of such assets would certainly dwarf the 2.7 billion dollar scheme developed above. 
But the Buddha makes a good case. He says that the lifespan in even the lowest of six sensual heavens is a full nine million years. For comparison, the currently held view of the paleoanthropologists’ community is that the earliest creature that can be considered having anything in common with human beings is Sahelanthropus Tchadensis, around seven or eight million years ago. These scientists, however, are not even certain whether this creature was terrestrial. The somewhat malleable term ‘homo sapiens’ that describes our species is used for beings who lived no more than a 130 000 years ago. The earliest hominids who use shelters clock in around 300 000 years ago. The Buddha with his psychic powers might possibly have a quite different view of evolution – paleontology itself changes its views still regularly according to new findings – but these comparisons show of how great value a teaching leading to a profitable rebirth can be, let alone one leading to the end of all suffering.
The drastic underestimation of samsaric suffering and the opportunity that contact with the teaching of a Buddha offers is at the root of many teachings, in fact, almost all of the teachings dealing with rebirth are designed to get this point across. It is difficult to understand for a one earning 50 dollars with a hard day’s work that he could make so much money that he had 100 000 dollars a day to put aside. So too, the perception of the fleeting ticker-tape world we live in makes it hard to imagine that we should be able to live for millions of years, developing in wholesomeness and bliss. The Buddha says that the lifespan in each of the following heavenly realms quadruples, so that the sixth and highest of them has a lifespan of over nine billion years. Current scientific consensus is that the age of the earth is about half that, 4.5 billion years. 

To our imagination, nine million and nine billion years seem to be almost the same although one would have to live a thousand nine-million lifespans to get to nine billion years. That is a lot, though incomparable to the ten million human lifespans one would have to live to get to nine billion. The difference in cause, is only in degrees of purity of virtue on a few weekly holidays.
We know a little bit about the differences between heavenly realms from the suttas. In the lowest, that of the so-called Four Great Kings, which hosts fairies, gnomes, dragons, guardian spirits and creatures of that kind, beings still engage in some kind of work. Apparently serving the next higher realm is one of their obligations, though this work does not seem to be stressful. They seem to be the type of being who identify with their jobs and delight in them. 
The six sensual heavens seem to be really three groups of two realms and so the first two are tightly interwoven. Their inhabitants are the deities that are most involved with influencing the human realm. On uposathas their kings tour the world to see how human beings are doing with their observance (A 3.38). If they are doing well, the deities are happy because they know that their number will be increasing, namely, when those good people die. If humans are doing poor in this regard, the celestials feel a little down, not least because they fear that their battle strength against the rival asuras will be diminishing. These divine beings still have conflict to the point of occasional warfare and, in general, seem to be not overly lofty in their tastes. 
The psychological profile fitting these realms is most likely one of strong generosity, right view and virtue but hardly diluted sensual preferences. Consequently, one ends up with occasional overspill into righteous indignation, which is resulting in ‘holy wars.’ Sports, food, large harems, fancy buildings and great parks are the principal pleasures in those realms for those so inclined. It appears, though, that beings live somewhat in their own subgroup, i.e. the people one used to make merit with or is otherwise similar to. Obviously some of these groups are not of the sporting & partying type, just as many humans are perfectly happy without many of the here available pleasures and nobody forces them to participate. One source claimed that sex in these two lower sensual realms involves genital contact, as that in the human and animal realm, though it’s said not to involve post-coital depressions and other unpleasant aspects of human and animal sexuality. Surpassing beauty is normal and supposed to be no serious concern for these beings, except in the period just before they die. 

The next two realms occur substantially more rarely in the suttas. These deities do not seem to come much to the human realm. Their sensual preferences are apparently more subdued. The third, the Yama devas, will not get involved in any kind of warfare, no matter what the cause. They have a pacifist approach to conflict. Some sources want to have seen Francis of Assisi here. 
The fourth, the Tusita Deva realm, is where the Buddha came from before he was reborn into this world (M 123) and his two chief lay disciples Anathapindika and Visakha were reborn here.  Apart from sublimated sensual delights, this place seems to obtain much of its joys from intellectual, spiritual pursuit. Let’s not forget, that many intellectual joys such as inspiring learning and satisfying conversations are also sense pleasures in the sense that the happiness comes from outside, through the senses. Sexual climax is in the Yama Devas’ realm supposed to come from hugging, in the Tusita Devas’ realm from a mere cute little bit of holding hands
. 

The top two sensual realms are somewhat categorically different from the previous ones. All deities live in beautiful places but the first four are predesigned. Here at the top, the entire environment that those beings inhabit is custom designed towards their individual preferences. Apart from longevity etc., the difference between these two realms is that the so-called Nimanarati Deva (‘gods that delight in creation’) live in self-created environments, whereas those in the highest realm, the Paranimitta-vassavatti Deva (‘those who wield power over other’s creation’) seem to have others create their visions for them. That would make their life a whole lot more peaceful if this process is ongoing. The difference in peace would perhaps be between somebody who is building his own house and someone who has it done for him or her. The lifespans of these beings are in the billions of years and we have few records of them interacting with anybody. 
These seem to be realms for those virtuous beings who get most of their happiness from delight in peace, albeit still somewhat rooted in sensuality. For illustration’s sake, one could say that where the lower deities have parties with dancing and the works, the Yama Deva perhaps delight in something like classical music and the Tusita Devas in conversation, but these top two groups of deities would get infinitely more pleasure out of sitting quietly by the side of a lake. Sex is supposed to be had by smiling and in the highest sensual realm by merely looking at each other, presumably in a particular way. – All these differentiations between those realms are, of course, rough approximations. Just as in the human realm, there will be many unusual subsets and outliers.  

No matter how refined they are, these are still all sensual realms, i.e. the impulse for their peaceful happiness comes through the senses. All that changes in the Brahma realms. They do not feature either gender difference nor beautiful settings. The peace, happiness and wisdom they need, they obtain from within. To get there, the Buddha says, one needs to be free from sense desire (A 8.35). As a result of keeping the uposatha, though, the Buddha only mentions the six sensual realms, if ‘only’ is the right term. 
Apparently the short but often hefty human realm with its many challenges and temptations is a pressure cooker that is useful for making great sacrifices – only here is it possible to life a true renunciants’ lifestyle. Also, it may be enjoyable and often profitable to be with people of one’s own belief and preference, as in the heavenly realms. But the human realm, with its vast number of confrontations with all kinds of other views, the pressure to clarify one’s vision of life is great. It appears that the human realm is particularly useful to develop beneficial affiliations (noble friendships) and to deeply penetrate and maintain correct orientation against many challenges (wisdom). 
Once one is in the right group with the right kind of merit, heavens are apparently great realms for development. Many more deities than human beings are on canonical record to have seen the Buddha (D 16 end) or become partially enlightened (e.g. M 147, D 21).
Psychology of the Bait

One question that may justly be posed is why the Buddha emphasizes the material benefits of a spiritual practice. Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to stress that one will become less dependent on material things through spiritual development? Wouldn’t it be more inspiring to mention – as modern teachers tend to – that one’s heart opens, stress in relationships is relieved and one will increasingly see things as they are? 
The cruel fact is that almost all lay people live in a world in which material things are constantly on their mind. How much things cost, what objects to surround oneself with, how one is perceived as a result of purchases, how to manage surplus and debts are never ending concerns of lay existence. The pious Sakyans that the Buddha talked to in the above discourse knew that “sense objects are impermanent, vein, deceptive, bound to perish.” But the real world that they lived in spoke another language. It suggested that spending a day in the pursuit of sense objects, their maintenance and social context was more useful than a day spent in contemplation with its elusive spiritual merits. What the Buddha is trying to get across is that this is based on a misperception that does not take time into account. Studying the best years of one’s life in relative poverty and incurring huge debts in a university when one could make good money elsewhere also makes no sense if one does not take development over time into account. As soon as one does, it becomes an obvious and sensible thing to do, if one is able to. What the Buddha does here can be seen as the equivalent of a farsighted parent persuading a smart child to get a university education. 
To his monastics, whose material concerns are or should be much more primitive, the Buddha practically never mentions heavenly or other material benefits of practice. An exception would be to his half-brother Nanda whom the Buddha led away from his wedding, persuading him to ordain (Ud 3.2). Ven. Nanda was not too happy with this arrangement and wanted to leave the monastic life to return to his baby. In that crisis, the Buddha showed him the heavenly reward he was in for with a little sneak preview. The main attraction were 500 nymphs, whose outstanding feature is mentioned to be that they were ‘pink footed’ and much more attractive than his bride. Ven. Nanda dropped his intention to disrobe but was in short order ridiculed by the other monks to be ‘a hireling.’ He came to his senses and became an arahant, the Buddha’s foremost disciple in sense-restraint. In other words, the vast and truly existing material benefits of spiritual practice are something like a temporary bait for those who still have such needs.
Note that contrary to later literature, original Buddha-word does not contain warnings about rebirth in those blissful realms. In fact, the Buddha encourages heavenly rebirth, so long as such a life is understood to be a platform to further develop disenchantment with sensuality, hunger for existence and ignorant misperception experience. The misunderstanding may have come about because of a passage in M 16 and D 33.5, in which the Buddha describes practicing the monastic life with the intention to obtain rebirth in a heavenly realm as a ‘shackle of the heart’ (cetaso-vinibandha) that prevents progress on the path to overcoming greed, hatred and delusion. At S 35.200, the Buddha gives a beautiful simile of a log that will be carried by a river to the ocean (liberation) if it does not get stuck on one of many obstacles on the way, such as the banks, islands etc. Practicing the holy life to go to heaven is compared to the log being carried away by non-human beings. In these cases, the Buddha is talking about monks who have given their lives to the business of renunciation. Even if they do perceive heaven as temporary platform on the way to greater liberation, the problem is that implicit in the aspiration is an affirmation of sensuality. There is a world of difference between somebody who renounces something to get more and better of it later on, to somebody who renounces something because they see danger in it. Even a gourmet or gourmand may fast to generate hunger but he does so in order to heighten the enjoyment of food. His total desire for food will consequently increase. Somebody who fasts, however, because they see danger in the sensuality, fullness, sleepiness, excess etc. that come with eating, will thereby diminish desire and dependence on food. Typical lay life, however, is the choice of those who do not feel comfortable with renunciation to start with (A 9.41). Instead of challenging and confronting them with the risk of generating defensiveness, the Buddha shows lay people a way to sublimate sensual needs through delayed gratification. In this way, it becomes possible to subordinate sensuality to the Dhamma without creating undue stress and anxiety. 

Spiritual Benefit
The spiritual benefits of keeping the uposatha are, of course, many. To a good degree they will vary with the quality of the uposatha kept. It is one (good) thing to forgo the evening meal and the worldly things mentioned explicitly in the eight precepts but otherwise pursue one’s normal daily life, working, shopping, socializing etc. It is quite another to spend a day devoted to meditation, seclusion, study of the Buddha’s teaching, emulating a truly spiritual, even monastic lifestyle.  

Also, it makes a difference how developed the practitioner is already. Somebody who is comfortably established in his or her meditation practice and faith in the teaching will have quite a different experience to someone just trying to orient themselves. More factors will influence the result but some spiritual benefits will be similar. 

To keep the uposatha is always an expression of whatever faith one has at not insubstantial sacrifice, even risk. This is profoundly important and a great influence on the, largely subconscious formation of the practitioner’s identity. “Das Sein bestimmt das Bewusstsein,” (being determines consciousness) as Karl Marx put it; “we are what we eat” is saying a similar thing with a little less philosophical luster.

Especially in its original form of setting aside a day for contemplation, the effect is that the normal vicissitudes of life from miscommunications to health concerns, economic worries and crashed software all become so much lighter. Perceiving life from the samsaric angle makes these things appear small and insignificant, like an arm that has come off a doll, which drives a four year old girl to tears but is a non-event for an adult. 
It is as though we are shipwrecked swimmers in a hostile ocean without land in sight. The uposatha is like a weekly break on a boat which makes enduring the time in the salt water much more bearable. Such detachment tends to improve handling, often to result in greater efficiency. The Buddha mentions as immediate benefit of keeping even five precepts that one will become financially secure and socially confident. This is very likely due to this effect.
For one who regularly observes the uposatha, relationships formed will over time tend to become of a different, more mature nature. Not all relationships formed in spiritual circles are equal but there will be a stronger tendency towards inspiring, encouraging use of communication time, increased generosity and increased tolerance for weakness. Just this benefit alone will tend to lighten up life a lot.
In addition, numerous clarifications of the teaching and small or large meditation experiences will arise. If they do not ripen during the short uposatha day, sometimes they will during a retreat. Not rarely, though, they will even ripen in the course of the very ordinary weekday, at the contact point with challenges or during moments of rest. While bringing the Buddha’s wisdom into one’s life tends to come with many collateral benefits, there is a peculiar taste to typically Buddhist wisdom by which the practitioner can tell that it is the practice – not anything else – that is the cause of it: 
“What is it that I have declared? ‘This is suffering, this is the arising of suffering, this is the cessation of suffering, this is the way leading to the cessation of suffering?’ … Why? Because, monks, it is beneficial, relevant to the fundamentals of the holy life, because it leads to revulsion, to dispassion, to cessation, to peace, to direct knowledge, to enlightenment, to Nibbana.”   (S 56.31 et al)
Noble Attitude
The discourse that carries the most comprehensive instruction on how to optimize benefits from keeping the uposatha was delivered to the Buddha’s foremost female lay disciple, Visakha (A 3.71). She was a prominent resident of Savatthi, the capital of Kosala and principle residence of the Buddha. Having established a major monastery there, she took it upon herself to suggest various improvements to the order
.  As they were on fairly close terms and the Buddha, no doubt, wanted to make sure that Visakha got the most of it, he started the disquisition with a rather strong criticism of inferior types of uposatha. The first uposatha to be criticized is ‘the shepherds’ uposatha,’ the essential criticism being that the likely hungry practitioner spends his time thinking about what he will eat when done with the fast. The greedy mind state deprives the occasion of a substantial amount of possible glory. The criticism is one of putting the letter over the spirit, a degeneration that always occurs in environments that are guided by rules and regulations. Regulations have clauses and sub-clauses and as one studies them, it’s easy to get lost in the discussion of case histories, grey areas and exceptions. While it is good to master these parameters, it’s easy to overlook the purpose of what one is doing. One fails to see the forest for the trees. 
The next criticism is addressed to the uposatha of the Jains. This rival teaching of the Nigantha Nathaputta always comes out badly in the discourses. From our current perspective this is not that easy to appreciate. On the whole, the Jains seem to be one of the groups within the renunciant movement, which is rather close to the Buddhists. Jains believe in kamma and rebirth and practice for their cessation. They live in separate monks’ and nuns’ communities according to a strict moral code centered around harmlessness. Like Buddhists, they practice meditation. Today, we think of them as colleagues with whom we have the friendliest of relations and many Jains practice Buddhist meditation
. At the time of the Buddha, though, their teacher is described as quite bold and presumptuous, trying to challenge the Buddha in this way and that, though never coming to see him in person. Such avoidance of the Buddha was typically a sign of worldly fears to lose status, something many teachers were and are concerned with. While some have tried to dismiss canonical accounts as later propaganda this is unlikely as the critical dialogue between rival teachings is an integral part of the suttas. Furthermore, it has been pointed out that none of the positions of Jains that are discussed in the suttas are contradicted by their own extensive literature. 
The Buddha also tends to take on more firmly those misconceptions that are – outside or inside his teaching – particularly easy to mistake for the real thing. Wood is no challenge for gold as it has completely different attributes. But gilded iron is a challenge in that it is easy to mistake for the real thing by the untrained eye, although it has none of the miraculous attributes of gold. 
There might even have been an ‘ad hominem’ aspect to the criticism of the Jains. Visakha had married into a family of powerful supporters of the Nigantha’s. With charm and wit she won them over to become enthusiastic Buddhists but certainly the distinction between the two creeds was a major topic at home.

The first aspect of the Jains’ uposatha the Buddha takes issue with is that they encourage their students to reject violence against beings (only) within a 1600 km radius. While that would appear to cover everything that a normal person would be able to encounter in a day – even nowadays – the Buddha criticizes the selectiveness, i.e. that some beings are excluded from that loving kindness. Quite independent from the practice of the Jains, it is interesting that the now common commentarial method of developing loving kindness meditation is essentially one of extending one’s loving kindness to different groups of people. While this is meant to be temporarily and for training purposes, it introduces distinctions – such as friendly, neutral or hostile – to the perception of beings into mediation that the Buddha never encouraged to be cultivated or habituated, but only to be overcome. Suffice it to say that, in spite of the Buddha’s claim that his exposition of these teachings is complete, he is not on record to have ever taught this kind of meditation.

The second point in the Jain’s uposatha that the Buddha takes issue with is the way they practiced their uposatha renunciation. The lay people would divest themselves of their clothes saying: 
“Not do I belong anywhere to anybody; nor does anything, anywhere belong to me in any way.”
 This was apparently meant to be a statement about their belongings, a way of playing renunciant. The Buddha criticizes that they are basically saying something that is not true. If they take back the next day what they have given up the previous (uposatha) day, they are taking something that has not been given. It’s not easy to see why the Buddha levies such strong criticism at these conventions, especially because Buddhism contains similar ways of speech
. One reason for the strong reaction might be that the Jains are here trivializing a statement of profound contemplative meaning and power (M 106) and then do not even try to live up to their statement. One could perhaps compare this to secular people who advocate sensuality through contemplation of death, i.e. that one should enjoy every day as if it were the last (trivialization) but then live otherwise normal, even petty lives (i.e. they do not live up to their statement). Because of the deceptive vicinity to the real contemplation of death which is designed to lead to maximum disenchantment with the world and unremitting effort, i.e. the exact opposite, it is important to strongly distance oneself from such positions.

The Buddha does not, by the way, say that the uposatha setup of the Jains – or for that matter of the shepherds – is of no benefit, only that it lacks the grandeur of the uposatha of the noble ones’ described next. This introduction to the uposatha does encourage students to be meticulous, especially with speech and commitments. In this context, this passage comes up from time to time in Dhamma discussions
. 
While in the ‘shepherds uposatha,’ it is forgotten that the spirit is important, here the spirit is a little twisted out of shape, as it were. The dramatic language and gesture actually encourage, as in the case of secular contemplation of death, the opposite of what they advertise (wrong speech, taking what is not given). In other words, the letter is important. Both these aberrations share excessive concern with appearance – in the one case of outer form, in the other of fanciful concepts – at the expense of mental purification. Buddha Dhamma always has as characteristic a turning inward (opanayiko), away from the world, away from self-fabrication, towards emancipation from everything. With this introduction, the Buddha encourages Visakha and other students of the uposatha to pay close attention to both, the spirit and the letter of the ‘noble ones’ uposatha,’ as explained in the sutta. 

“But what, Visakha, is the uposatha of the noble ones? It consists in the purification of the defiled mind by the correct method.” 
These two short sentences are the guiding star to determine the value of an uposatha or any other practice session, even a life.
Uposatha Mediation Objects
Although there are many ways to purify the mind, for the uposatha, the Buddha prescribes a contemplative approach to mediation. This makes good sense, as one day a week dedicated to practice does not afford the time to let the mind settle over days or weeks into silence as a longer retreat may. At the same time, much spiritual power is lost if the uposatha becomes simply a Buddhist social event or study day. A selection of five objects for contemplation with their numerous sub-headings provides a large pasture for contemplative work. The idea is here not to force or coax the mind into focus but to uplift it with skillfully directed perspectives and discursive thought. The objects are not confrontational in nature as are many satipatthana objects or those of so-called sañña exercises such as, for example, the contemplation of various kinds of repulsiveness or death.
They follow the above detailed logic of sublimation: 
”Thinking, ‘I am a speaker of truth (practicing asceticism, celibacy, engaging in study or giving up/generosity),’ he gains inspiration in the meaning, gains inspiration with the Dhamma, gains gladness connected with the Dhamma. It is that gladness connected with the wholesome that I call an equipment of the mind..., that is, for developing a mind that is without hostility and ill will.” (M 99) 

The objects listed in the text are the contemplations of the qualities of the Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sangha, one’s own virtue and the virtues of various different types of deities. Usually, this group of reflections (anussati) contains one more reflection, namely that on giving up (caga). Interestingly, at A 8.49, the Buddha encourages Visakha’s development of caga (to lay people usually defined as generosity) by describing it as one of four things that will obtain good rebirth
. Of course, naming Visakha foremost among his female lay disciples (A 1.14) is itself the most powerful encouragement of her generosity she could get. The reflection on caga is here also not totally lost, as it occurs as part of the recollection of the devas’ virtue. That it is missing as a separate category may have to do with the sometimes restless, diversified nature of generosity, i.e. it may encourage distracting shopping fantasies, especially in the very generous. The uposatha, however, is a day designated for withdrawal from and transcendence of the secular world. From this perspective, it makes sense to say that generosity – at least for this day – should be an object of only transcendent contemplation (i.e. a virtue in common with deities). 
Before going into the details of each of the contemplations, one more strategic consideration to show what the group of suggested meditation objects suggest. It will show that this set is not some arbitrarily chosen bunch of meditations or even a set highly customized to the needs of Visakha, but a carefully crafted, highly integrated approach to systematic liberation from suffering. 
The first four of the five recollections are the most direct ways to develop the four factors of streamentry, namely unshakable faith in the Buddha, the Dhamma, the Sangha and stable, mature virtue that leads to deep meditation (e.g. D 33.4; S 55.5). When Ven. Ananda won’t stop asking what various deceased disciples attainment was in D 16, the Buddha tells him, tongue in cheek, that there was nothing unusual in beings having to die but that it would be tiresome for him – the Buddha – to tell of every single person what happened to them. However, he would give Ven. Ananda a method by which everybody could find out for themselves whether they are a streamenterer or not. This method, the Buddha called ‘the Mirror of the Dhamma.’ If those in attendance were hoping that this most common doubt of practitioners of Buddhism would now be solved with a description of an awakening experience, they were disappointed. The answer is as tongue in cheek as the announcement: One should reflect whether one’s faith in Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha, as well as one’s virtue are unshakable. Of course, most meditators who wonder whether one or the other powerful transformation or meditation experience they had constituted streamentry will feel this instruction is a kind of mockery, perhaps shaking their head like Bert of Sesame Street upon learning another one of Earnie’s logics. After all, most Buddhist believe that their faith in Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha is unshakable; many more that their commitment to the five precepts is sound. The suggestion does not seem to clarify the perspective on a likely powerful meditation experience. And how can one quantify faith or virtue to be unshakable, anyway? Many or most who get married consider their faithfulness unshakable. Divorce- and promiscuity-rates, however, give the lie to such sentiments to such a degree that some ministers refuse to marry incredulous couples under the ‘until death shall you part’-formula.

There is something deep and meaningful to this instruction, though, and it’s worth considering this in this context, for in practical terms, the irreversible streamentry is truly the one goal of the teaching or even any activity in samsara, i.e. in millions and billions of lives. The amount of suffering that a streamenterer has left in samsara, i.e. a maximum of seven lives, is compared by the Buddha to a little dust picked up on his fingernail in comparison to the entire landmass of the earth (S 13.1). Seen this way, it makes perfect sense that the Buddha would put the uposatha as much as possible into direct service of that attainment. But why is streamentry defined in such intangible terms rather than in concrete description of meditation experiences?
Perception is highly suggestible. Everybody knows this from dreams and advertising makes a business out of this vulnerability. As under hypnosis, this effect is powerfully enhanced in the peaceful mind. Add to that the single-minded urge to attain streamentry and perception is extremely likely to produce an image of whatever experience is asked for. Meditation systems that operate perception based are notorious for producing disciples who will experience everything that particular system suggests, from Buddha images
 and the vision of lights to particles and all manner of enlightenment descriptions, such as impermanence and blackouts. This is not only so in Buddhism. Christians often meet Jesus, Hindus Krishna and so forth. As a result of usually not necessarily tragic overestimation, people can become either conceited and/or lazy and they may start to argue with those who have different experiences. The Buddha’s system of verification bypasses this entire world of problems. And effectively at that, for we have practically no records of the many problems that beleaguer currently popular meditation systems. 

Somebody who knows that mature faith in Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha and stable continence of precepts is the measure of their realization of truth will very carefully observe, guard and foster these qualities. If someone is a streamenterer, recollecting the hallmarks of the teaching and personal maturity will be a great joy leading to powerful peace of mind and further wisdom (see the indented quote from M 99 above for the dynamic). If they overestimate themselves in the sense that they believe their faith is more deep-rooted than it actually is, they will still guard, foster and awaken that faith, if only to demonstrate to themselves how enlightened they are. They will make sure that they know the teaching of the Buddha well, do not contradict it and live in accordance, while at the same time keeping good contact with the most virtuous followers of the Buddha, all the while making sure that they are beacons of enlightened morality, for everyone to see. Either way, it’s a win-win situation with relatively slight potential for controversy
. This wonderful situation is a far cry from the quasi-retirement option (from practice, not teaching) those mediation techniques offer who practically certify attainments based on reports of meditation experiences
. 
A similar problem occurs in the world of samatha or tranquility meditation. The Buddha teaches tranquility based on maturity in virtue, satipatthana meditation and progressively more refined feelings, as well as elimination of coarser factors of the experience. Overestimation does little harm in this system because, as in the case of streamentry, the consequences of this understanding are good, whatever the actual name of an experience may finally be. Eventually, the practitioner will get there. The commentaries, however, not understanding the profound wisdom of this system, introduced a perception-based system in which, for all practical purposes, the most important thing is what one sees in meditation (preferably lights). As a result of this, mediation teachers who use these systems constantly struggle with meditators being overly attached to and misled by what they see in meditation, not so rarely to the point of insanity. – Note how meditation as prescribed in this sutta for the uposatha also dodges this set of pitfalls.  
The Similes for the Contemplations
Buddhas are extremely rare, extremely powerful beings by any standards. There are millions of arahants to a Buddha, yet we now have many millions of dedicated practitioners to only a handful of arahants. What sets Buddhas by definition apart from other arahants is their ability to communicate. All of the many magical and wondrous competencies of Buddhas, some of which they share only with their own kind, have but one purpose: To get ordinary people enlightened. To those ordinary people, this doesn’t seem much. For the most part, people think that once poor people are fed and safe, the job is half done. A little inspiring chat and encouragement and they should get it in time. Doesn’t much of the word of the Buddha feel familiar, even trite in its repetitiveness? The truth is, that this task is so daunting that even a Paccekabuddha, the second greatest being to walk the earth and of qualities far surpassing those of arahants, comes out predictably with a score of exactly zero enlightened followers. This bears remembering when looking for sense in these teachings of which the Buddha himself says in the simile of the razor (D 29) that it is impossible to make them more complete by adding to them or to make them more pure by removing something. Much of the degeneration that we find in commentarial literature from the Theravada commentaries and Abhidhamma to Mahayana teachings is due to the failure of appreciating the power of Buddha-word and consequent search for its implications, structure and impact. 

The impact aspect bears remembering here when looking at the similes of this discourse to Visakha. Among many great arahant teachers at the time of the Buddha, only the Buddha’s personal instruction regularly leads to the awakening of beings during a discourse
. People who hear discourses from the Buddha personally seem to subconsciously be affected by those teachings for lifespans
. 
Similes are bridges from another shore, i.e. from an unknown to a familiar situation. Using something familiar, they form a useful orientation to explain something yet unknown. The Buddha constantly uses similes and stories for illustration. It needs to be understood, though, that similes, like advertising, political propaganda or seduction, do not merely communicate information. They appeal to a visceral sense of reality by creating imagery that arouses emotion. This can be done by association, provocation, humor, suggestion and a few other means. 

In the case at hand, this is relevant to understanding the similes here given. All the similes are about cleansing: the head (recollecting the Buddha), the body (the Dhamma), clothes (the Sangha), a mirror (own virtue) and the purification of gold (recollecting deva realms). 
Bathing is in tropical Asia considered a singular indulgence. “Did you have a bath yet?” is almost as universal an expression of concern as “have you eaten yet?” In the days before electric fans, AC and paved roads this was even more so the case. In fact, bathing was so much associated with pleasure that monks were regulated not to take baths more often than once a fortnight (P 57). “Eating, sleeping and bathing as much as one likes” was an expression to describe extreme indulgence (Sg 1). Therefore, when the Buddha here likens meditation on the Buddha to be similar to washing one’s head, he describes not merely a routine hygienic necessity. Rather, the association would be one of powerful relief, of cooling down, refreshing one’s entire being, feeling new-born, rested, restored, re-energized.

The Buddha does not say in these similes that the Buddha is like the head, the Dhamma is like the body and the Sangha is like one’s clothes. What he says is that contemplating these things is like washing head, body and clothes. In other words, head, body and clothes are all aspects of the mind, that have become dirty through everyday use, i.e. everyday hunger for happiness, sustenance, meaning or sheer survival. Nonetheless, similes work strongly by subconscious association. 
Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha do not necessarily purify different defilements. They may in individual cases. For example, somebody may feel ashamed to do something unwholesome when remembering the Buddha or a teacher, but not when considering the merits of the deed in abstraction. For somebody else it may work the other way round or they need different or combined angles. In the suttas, the results of these practices are described in similar terms.

Therefore, it makes better sense here to assume the visceral meaning of the imagery, i.e. the association of Buddha with head, Dhamma with the body, and Sangha with clothes, than inherently specific needs are addressed with each contemplation. The first thing one comes to notice is that Buddha and Dhamma, head and body are inseparably connected, if their life is desired. We know of the Dhamma through the Buddha and the Buddha has become the Buddha because of his understanding of the Dhamma. The head is where, due to its being the seat of most sense activity, our sense of self resides. Beings feel that they live somewhere behind their eyes (contrary to some assertions, this seems generally also true for Asians). We connect with people through our facial expressions, from eye contact to smiles and speech. Many of our sensual preferences – food, smells, sights, sounds and some of the most important forms of touch – are experienced with the head. The body does the lion’s share of getting the head what it wants and needs. It houses and maintaining the life-giving organs and provides transport. Similarly, the Buddha is, as it were, the soul of the teaching. It is through the personality or character of the Buddha, his speech, the way he relates to people and other challenges, that we come to know of the Dhamma. One reason for Buddhism to take off as it did in India was that the Buddha was sensually a powerfully attractive man in every sense of the word. Superficially, he was an extraordinarily imposing, tall, golden skinned crown prince of one of the most attractive realms of the time. It is often pointed out from scholastic side that the Sakyans were vassals to Kosala; sometimes the point is made that they were technically speaking more a dukedom than a kingdom. Landmass and population, however, are not necessarily determining status. Koenigsegg, Bugatti or Lamborghini may not be large companies but owning them – in fact, coming to the country club in a sample – is more prestigious than a seat on the board of GM. Certainly, the Sakyans felt superior enough for them to play the condescending practical joke on the Kosalans to send them a slave girl as a princess, a provocation which seems to have wiped them off this earth. Suffice it to say, that the Buddha was treated with extraordinary respect and patronage by all the great kings of the period, expressly and not least because of his origins (M 89; Sn 3.1). Well-educated, exquisitely mannered, well-connected and peer reviewed, he had the full royal pedigree. Furthermore, he had the aloof, non-sensual appeal of a true ascetic, emanating powerful reserve and authority on the one hand and compelling and irresistible compassion, warmth and charm on the other. 
There are quite a few stories concerning the impact of his presence in the canon. The lay man Ugga reports that he was drunk when he first saw the Buddha. The simple sight sobered him up instantly and aroused his faith (A 8.22). Another anecdote concerns a friend of Ven. Ananda from his lay life, called Rojana. Ven. Ananda was happy to see his friend among a welcoming party in a town that the Buddha visited, assuming that Rojana had become Buddhist. But Rojana said to Ven. Ananda that he only came because a substantial fine was levied against those in the city council who did not show up for the event. He asserted that this whole thing was not for him. This saddened Ven. Ananda and in one of the very few instances of his 25-year attendance to the Buddha, he asked if there was nothing that could be done about this. The Buddha replied that was no problem at all. He sent some metta to Rojana and right away Rojana was said to have gone from door to door like a calf looking for his mom, asking everybody where the Buddha was. The Buddha instructed Rojana who became a strementerer there and then. Still under the influence of the loving kindness of the Buddha he tried to get a monopoly on support of the Sangha (Mv 6
).
The Dhamma is, like the body, a complex system of integrated causalities that need to be understood and properly responded to lest it – body or Dhamma – will fall ill or die. The body needs to be managed properly which includes hygiene, proper rest, proper exercise, temperature regulation and medication in times of illness. All of these maintenance tasks translate seamlessly to the relationship one needs to maintain with the Dhamma, the laws of existence, if one wishes to be happy and prosper. 
The body is known through the senses. In the same way, we know the Dhamma through the Buddha. The more conscientious students of the teaching seek spiritual inspiration and orientation from the Buddha’s responses as recorded in the suttas, the more likely they are to acquire faith in the letter and spirit of the Dhamma according to the original intention of the Buddha. This should also be true of those many great meditators who have little direct contact with the suttas. Whatever little knowledge of the original they do have, they treat with great respect and dedication. To the degree that their sample is distorted, also great meditators have been known to go seriously astray. 

The Buddha, or rather the quality and quantity of faith in the enlightenment of the Buddha, determines to what degree the Dhamma will be understood. One may temporarily be stronger than the other but ultimately they qualify each other. That is why the Buddha can say to Ven. Vakkali that “one who sees the Dhamma, sees me; one who sees me, sees the Dhamma.” (S 22.87; defined as seeing the three characteristics in the five khandha.) 

The third object of uposatha contemplation is the refuge of enlightened followers of the Buddha. These formerly ordinary people, who may have been off worse than us when they started, are validating the path by having attained to profound, irreversible insight through following the prescription that all of us use, too. The Buddha explicitly recommends comparing oneself to them for encouragement (M 68). 
Not meant with Sangha is here the contemporary use of the term as something like a local community of people interested in Buddhism. This usage of the term ‘Sangha’ is not original and it appears that no Asian Theravada monks are using it. Possibly, it originates in Mahayana perceptions of all beings having Buddha nature. Although unintentional, it does follow typical degenerative development of demeaning or watering down high attainment. Watering down terminology occurs also with regard to the Buddha, for example, as that which is aware within oneself or, in Tibetan Buddhism, as taking one’s guru to be a Buddha. The refuge of Dhamma as the four noble truths, too, has been widely superseded by commentarial, Abhidhamma and Mahayana teachings that substantial parts of the Buddhist world seek guidance and support from. Such refuge taking is taking refuge in something not Buddhist. It should be noted that the cause is often not direct dislike of the teachings but inattention to the carefully composed definitions of the terms. Those who spend one day a week contemplating these objects in accordance with their definition have a priceless insurance against such disorienting misdirection.  
The recollection of the Buddha’s partly or fully enlightened followers is compared by the Buddha to the washing of one’s clothes. Clothes are the way in which people present themselves to the world. The adage “clothes make people” attempts to express the strange phenomenon that personality itself is affected by the way one dresses. Not for no reason many institutions – including religious ones – mandate uniforms for their members. Also the Buddha’s followers wear either robes, if they are monastics or, when they keep eight precepts, many wear white since the time of the Buddha
 (M 73).

‘Uniformism,’ however, far exceeds the limits of these institutions. Suit, ties, torn jeans and leather jackets are all ways to indicate group membership and adherence to specific values and forms. This is true not only because the way other people see one but also because the way one perceives oneself when choosing a particular type of dress. 
The same is true with regard to the people that we surround ourselves with. We tend to underestimate their influence on us. In several suttas, the Buddha says that the holy life consists entirely of noble friendship (S 3.18; S 45.2/3). This is somewhat counterintuitive, since much of the holy life is a move towards solitude (M 3; M 122; A 6.15). But every impulse and nourishment of this type of life is contingent on the involvement with friends, from the Buddha to those who supply facilities and encouragement. Without the Buddha as noble friend, there would be no spiritual life and no way out of samsara for practically all those who now call themselves Buddhists (S 3.18). 
Another analogy for washing clothes and purifying the mind occurs in M 7. The Buddha says that however one may dye clothes (i.e. whatever one pursues or wherever one is reborn), if the stains (i.e. the defilements) are not removed, they will show through and one will look poorly dressed. In other words, when people consider improving their lives, they tend to focus on visible but superficial aspects such as jobs, relationship status, possessions or experiences that are nowhere near as important for obtaining happiness as are purity and wisdom.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
The next object of reflection is the stability of one’s own virtue. Hopefully, this is an uplifting and joyful recollection of dignified conduct. In most cases, this won’t singularly be the case. Human life is messy, habits are difficult to manage and there are many grey areas with regard to virtue. The Buddha gives as a simile for this recollection the cleaning of a mirror. Mirrors are frequently used as analogy for self-reflection in the suttas. In M 61 the Buddha uses the image to urge his son Rahula to reflect before, during and after acts of body, speech and mind whether they are wholesome and respond wisely in accordance. 
Most commonly, in similes, the idea of the mirror is that one sees oneself in it, usually to examine whether one is sufficiently attractive to present oneself in a social context, one could say to function as one is meant to. Analogue, self-reflection examines whether one is sufficiently pure to understand the Dhamma; again, one could say, to function as one is meant to. ‘As one is meant to’ means ‘if one wants happiness’ or, more correctly ‘if one wants to be free from suffering.
’ This is ‘as it is meant,’ because all intentional action, all craving for existence, seeks this kind of stress reduction, albeit usually in almost slapstick type tragic comically incompetent ways.

‘The Mirror of the Dhamma’ from D 16 has already been discussed above. If one finds oneself insufficiently pure, it is recommended to correct the situation as urgently as would ‘a young man or woman, fond of self-adornment’ (A 10.54). In the sutta at hand, the uposatha sutta, the idea is that the reflection on the benefits of virtue cleans this mirror, in other words it improves self-perception. This is the goal of much of psychotherapy. The Buddha’s approach to therapy is that the insight into one’s misperception of reality is impossible without the focus of the purified, unified mind of samadhi. This unified state of purity and saturation with internal happiness frees one from sensual dependency but it becomes possible only if one lives at peace with the world of contact. ‘At peace,’ does here not mean that bad things are not done to oneself – that is impossible to guarantee – but that one is at least so disinterested in the objects that give rise to conflict that one does not pursue them with force. That is what a lot of poor virtue is about: transgressions into other’s territory and/or damage to one’s own system because one has needs that cannot securely be met otherwise. Drug related crime is not committed out of criminal inclination but desperation and the same holds true in one way or another for most poor conduct in body, speech and mind. 

Once the voluntary restraints of virtue are undertaken as training, many types of problems tend to evaporate. Not all benefits are obvious. For example, the Buddha lists as benefits of virtue that social confidence improves, that one will tend to become wealthy over time and that one will have a good death (D 16; D 33.5). Relationships of all kinds tend to be positively affected by keeping precepts and one is better able to direct one’s future (A 8.35; M 41/2; M 120). This is true especially for rebirth but the same principle also holds true for worldly pursuits. Even without intentional direction, virtue improves one’s chances of being reborn as a human being or deity, both of which have virtue as indispensible foundation.
The fifth and final object for recollection is that of the virtue of deities. The English word ‘virtue’ has quite a few meanings. In the spiritual context, two come up and the distinction between them is meaningful here. ‘Virtue’ (sila) in the above simile of cleaning the mirror refers to the keeping of precepts and their spirit. In English, it is used in preference to the culturally somewhat uncomfortably loaded term ‘morals’ and derivatives thereof. The word ‘virtue,’ however, can also describe good personal qualities in general, one of which is keeping precepts. This extended meaning of virtue is intended here when recollecting qualities that lead to rebirth in heavenly realms. 
In the text, five qualities are given to accomplish this: Faith in the Buddha’s awakening and the associated faith in Dhamma and Sangha (saddha); secondly, the virtue of precepts (sila); thirdly, learnedness in spiritual things (suta); fourthly, giving up, especially in the form of generosity (caga). The fifth factor is wisdom, i.e. that understanding which is leading to wholesome detachment. 
This pentad commonly occurs in the texts in a number of variations, in all but extremely few exceptions by starting with faith and ending in wisdom
 but varying the factors in between. These variations, however, are not random. They follow a certain pattern, namely that of the five indriyas, albeit not always in a readily decipherable way
. 

For example, when describing states that determine rebirth (e.g. in M 120) we may get virtue (sila) in of place of energy, learnedness (suta) in place of mindfulness and generosity or ‘giving up’ (caga) in place of concentration, as in the lists of the faculties or powers (viriya/bala). The qualities for reflection on rebirth of deities are coarser forms of the same faculty or function of the mind than the more ultimate ‘faculties,’ which are in their pure form found only in an at least partially enlightened person (S 48.18). 

Energy is defined as developing wholesome mind states. Virtue (sila) is regulating actions of body and speech so that, at least, they do not cause serious harm. Recognizing that the mind may not yet be fully under control, virtue determines to prevent the worst, the spreading of bad ideas into speech and actions. It is a coarser form of energy or developing wholesome mind states. 

‘Giving up’ or ‘generosity’ (caga) are dominantly coarser forms of the samadhi dynamic, which is typically defined as letting go of progressively more refined aspects of the unified mind
. 

So how is learnedness a coarser form of mindfulness? Paul Debes translation of sati as ‘presence of truth’
 does a lot to point in the right direction here. When the satipatthana suttas teach ways to see body and mind, they depict ways of seeing things directly according to the way they are. Most meditation objects are not like that. The majority of meditations are imaginations or perceptions of objects that help to pull the mind away from its inclination towards the world of diversity or other undesirable occupations. 

If we say ‘be mindful!’ to someone, we intend to encourage him or her to pay attention to what is really happening right now, to bring the truth of the moment into their presence. Learnedness – and suta designates only learnedness in the Buddha’s teaching – is a coarser form of this way of informing the mind about the way things are in the same way that sila is a coarser form of viriya and caga a coarser form of samadhi.

In some groups (e.g. M 53, D 33/4) we find in addition to suta, hiri/ottappa (shame and respect) that we will get in this sutta further below. In this ‘coarsification’ process of the mind, suta or learnedness is the intellectual forerunner of sati while hiri & ottappa are the emotional ones, foreshadowing the care, consideration, reticence and concern of sati (‘Watch out!’)
. 

	Indriya/Bala D 33.5 A 5
	Saddha
	Viriya
	Sati
	Samadhi
	Pañña

	M 41, M 120, A 3.71 

	Saddha
	Sila
	Suta
	Caga
	Pañña

	Dhana A 7.5-7, D 33.7
	Saddha
	Sila
	Hiri/Ottappa Suta
	Caga
	Pañña


To put it simply, learning the Buddha’s teaching, i.e. contact with noble beings and hearing their teaching shows us an image, sometimes a map (knowledge of truth or suta), of what we will realize (awareness of truth or sati). The faculty for learning is the same as that of observing. Learning being essentially recall, this is also reflected in the occasional definition of sati as being able to remember what has been said or done a long time ago (A 8.30).

The simile for recollecting the qualities that qualify one for celestial rebirth in the uposatha sutta is that of purification of gold. Among the images for purification tasks here listed, purifying gold is the most violent and also the one that requires most know-how. In addition, it is the most external but also the one most likely of the five cleaning tasks to lead most concretely to tangible riches. Perhaps this is indicative for the difficulty this mediation object poses for the imagination. We live bound to what we can experience through the senses. The sense objects of our world are real and meaningful to us, attractive, repulsive or frightening as the case may be. Heavenly realms and their inhabitants are not typically part of human beings’ experience. They are ‘believe-it-or-not’ and ‘take-it-or-leave-it’ type fairy tales that maybe nice but on Monday morning the bills need to be paid. It is hard to make them conditions for one’s future rebirth, aa a credible, visceral reality. Consequently, it is not unsurprising that this valuable mediation object has almost completely fallen by the wayside of modern instruction. It is good to keep in mind, though, that everything man-made in our existence as well as every skill and association we have and witness first existed as an idea. People come to join groups and become comfortable with them because in their mind they have already made themselves similar to those in the group. The Buddha makes much of this ‘birds of a feather’-principle in S 14. In exhaustive detail, he lists the many qualities according to which beings come together and how they subsequently influence each other. The recollection of deities’ virtues is a systematic way to create a vision and likeness to divine conduct, which in turn leads to divine rebirth or, at least, divine circles on earth. While the trappings and powers of celestial existence may be impressive, the qualities to reflect on are those which practitioners of Buddhism cultivate everywhere. In fact, the uposatha is designed to cultivate those qualities. 
· The uposatha is an expression of faith, designed to foster the recollection of the faith objects. 

· It is an advanced way of keeping precepts, designed to foster association with those who do keep them and recollect them. 

· The uposatha was the original Indian way for lay people to acquire spiritual learning as that was the day all recluse groups decided to designate to teaching. 

· It typically is a day of both giving and giving up as well as recollection of these qualities. 

· And it is an expression of wisdom as well as designed to foster, if anything, the acquisition of wisdom. 

The uposatha is the way to heaven. What that means is that the vast majority of beings in celestial abodes have gotten there – at least to a substantial degree – by observing uposathas. As characters, celestial beings are like those who are observing the uposatha now all over the world. Just like parents are a little ahead of their children in time but often share much fundamental character, assumptions and culture, so deities and their lifestyles are the expression of that which is possible through development of precept days. Just like those who wish to be rich, powerful or successful will study the ways and habits of those who have become rich, powerful or successful in the past and emulate them, a most direct path to these tangible manifestations of progress on the path is the recollection of the fivefold divine virtue.     
The similes for the five recollections of the uposatha all specify that the cleansing process comes about through the use of proper implements and dedicated work. The descriptions share an intelligent, energetic engagement with the desired cleansing process that is focused on achieving tangible results. As long as object to be cleaned is filthy, there can be no rest, but when the task is accomplished there is delight. Spiritual delight is often shown by the Buddha to be tremendously helpful. This delight validates the investment into spiritual practice and helps to outgrow in many way costly and spiritually exhausting worldly joys. In many suttas, the Buddha says that this delight is to be enjoyed and not to be feared (M 66) and he explains how it leads in stages to greater and more profound forms of happiness that culminate in enlightening wisdom (e.g. A 11.1-3).
The Precepts

The uposatha consists in keeping precepts – it is keeping precepts. One could have a splendid retreat day full of spiritual effort and profound results but without the resolution to keep the eight precepts it wouldn’t be called ‘uposatha.’ Conversely, if one did practically nothing spiritual other than keeping the eight precepts because of work or other obligations, one could justly say that one kept the uposatha. The precepts are the magical formula, as it were, the key to heaven. 
For most who observe the uposatha in a cultural context, there isn’t much theory to the precepts. It’s pretty much like the liturgy for Christians who go to church on Sunday: it’s the way. Asians often tag along with their grandma when they’re little until they learn how to dodge. When the kids are out of the house or some tragedy happens, occasionally because it’s a social hotspot, they start to keep uposathas again later in life. This is not a bad system. The so faithful get to hear a lot of Dhamma over the years, they do a lot of meritorious deeds, they form their friendships in the monastery and attempt dhammic solutions to their life’s problems. If life turns bad, they are comfortable with monastery and easily take to solace therefrom. Those fortunate, smart or kammically well-endowed enough to keep their uposatha in a good forest or other meditation monastery often learn to meditate well; not rarely, the monks themselves stand in awe of the little old ladies who sit hour after hour without nodding through the night.

There is quite a bit of depth to the system of the precepts and those who come to Buddhism and the uposatha from a non-cultural, often more intellectual and questioning context are perhaps in a slightly better position to appreciate these details. There is one distinction that is important to clarify before going into the detail of this prescription. Precepts – in Pali ‘sikkha-pada,’ literally, ‘training-steps’ – can be trained in several distinctly different ways, one could say, according to each faculty. 
· One is a way of inspiration or ‘faith;’ the point is to find that which is uplifting and beautiful in a precept. For example, thinking ‘I never harm anybody’ (Iti 38) or ‘what if everybody in the whole world just agreed to keeping this one precept’ are inspiring, uplifting, ultimately tranquilizing thoughts (A 10/11.1-3).  
Some practitioners find it inspiring to keep precepts simply because their teacher or the Buddha said so. Sometimes, such practitioners feel that it is veritable heresy – an expression of doubt in the teacher’s omniscience – to question the logic of a precept, just as it would be distasteful to constantly question one’s spouse’s faithfulness
. Not questioning is here seen as manifestation of love. 
· Contemplating precepts as struggle is inspiring in a different way. It can generate compassion or respect and the will to persevere no matter what. – These two modes of contemplation can easily conflict with each other. For example, if one person says ‘it would be so nice if everybody abstained from killing’ and another replies ‘… but this is very difficult.’ Both modes of contemplation are perfectly valid ways of strengthening the commitment to the precepts but here they can lead to unnecessary conflict. This type of friction can also occur with each of the following three modes of contemplation.

· The mindfulness-mode of contemplating precepts is the one dominant in the currently fashionable satipatthana retreat culture. The paradigm used is that having a certain type of mindfulness – implying wisdom, carefulness, conscientiousness and presence of mind – will make it impossible to break precepts or even do anything unwholesome. Again, the potential for conflict with other modes of developing virtue is strong. In some ways valid criticisms of this approach tend to overlook that – in the context of it’s retreat culture – this  reductionism is perpaps the way that has helped more people to understand and realize the principles of awakening than any over the last century
.
· A discrete subset of the broad sati culture of reflecting on precepts is that of the suta or learnedness culture of reflection; see the above detailed relationship between sati and suta. Those who enjoy and know the Buddha word a lot often like to discuss obscure passages or problems from the world of virtue. To outsiders or practitioners of different temperament, this can be off-putting as it may appear to be pointless sophism, perhaps even a way to avoid real commitment to virtue. Obviously, this should be judged – if at all found necessary – on an individual basis. But it’s good to keep in mind that there is a fountain of significant distinctions to be realized in contemplating borderline cases or terminological curiosities. Consequently, somebody so inclined may be logically very well fortified against making beginner’s thinking mistakes in counterintuitive cases, such as some abortions, mercy killings or tyrant murder (all discussed below). Also, this is a way to engage and commit an agile mind to the pursuit of precepts. Much of inspiring thought, example and wit on virtue, we owe to people so inclined. 

· Again another mode of profitably contemplating precepts is that they essentially consist in letting go of desires, rights and even fears. This is the most ‘samadhi-type’ approach to contemplating virtue (see above the relationship between caga and samadhi). Essentially, this is a kind of disengagement from the world attitude towards cultivation of virtue. Like the above sati approach, it is easy to underestimate the simplicity of this method. And in both cases, it may be noted that they tend to be suitable for those who (or in those settings which) tend to naturally incline to virtue. These approaches tend to be weak for those who frequently have to negotiate grey areas in emotionally intense environments.

· The fifth faculty is that of pañña or wisdom. To some degree it is represented in all these faculties. There are more expressions of wisdom in the contemplation of virtue to be found, though. Some so inclined – who can cause much grief to others – focus purely on the wholesome or unwholesome intention underlying an individual decision regarding virtue. While bad advice for most – the sorry state of virtue in much Mahayana monasticism is one famous result of this type of teaching (bodhisattva precepts)
 – and not recommended by the Buddha, this was actually the norm in the early decades of Buddhism, when the Buddha explicitly rejected regulating his monks (Nidana to Pj 1).  Contemplating selflessness in action may be even more daring (Bankei), and perhaps even more preferences to contemplate virtue can be found. 
Here the point is to appreciate that these may all be valid approaches, though also all may have their dangers, and many may clash with each other. To promote harmony and wisdom in the community of practitioners it is probably best to be familiar with as many as possible of these approaches. Experimenting with alternative approaches also can add variety to the practice and experience of precepts. Most often, though, practitioners will have their preferred way to go that helps them most in their own development and as long as they get results, that’s fully sufficient. In the below discussion of precepts, the idea is to cater to a wide spectrum of approaches so everybody can choose what they find helpful for their approach at a particular time.  

1. Abstention from Killing
The first precept is that on abstention from killing; not a big challenge for most modern day Buddhists. Most people who live in civilized post-modern society who have never been taken fishing by some uncle from the countryside would be unlikely ever have killed anything bigger than an insect. 

Abstention from killing is also a precept in other Sabbath traditions. American blue laws prohibited hunting in many states on Sunday, although the commandment of not killing is meant strictly speaking only against killing other Jews or Christians, i.e. people from one’s own tribe. In Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism also the killing of animals is included, a characteristic of faiths based on the belief in rebirth. 
Each precept has its interesting moral dilemmas and with regard to killing, the most interesting is perhaps that regarding the eating of meat. Commonsense suggests that those who consume meat and other animal products encourage the exploitation and killing of those animals. Yet the Buddha prohibited his monks only to eat certain kinds of meat, that are either culturally unacceptable, such as dog-, horse- or human-meat or that of animals who were dangerous. The idea behind the prohibition of meat of dangerous animals such as snakes, tigers, bears etc. is that these animals can smell that someone has consumed one of their kind and become, perhaps understandably, dangerous because of that. Furthermore, the meat of animals that are seen, heard or suspected to have been killed for the sake of offering their meat to a monastic is prohibited to monks or nuns; albeit it is only a small offence. Conversely, even accepting the death of tiniest beings is censured much more strongly censured by the Buddha for his monastics. Using water that has not been strained is an offence (P 20), which in one case led to a death from death of a monk who had no water strainer on him. A hut that was built by a monk from clay, the drying of which entails the death of tiny creatures who live in the clay, was ordered by the Buddha to be demolished at once (in the Nidana to Pj 2). 

Other religions criticized Buddhist monks for their accepting meat but the Buddha was adamant about the regulation, when, in some other cases, he yielded to requests or norms at the time that were not part of the Buddhist perception of things. An example is the prohibition to dig the earth because other many Indians believed the earth to be a one-sensed being. The Buddha did not proscribe to this but forbade the monks to dig the earth anyway, so not to cause offence (P 10). Not only he was adamant about meat eating; in one sutta the Buddha quotes the previous Buddha Kassapa having had the same problem. Buddha Kassapa’s verses on the issues are one of the few discourses from earlier Buddhas that we have
. There may be two reasons for this way of regulating the monastic Sangha. One is that the order is a mendicant order, i.e. dependent for daily sustenance on what people give. Because of that, it is desirable to be as easy to support as possible. The Buddha very rarely suggests paying attention to diet to monks, although there were clearly problems because of that at the time of the Buddha. Vegetarian monks often become a bit fuzzy about food, sometimes stopping to go on alms altogether or hinting for certain food that they think they need. Vegetarian lay people often have similar obsessive traits. Add to that a certain self-righteousness that vegetarians often develop, and one gets a situation where monk who are supposed to be humbly grateful for whatever people drop into their bowls can become a veritable nuisance. One contemporary monk reported he stopped being vegetarian when he felt that he developed an aversion for people who offered him meat. There is also an important, somewhat subtle distinction about the all-important workings of kamma embedded in the Buddha’s decision. While some people feel they can do anything they can get away with, others feel that they are responsible for almost everything bad that happens in the developing world by simply living in a developed country. Others feel that they are responsible for what their grandparents did or tolerated. Notably the German terrorist movements of the seventies where the result of such perceptions but also many other people feel like this, not unlike football fans who are either elated or ashamed because of the way their team performs on a given day, both sentiments being good reasons to get drunk and/or fight. While it’s easy to laugh about the extremes, the truth is that we simply don’t know how far our responsibility extends. Especially with the regulation on meat eating, the Buddha indicates this sphere to be that which we perceive intentionally will with greed, hatred and delusion or their opposites. It’s a fairly subtle point that takes quite a bit of careful consideration to be fully appreciated. The Buddha feels that the housewife who purchases in the supermarket the meat of an animal who has already died has no responsibility for its death. But a housewife who chooses a living fish from the basin in the same supermarket would be guilty of murdering that animal, even if she didn’t kill that fish herself; she even would be guilty of this offence if she were to send her daughter to buy a fish from the basin and to some degree if she congratulated somebody for doing so. While this does not seem fair according to some philosophically formulaic calculation of a deed’s impact, emotionally we can appreciate it. Meat in the first case is simply perceived to be food but the fish basin thing is simply a disgusting perversion to any civilized person. It appear that kamma, at least in this case, is in accordance with many people’s perception. But even if buying meat and eating meat does not entail cruelty, what about the millions of beings that have to die because Buddhists eat meat? Surely, if the Buddha had prohibited his disciples the eating of meat, hundreds of millions of beings would have been spared a cruel bloody death and millions of beings would have been spared the kamma of killing them. It seems that, from a samsaric perspective, death is nothing unusual; it gets to all beings who are born, most often influenced by their kamma. The real tragedy the precept is concerned with is not the death of a being but the obstruction to liberation from rebirth and re-death that killing creates, especially in those who otherwise have the faith and will to pursue it. The Buddha could have been a king and was throughout his life a decisive influence on the great kings of India at the time. But he never worked them to legislate in one way or another, nor did he intervene in social tragedies. The inevitable tragedies of human existence and nature do not seem to concern Buddhas. They are concerned only to provide optimal guidance for those who want to escape rebirth.     
Another important question is that of abortion. A monk or nun who recommends an abortion is treated like somebody who murdered a human being, if the recommendation is acted upon (Pj 3). They are immediately and irrevocably excluded from the order with no possibility of making amends or re-ordination in the current life. This controversy is interesting in so far as that a lot of liberal, well-meaning people who would be by default against war, the death penalty, all corporal punishment and even the eating of meat are ‘pro-choice.’ They may feel (strongly () that public legislation has no business with interfering with what a woman decides to do with her life or her body. In reality, though, the real problem with regard to abortion is whether there is a real living person in there. The fewest of ‘pro-choice’ advocates would be in favor of allowing a mother to kill her two year old child, even if it is a major inconvenience. The very idea is absurd. The entire discussion is as hot as it is only because nobody involved in these discussions knows for sure what kind of life experience a young fetus has. The Buddha claims that he knows these things, though, and he says a pregnancy occurs if ‘there is a union of the mother and the father, and it is the mother’s season, and the being to be reborn is present’ (M 38; M 93). In other words, abortion is the straightforward intentional killing of a child. 

A very large number of women who went through with an abortion suffer from abortion trauma syndrome (guilt, depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, eating- and sleeping-disorders, suicidal thoughts), not rarely ending up in substance abuse, sometimes ending in going through many abortions in an almost auto-aggressive manner. This is not the case with women who use contraceptives. So it seems that these women feel the same way, even if they have all the reasons and support in the world to convince themselves that there was nothing but a little protoplasma in there that was washed off like a fungus patch from the shower curtain.

Where pro-lifers go seriously astray – and in consequence almost force decent people into approval of abortion – is in their hate campaigning and penalization of women who have had abortions. While nobody should encourage abortions, these women need all the compassion and support they can get. Putting them into a court or prison does nothing for anybody. These women are not criminal, they are ignorant, as are all of us to varying degrees, and their ignorance led them to make a poor decision, as it does all of us from time to time. Deterrence is much cheaper, easier and more effectively achieved through credible accounts by women who had an abortion. If these women can instead of being socially outcast and forced into a ‘pro-choice’ stance, compassionately helped, sufficiently many will be able to tell their kid sisters their true ATS story. This will do a lot more good than the call, as if from outer space, that, “if caught, this might get you into prison.
”   
A third major dilemma with regard to killing is that of so-called mercy killing, i.e. aiding suicide. Again, this is usually favored by considerate and good-hearted people who mean nothing but well. In countries that permit or tolerate mercy killings, the procedure for getting to such an act is meticulously protocolled. Doctors have to get a second or third assessment from an independent colleague that the case is as hopeless and tragic as it appears to them and there are many cases that are categorically excluded. Nothing is done impulsively or light heartedly and the death is designed to be as good as humanly possible. Doctors do not like to do it – in fact, it’s legally extremely treacherous territory – but some will do it out of compassion. Still, for monastics to recommend such a death would be considered killing a human being. 
In all these cases, it is the samsaric perspective or its absence that makes the difference. In Buddhism without rebirth, these judgments do not make very good sense. If one assumes, however, that the Buddha could see where beings come from, how they get here, which parts of their fate are affected by things they did in previous existences. Similarly, it would be difficult to make farsighted career decisions for a 15 year old who only knows his little tribe and assumes that his chances of surviving the next year or two are slight. 
Not all these problems affect our life on a daily basis but our position on them will lead in good likelihood to major decisions through the course of our lives. Having reflectively understood them well is the best policy against making major tragic mistakes, which may affect lifespans. There is, however, also something kammically extremely relevant that happens a lot more often than life-or-death decision making. At A 4.261, the Buddha says that not only killing leads to rebirth in hell but also getting others to kill (samadapeti), to tolerate it (samanuñño) and to praise it (vannam bhaseti). As was said above, most western urbanites will rarely get even near the chance of killing so much as a rodent. But approving of killing and all manner of other cruelties from the safety of his beer/couch/TV-set up is the every man’s little revenge or way to speak justice. The amount of bad kamma that people commit in this way by exposing themselves to the news is dramatic. Deciding who should be punished how, die or be made war against is encouraged not only as a guilty pleasure such as watching ‘Desperate Housewives,’ but as hallmark of the debonair participant in cultured society. 
Women, by the way, are here by no means the compassionate conscience of humanity. After wrestling matches screams are sometimes analyzed to see what kind of moves are popular with the clientele they attract and the majority of encouraging screams come from women to whom about fifty percent of the tickets are sold. Insider assessment is that without female enthusiasm for these senseless brutalities the business would go broke. This is not a perversion of western culture either. Anthropological research of some particularly war-happy tribes in the Amazon area showed that the women were at least as encouraging of violence as the men. It is just human nature to be disoriented about these things and vent frustration in immature ways. Few teachers of Buddhism ever teach, perhaps even know this passage. But this is obviously of grave importance for anybody near populist workplace or family referendums on what should be done to child molesters, dictators, terrorists and countries who host them as well as all kinds of other activities that encourage violence under certain circumstances.
This is just a brief outline of some dilemmas with regard to this, for Buddhists most easy to keep, precept. Nonetheless, it shows that these precepts are a rich and profoundly important object for learning, contemplation, penetration and the development of compassion in many forms. Even the smallest kammic result of killing, the Buddha says at M 135, is premature death, longevity being the smallest result of deliberate abstention, heaven being a more prominent one.  

2. Abstention from stealing
Stealing or ‘taking what is not given,’ the literal translation of the Pali ‘adinnadana,’ is the perhaps most eloquent metaphor for what is meant with moral transgression. 
The most minimal thing one can say with certainty about existence is that there seems to be something, that there is perception. What the ultimate nature of this perception is – dream, reality, distorted reality – remains largely in the dark
. There are, however, some more things we can say about this perception. Almost in all instance of perception, a self perceives itself feeding of a world that is also inhabited by other ‘selfs’ that are also feeding of the same world as a resource.
 Competing for resources perceived to be limited – hungry, needy, desperate, scared – beings transgress into other beings’ territory. They try to make belong to them what appears to belong to others. The result is fear, suspicion, aggression, conflict. The law of kamma essentially says that in somebody who is not transgressing into others territory with actions of body, speech and mind, such fears, suspicions, aggressions, conflicts cease. When they have subsided far enough for long enough time, the mind can settle like the mud in muddy water to allow absorption of the mind (samadhi). This unification of the mind not only frees the mind from dependency on the outside world for happiness but also provides the stability and focus to allow for penetration of characteristics of truth to the point that it releases its interest in both self and world.   
In concrete terms, the maintenance of this precept is helped most by contentment with those material things that one has; ‘contentment is the highest happiness,’ as the Buddha says (Dhp 
). Though easy to dismiss as lofty but impractical, it becomes more obvious that this correct if one views possessions and experiences only as the amount of stress that they alleviate, which is really what they are acquired for
. Many sense experiences we acquire relieve some stress at least for a while but they also produce stresses of all kinds, from maintenance obligations to security concerns, hangovers, habituation and dependency. Someone who – through repeated delight (M 1) – has become slave to his or her preferences from food, things and experiences to physical and mental abilities to success and popularity, expends automatically fortunes of resources just to stay afloat. Worries of all kinds require them to compensate for these extra stresses with ever more sensual acquisitions with their own overhead, all of which is far away for the person who doesn’t need such things in the first place. Little things, like the sound of the wind, the way the light breaks in the morning or good conversation can give them easily all the happiness that they need to be happy.   
3. Celibacy

The word ‘a-brahma-cariya’ that has here been rendered ‘celibacy’ is a word of several meanings in the Pali language. ‘Brahma’ is more used as a name for a being in Hinduism. In Buddhism, Brahmas are one of several kinds of powerful celestial beings who have transcended gender distinction and all other need for sensual satisfaction because they have made themselves mentally so pure, that all the happiness they need comes from their unified mind. The Buddha teaches the path to get there (e.g. D 13), as it is kind of on the way to enlightenment (M 97). Like the word ‘God’ with a capital ‘G’ in Christian culture, the term is loaded with cultural innuendo, as the ‘Brahmins,’ those who claimed to have been ‘born of the mouth of Brahma,’ also claimed successfully on account of this the top spot in the Indian caste hierarchy (D 3 and D 27 on some curiosities about this). The goal of this priest caste is union with Brahma after death (A 6.52), based on merit obtained through sacrifice that was empowered with various other virtues (M 99).  
‘Cariya’ means ‘conduct.’ One of the nine unique attributes of a Buddha that make up the contemplation of a Buddha is called ‘vijja-carana sampanno,’ usually translated as ‘perfect in knowledge and conduct.’ ‘Carana’ or conduct, however, is a word that on occasion includes a very wide variety of meaning. In M 53, it is said to include even the four jhanas, i.e. purely mental conduct, leaving to its companion ‘vijja’ (knowledge) only the three forms of wisdom breakthroughs that the Buddha describes in detail to have had in the night of his enlightenment. They include the remembrance of past lives, understanding of the law of kamma due to detailed analyses of the principles that condition all rebirth and, thirdly, the liberation from suffering by understanding the four noble truth (M 4, M 19). 

‘Brahma-cariya’ thus comes to mean ‘holy life,’ i.e. the monastic life – a life dedicated to purification from sensual craving and dependency. ‘Brahmacariya’ is a pre-Buddhist term that originated in the Vedic tradition, which in previous times had a vigorous tradition of purification build into their social structure but which had deteriorated massively by the time of the Buddha. By the year 500 BCE when the Buddha was born, massive social changes had arisen from increased trade leading to urbanization. This in turn lead to increased wealth, eventually leading to some decadence and moral deterioration (especially of the Brahmins) but also to disenchantment, reflection and search for liberation from suffering. The motley group of recluses, who had been part of the Indian landscape for probably thousands of years prior, suddenly became a massive challenge to established religion. The best of men from all castes dropped out of society to give their lives to find liberation independent of caste. While differing substantially in approach from one group to the next, they tended to live celibate in one way or another, recognizing this as an important aid to empower the mind. Thus, their many lifestyles came to be collectively called ‘Brahma-cariya’ or ‘holy life.’ The Buddha – as he did often – adopted this powerfully loaded term to indicate these different meanings of ‘monastic life’ and ‘celibacy,’ the connotations of each resonating within the other. 
Still missing from the breakdown of the term ‘a-brahma-cariya’ of the third uposatha precept is the prefix ‘a-,‘ a negation. So, the entire phrase of the precept means literally ‘not Brahma conduct, I abstain from.’ The third of the basic five precepts is defined as abstaining from ‘kamesu miccha-cara,’ literally ‘in sensuality, wrong conduct.’ While this could mean many useful things – and teachers often expand the meaning that way – it is canonically defined in terms of ‘sexual misconduct,’ and so that has become the standard translation. The beauty of the five precepts is their simplicity and the problem is that sensual excess in a general way is hard to quantify. Furthermore, the five precepts are meant to create, not ideal conditions, but a fence to prevent the worst escalations; something really anybody with a minimum of good will can adhere to without undue stress. 

Therefore, in definitions the strongest aspect of the precept is given as both primary example and baseline. The same pattern recurs in the fourth precept, where ‘wrong speech’ is defined as ‘lying,’ though other forms of speech and the relationship to them are also listed frequently to be kammically so relevant that they can lead to rebirth in heaven or hell (e.g. M 41/2; A 8.40; A 4.265-7). As the practitioner of the precept, literally the ‘training step’ (‘sikkha-pada’), becomes familiar with and sensitized to the psychological/emotional/spiritual aspects of these steps, it becomes easy to expand the principles into a more detailed, complex list of restraints along the same lines.

The third uposatha precept is the first in the list of eight, that differs from the basic set of five precept. The third of five precepts is giving as parameter for sexuality essentially not transgression into peoples’ reasonably legitimate sense of belonging to self, largely along cultural norms. While this is notoriously – and occasionally frustratingly – vague, it is true that the vast majority of massive pain that sexual attraction creates from most divorce cases to rape and sexually motivated murder, falls very obviously into this category. 

Even if people were to restrain impulses leading to such transgressions, though, sexuality would still be a cause for massive pain. Sexuality is the primary addiction of the average sane human being. Evolutionary theory has made both, eloquently and well-substantiated, much of the idea that life is essentially about survival and replication. The most provocative findings point to good evidence that replication is even more important than life to beings. Richard Dawkins idea of ‘The Selfish Gene’ is that our genetic material essentially uses ‘us’ as a temporary vessel for replication to preserve its own information to the far future by rewarding behavior that aids the ability to survive and replicate, while punishing failure to do so. This agenda is pursued without regard to the host. Marsupials deplete their immune system with their copulation so that they inevitably die at the end of the mating season. With the praying mantis this goes so far that the male will always and inevitably be murdered during sexual intercourse by the female. In many more species, including the human, males risk health and lives in order to be considered – rightly or wrongly – worthy sperm donors. Females have been shown over and over to be ruthlessly unromantic in their selection of sperm donors to favor those carrying indicators of strong genes. A peacock that has a few ‘eyes’ trimmed out of his plumes can be deprived of a happy mating season in this way, as the pea-brained peahen will instantly count the number of these status symbols and compare them to those of other available peacocks. Her brain is so tiny that it is questionable whether she is doing much else other than counting these eyes in the plumes. Human female’s brains are, of course, bigger. 

Whatever the ultimate truth of the provocative findings of evolutionary theory, the Buddha makes the same point repeatedly. The coveted top spot in Anguttara Nikaya, the largest of the four nikayas, is given to a sutta in which the Buddha says

“I see no other form, monks, that so chains the heart of the man as the form of a woman. The form of a woman, monks, chains the heart of the man.” (A 1.1)
The same super status among sense-object able to enslave is then given for each of the other senses: The sound of a woman, the smell of a woman, the taste of a woman, the touch of a woman, all reign supreme among sense objects’ power to enslave. The same is then repeated verbatim for the way women are enslaved to their sensual experience of men. 

In case the monks didn’t get it – and they often didn’t get it or at least didn’t act like it – the Buddha repeatedly expanded on this theme. Here, on the occasion of a monk having had consensual sex with his nun mother, the Buddha formulated the above in a little more detail in a sutta called ‘The trap of the Devil’ (A 5.55): 
“… Does this empty man think that a mother could not lust after her son or a son after his mother
? I do not know any other body, voice, scent, taste and touch, monks, that are so arousing of lust, so stimulating greed, so intoxicating, so enslaving, so deluding and so obstructive to the attainment of the incomparable security as precisely the body, voice, scent, taste and touch of a woman. Because of the body, voice, scent, taste and touch of a woman, monks, beings are burning in lust and greed, bound and deluded; and for long times they are lamenting fixated by the female body, voice, scent, taste and touch.”

In the original, the passages is repeated five times, once for each sense; in this case, this is didactically significant as it enhances the dramatic emphasis as well as the guided-meditation-effect. The Buddha continues:
“Whether a woman walks or stands, sits or is lying down, whether she is laughing, talking, singing or crying; even naked, monks, even as corpse, does the woman enslave the heart of the man.”
The ‘even naked’ has given interpreters and translators pause from the very beginning. The Pali word ‘uggahatita’ (Sanskrit ‘udgahatitanga’) means ‘naked.’ Since seeing attractive women naked is for most heterosexual men the main visual fix, the grammatical comparative with the adjective ‘even’ makes no sense in the list. The commentary explains with ‘uddhumata,’ ‘bloated,’ so that, for example, Ven. Nyanatiloka translates – not without a hesitant footnote – as ‘contorted by disease.’ It is well possible, though, that the Buddha wanted to give the monks a different, enlightened angle for reflection on nudity as something that can be also seen, like all sensual beauty, as somehow vulgar, coarse, repulsive or indifferent, as several meditations on the body cultivate (M 119). In this sense, one could say, the naked body can be perceived aesthetically like a wound, for example, the needle marks on a junky’s arm. They should be cared for but covered and only the most extreme cases among junkies flaunt them as battle marks. 
Visakha, the woman to whom the uposatha sutta is delivered, says in her request to offer bathing clothes for the nuns at Mv 8.15 that she found female nudity ‘impure, disgusting, repulsive.’ She is reported to have been spectacularly beautiful and the mother of ten children, so it was possibly a studied sentiment, perhaps a cultural preferences with regard to nudity in public. Again, her autobiography in a family of supporters of Jain (nudity) culture may have played a role in this perception. Prior to this request, the Buddha had not made this an issue but he granted the request, as he did often when lay people asked.  
Continuing with the admonition in the above sutta, the Buddha warns the monks about being alone with women as it is easy to fall for their charms. The drastic imagery enlisted on that extreme occasion includes comparing private conversation with women to chatting with a demon or a murderer with a drawn sword. 
Just before the Buddha died, Ven. Ananda asks him how monks should relate to women (D 16). The Buddha replies dryly with a single Pali word: “Don’t look at them, Ananda.” (Ven. Ananda was 80 years old and just prior to becoming an arahant (). He asked the Buddha further: “But what if we see them?” Again, the Buddha replies laconically with a single Pali word: “Don’t talk to them, Ananda.” But what if we’re talking to them, Ven. Ananda wants to know further. The Buddha recommends to be mindful. The conversation is interesting in so far as that which the Buddha felt to be ideal is by both himself and Ven. Ananda almost excluded as a practical possibility by bringing up the other options as a matter of course. Yet the Buddha does get his point across…
The monastic rule for both monks and nuns gives expression to the same sentiment. Six of the first and heaviest nine rules of the monks’ code of discipline concern sexual matters and dozens more are scattered throughout the canon. They range from the harmless and cute seeming to most original, sometimes hilarious forms of sexuality and self-mutilation in despair
. Challenges and offers from women with all kinds of motives abound in the canon. Prostitutes tried challenging monks, sometimes as part of bets
; some women wanted to get merit by seeing the offer of sex as a kind of dana; some tried to win their ordained husbands back; some fell in love with monks; and quite a few wanted some quick, thrilling sex with no strings attached. – Reports of lay men trying to seduce nuns are far fewer and this is until today the case. 

Initial regulation prohibited monks from teaching women at all, but upon complaints by faithful women it was soon relaxed to accommodate most teaching (P 7). But a plethora of case-histories shows that the admonitions and regulations were only very partially successful. Even to the day, sexual desire is considered by many the first cause of monks’ disrobal, primarily because when an, often good, monk disrobes after many years, there is almost always a woman waiting for him
. 
Regulations for nuns are even more exacting and punitive. Where it takes sexual intercourse to evict a monk from the order, the nuns have an additional clause that evicts them for an eight factor tease (Pj 8) that stops just short of intercourse, and that most who have survived the teenage years recognize. Nuns are required to undergo punitive probation for accepting food from an aroused man
.  
This unflattering testimony to the history of monastic sexuality is of interest here in so far as both evolutionary science and the Buddha see human beings – and decent human beings at that – essentially as sex addicts. Many more traditions of thought who share this analysis from the Freudians and Reichians to the Fernando Valley philosophers could be listed to (profitably) see human beings that way. It needs to be kept in mind that most of the monks were not sailors or hooligans, nor did the women involved merit easy classification as ‘slut.’ In fact, the vast majority of them came from the better parts of educated society and ordained with substantial insight into the transient, deluding nature of sensual, and especially sexual pleasures. They had usually practiced for years to abandon their sexual preferences in several ways. It also needs to be born in mind that when looking at this angle of monasticism that monastic day-to-day life is, like much of good family life, quite unsexualised and uneventful in most respects. Perhaps, that is at least one reason why such events stand out so much.
What we are talking about is ‘human nature,’ i.e. the psycho/physical reality of beings two realms up from the animal realm and seven realms below transcendence of gender identification. Butchers, hangmen and prison guards tend to be alcoholics due to professional stresses by default and everything else is unusual. So too, human beings with their bodies and minds tend to be sex addicts at certain times of their lives in one way or another by default. Everything else is unusual and does often not live up to expectation on investigation. Like there are perhaps one to three percent of the population who consider themselves ‘asexual.’ But asexuality is an umbrella term similar to ‘vegetarian’ that encompasses all kinds of preferences and aversions. Most of these people have aversions against only sexual intercourse but not against emotional love affairs or even cuddling. Many other people have sublimated their sexuality quite successfully but that does not necessarily mean that they are not vulnerable and dependent when circumstances rock their boat.   
There is also biological evidence to the junky analogy. The theory is that the brains reward circuitry has developed when sweet and fat foods as well as sexual opportunities were rare. The system has not adapted to the barrage of super stimuli that are around now. Low dopamine (feeling low) is behind withdrawal symptoms but it spikes when we see a cue we associate with relief. What this is, doesn’t matter. While sugar is rewarded with dopamine spikes by the brain for its promise of energy, saccharin, a substance without nutritional value can create the same effect. Rats made addicted to saccharin showed on withdrawal dopamine levels similar to those during withdrawal from opiates or nicotine.

The idea is that the neurotransmitter dopamine gives not only a high but also powerful motivation with seriously impaired or twisted judgment. As a result of this rapid cycling of intense experiences (of any kind), dependency evolves and the small pleasures of communication, nature etc. lose their value and meaning. 
There are theories about a two-week hangover that follows both male and female orgasm.  [image: image2.jpg]


  In this period, so the theory, people are periodically more irritable, emotional, demanding or withdrawn. Author Marnia Robinson claims that it is due to this hangover that sexual relationships suffer the stresses which leave otherwise agreeable and socially intelligent people who don’t have problems with their friends with dysfunctional sexual relationships. 
Under special circumstances, namely a novel mate, i.e. an unusual opportunity to procreate, these rhythms can be overridden (the so-called Coolidge Effect). Nowadays, however, real or imaginary novel mates and other super stimuli are everywhere so systems that are a little unsatisfied get very easily sucked into continually overdosing, developing powerful dependencies. Reports of people who are genuinely addicted to sex speak a language as frightening as the most serious withdrawal from opiate addiction. 
Typical characteristics of pathological addiction are inordinate investment of time and resources into the object of obsession, inordinate (health, financial, social) risk taking and neglected or otherwise negatively affected social relationships. Infatuation with the object is unappreciable or worrisome to outsiders. There tends to be an inability to stop the habit, even when attempted. The normal focus to do work is sometimes critically diminished. Events appear meaningful dominantly or only with regard to the object of obsession. Self-loathing and depression accompany this as almost all forms of mental illness. Typical are also the development of tolerance, i.e. a need to increase the dose for the same effect and cross-tolerance, i.e. heightened susceptibility to other forms of addiction. If three or four of these factors are present, professional help is usually recommended. What is not so often pointed out is that, for most people, marriage and many other common forms of sexuality fall neatly into this pattern. There are many reasons for this denial. Marriage is financially lucrative, even essential. Also, like methadone programs, marriage tends to be one of the more stable ways to deal with the crisis. But most importantly, practically everybody is affected by these needs and there are not many attractive alternatives, so denial is a way to survive.  

Arguably, no other preference causes human beings so much suffering as does sexual desire. All troubles in intimate relationships, from too little to too much, from not getting along to obsessing, from problems with children or not being able to have them to physical illness, fears, insecurities and endless forms of unwholesome compensation for unmet needs. Like stress factors in the life of a junky, these things are from the spiritual perspective not something that has gone wrong with sexuality. They are implied in being addicted to strong and specific stimuli to be obtained at high cost from a largely amoral, equally afflicted and emotionally unstable environment of fellow addicts. Buying dope from a junky will always end up in problems; being dependent on the interaction will work havoc. 
When withdrawal from any addiction is aspired to, not submitting to the compulsive behavior is the foremost concern. As important, though, is building a new life, new surroundings, new meaning and a new identity in circles where there is condescension of the object of obsession. That may be because the people in that environment have previously been burned by the same obsession and therefore support each other in discouraging any indulging of it. It could also be a group in which people never had any inclination towards abusive behavior. Essentially, that is what a day dedicated to emulating ‘the conduct of a Brahma’ is. 
The very fact of seeing sexuality as limited and dangerous and to dedicate one day a week to this perspective will tend to lift the expectations from sexuality substantially. With ameliorated expectations, countless forms of suffering ease, too. Many addicts report getting worse, not during withdrawal, but after having habituated ‘sobriety.’ Basically, they are now people in pain without medication in lives that have lost their rich meaning. So some resistance can be expected from the mind. But a single day a week is a great way of easing the mind into such a perspective without waking the sleeping giant of defense mechanisms that come with radical renunciation.   

Especially with regard to addiction to sensuality, it is important to understand one distinction with regard to thought and emotion. Intellectual perspective can change very quickly, pretty much as soon as a particular logic is felt to be correct. Emotional dependency or habits, however, tends to be another matter. A bike can be turned around pretty much as soon as misdirection is perceived but ocean liners can take many kilometers to stop and turn around with even the most violent effort of the most powerful diesel engines in the world. Yet, as this dynamic is understood by captains accidents, or even frustration with this fact, are exceedingly rare. 

A poor understanding of this difference in the spiritual realm leads to the common folly of cognitive dissonance. Many people understand the disadvantage of a certain course of action but, being repeatedly unable to live up to their understanding, they abandon the wise position and invent a storyline that legitimizes their folly (‘I like smoking!’ ‘It’s my style!’ ‘A glass of wine when writing a letter!’). This attempt to avoid the humiliation from having their own resolutions defeated by their addictions is one of the most fatal mistakes they will ever make. Having abandoned commitment to truth, they are now drifting lost, without compass or rudder, on a treacherous ocean. Smart management of the humiliating discrepancy between one’s wisdom and one’s capacity is based on the insight that thought is generically cumulative: 

“Whatever (one) frequently thinks and ponders upon that becomes the inclination of one’s heart. If (one) frequently thinks and ponders upon sensual desire (one) has abandoned the thought of renunciation to cultivate the thought of sensual desire and then one’s mind inclines to thoughts of sensual desire… (But) if one frequently thinks and ponders the thought of renunciation, one has abandoned the thought of sensual desire and one’s mind inclines to thoughts of renunciation.” 
The best way to cultivate renunciation is to contemplate, i.e. think about and/or visualize the unwholesome consequences of the course of the action to be abandoned. The Buddha says about his own struggles, prior to enlightenment: 
“As I abided thus diligent, earnest and resolute, a thought of sensual desire arose in me. I considered: This thought of sensual desire has arisen in me. It leads to my own affliction, to others affliction and to the affliction of both. It obstructs wisdom, causes difficulties and leads away from Nibbana. When I considered (it in this way, this thought) subsided in me.”
Similarly, it is important to cultivate an almost aesthetic appreciation for purity. 

“So,” the Buddha says about his own struggle, “I saw in unwholesome states danger, degradation and defilement and in wholesome states the aspect of cleansing, the blessing of renunciation.” (all M 19)
In A 6.39 the Buddha again makes the point that every little bit counts. And big time at that: 
“Not does, monks, non-greed [e.g. generosity, restraint, renunciation, purity] arise from greed, but from greed arises only ever more greed [the same is said of hatred and delusion]. 
Monks, beings are not born in heaven or as human beings or in any other happy existence because of acts of greed (hatred, delusion). Due to acts of greed (hatred, delusion) beings are born in hell, in the animal realm, in the ghost realm, or in some other place of pain.” 

The opposite is permutated for acts of non-greed, non-hatred and non-delusion. The self-perpetuating, habituating nature of goodness and the way every single effort to renounce and soften involvement with the world by reducing greed, hatred and delusion in their infinite forms leads to rebirth in happy realms. These happy existences in turn can function as platform for mental development to overcome all forms of suffering. 
4. Abstention from lying

5. Abstention from intoxication

6. Abstention from eating at the ‘wrong time’
7. Abstention from amusement & entertainment

8. abstention from using high and luxurious beds
Transylvanian Effects

The Buddha was born, enlightened and died on full moon days, in fact, in each case on the full moon of May. He preached his first discourse on the full moon of July and that day continues to be the start of the monks’ rains retreat. It ends three months later with a formal invitation to admonition, again on a full moon. Also, the spontaneous gathering of 1250 arahants for the Ovada-Patimokkha occurred on a full moon, that of March. The samanas or ascetics of India had – huge differences in doctrine not withstanding – all agreed to reserve weekly moon days for the laity’s observation of precepts and the teaching of Dhamma, in whatever couleur it may have come.

Transylvanian effects or Transylvanian hypotheses are scientific mock terms for pseudoscientific theories about the effects of the moon on moods. Over the past thirty years, numerous studies have been done to find out whether there is something to the popular beliefs in the power of full and new moon. On the whole, these studies were inconclusive. At one time two studies appeared in the December 2000 issue of the British Medical Journal, one showing an increase in dog bite admission during the full moon in England and another a decrease in Australia. The effects in these studies tend to be typically very slight and studies that show an increase of one thing or another have often been shown to be faulty
. 
As far as Buddhism is concerned, the power of the moon is not mentioned factor in determining the dates or auspiciousness of any kind of event. Rather the opposite: The more Buddhists emphasize the power of the moon, the inherent power of certain types of chanting, ceremonies or Buddha images, the less likely the true teaching will be preserved in the vicinity. While it might theoretically be possible that moons have some kind of effect on some kind of people for some kind of reason, so do the weather, the day of the week, the food one ate that day, one’s family affairs and all manner of hormonal and seasonal cycles. In comparison to the power of thought, including also the will – however, all of these forces are negligible. The more people focus their thoughts and will on external factors of whatever kind for determining the mental effort they make, the more their compass for what really matters is off course. As a result, even good effort will be diluted – where it is not delayed or prevented – and poor decisions are excused, i.e. not taken proper responsibility for.
What about the many events in the Buddha’s and the Sangha’s life that happened and continue to happen on full moon days? Buddhas are designed by their kamma to be persuasive. Almost everything conditioned in their lives is conditioned towards winning people’s initial trust. How this works in people’s mind is shown in detail in M 95 where brahmins consider whether it is appropriate for them to go to see the Buddha. It is the long list of mostly superficial aspects of appearance that obtains them permission from their social context to visit the Buddha and listen to his teachings. That the Buddha’s birth and enlightenment both fell on the full moon of May is likely just one more such thing. As far as dates for the Sangha are concerned, full moons were simply the most obvious and prominent dates in the calendar; election dates and some public holidays come about in much the same pragmatic fashion. In days before light pollution, everybody would be keenly aware of the full moon approaching, so that it is simply practical to have all major gatherings on full moon days, quite apart from the fact that the extra light may have aided nocturnal navigation in pre-power-grid societies. 
Types of Weeks
The current seven day week has its origin in at least Babylonian times. Some argue that the first mention of a regular seven day week goes back to a certain king Sargon I of Akkad, 2350 BC. Others say that these weeks were compensated for with a longer week at the end of each lunar month and that Jewish people were the first to commit to a regular seven day system. Certainly, their kabbala spirituality milked the number seven for whatever it’s worth. Not only the lunar system but also Russian systems of five and six day rhythms in the 1930s
, as well as an eight day week system used by the Etruscans and later Romans have lost out against this model. One theory has it that the seven visible planets, after which still most weekdays are named internationally, had been noted early on to behave differently from other stars and where therefore considered divine. In their honor, the moon cycle was divided into four rather than any other number of sections. Some argue that, since we now know that there are actually ten planets, a week of ten days would these days be more appropriate and a curiosity named ‘the Archetypes Calendar’ actually features such a system. Others believe that the number seven is inherently holy or somehow hardwired into human perception. May all of them be well! 
From the Buddhist perspective, none of this matters. Whatever the wisdom and origin of the calendar week, for those who live in anything approximating ‘the modern world’ their days off will often be Sundays and Saturdays or arbitrary dates depending on shifts or work opportunities. The question often occurs whether they can use their free day for the purpose of keeping the precepts. To be safe, some people do something small or symbolic on the moon days but reserve their free days for more practice. 
From the Buddhist standpoint, a day – in fact every hour – used for cultivation of the noble eightfold path, is well spent. “Kamma is intention,” as the Buddha said (A 6.63). Nobody should feel that they’re getting a lesser quality product from their effort because they don’t conform to some cultural norm or number magic for keeping uposathas. 
Occasionally, benefits may come with such a cultural norm. For example, if there is a lot of support for practice at the local monastery or in groups that use them as anchors or they use the peer pressure to help them stick to their resolution in cases of doubt. In that case, the support is worth considering, ideally by trial-and-error-method. Sometimes, support offered looks good on paper but ends up being distracting. Pure faith is in these cases often inferior to a faith/wisdom mixture that carefully tracks pros and cons of a format. In the end, what matters is only the quantity and quality of accumulated wholesome mind states.
Types of Retreat

Another question is whether a retreat of ten days or a week can take the place of weekly observance. People may have different preferences and emphases at differing times in their lives and that should be respected. The effect of a retreat versus a weekly observance day is quite different, though. A retreat is a laboratory situation in which the emphasis is on creating an unusual focus with unusual methods, especially unusual effort. An observance day, in turn, is more inclined towards rest and reflection, shift of focus. While these different emphases may be variable from person to person in practice to the point of being on occasion incorrect, it is in general useful to consider the types of practices different. Typically, an observance day will not be able to yield powerful breakthroughs in the same way retreats can. If they are perceived as such, they may be felt to be disappointing. 
It is their quietly cumulative effect makes observance days a force to be reckoned with. For most people, one or two weeklong retreats per year over a ten or twenty year period is substantial. That the percentage of retreatants who maintain such a schedule is probably single digit is a matter of itself. A single observance day per solar week (i.e. Sunday), however, will come already to 52 days per year, at least twice as much time as two retreats, without extra cost or preparation. Without extra cost and preparation is significant in so far as that aids easy habituation. This habituation is where the true force of the uposatha unfolds. Someone who keeps the precepts for twenty years in this way would accumulate nearly three years of monastic style practice. Even if this were the only day one ever read any suttas, substantial command over everything that the Buddha has said could be achieved without undue effort or sacrifice. 
A good practical question is, what to do if one’s particular lifestyle does not permit a fully maxed out retreat day but one wishes to do something every week or one finds it possible to keep the eight precepts but not to set aside other obligations. The answer is quite simple: One does what one can. A lot of benefit is lost to because people are too perfectionist. An all-or-nothing attitude is not helpful to build habits into eventually hardwired status. At the same time, it’s good to keep the ideal not only in mind but to develop it there, by fleshing it out and creatively giving it texture. Strong vision itself finds a way to make room for itself, just as hunger sensitizes one to the vicinity of food and makes sure opportunities are not neglected. Top athletes are said to all be visualizers. In spite of their maximum overload physical training, they are said to often spend equal amounts of time on mentally visualizing and correcting the performance they aspire to. 

Design Options

Like a brand-new, empty penthouse that is overlooking Central Park in Manhattan, the uposatha is an almost perfect field for creative development. Some basic parameters and rhythms are in place; it features splendid vistas and easy access to and accommodation with everything in normal lay life. Yet the freedom for meaningful, creative development of the occasion are infinite. Some may want to keep the uposatha in a group others alone or with just one friend. Some prefer a highly ritualized or otherwise structured form, others may prefer a minimalist set. Some may want to keep it in as close to identical formats, others may want to vary a lot, again others may want to vary just according to season or certain occasions. Some may want to focus on formal meditation, others on study, again others on a balance between these two, which, of course, can all be done in an infinite variety of formats. In this section, a number of major areas for consideration are outlined to show some things that can profitably be experimented with.

As a good heuristic or rule of thumb a few things may be kept in mind when trying to find one’s set.

· It really helps to keep the uposatha if it is fun to do so. In England 16 of a thousand Catholics go to church on Sunday. The infidel Protestants manage to coax a mere four of their sheep in their father’s house. Tragic, right? Well, there wouldn’t be many more Buddhists who keep eight precepts on uposathas around. In fact, across all Buddhists in the world, one in a thousand would probably be quite good. But why don’t people do these things, like going to church or keeping precepts? One reason is simply that they are often not much fun. Where they are fun (“They met in church!”), a lot more people go. So the challenge is to find a way to make such things enjoyable in a wholesome way. The popular Russian orthodox faith was selected for the Russian people by their Czar not because of its particular exegetical angle on doctrinal dilemmas like the nature of the trinity. What the consortium in charge of examining possible faiths was looking for was the sensual quality of the services. The beauty of the elaborate Russian orthodox events won, even though the up to four hour long services where not for feeble minded. On the other hand, Protestant mainstream churches of central Europe have lost much or most of their believers with its ‘do as though wilt’ supplication to popular fads with CCM and ‘you can talk to me about anything’-type social work. – Good creative design of the uposatha should make it delightful to spiritual sensitivity.

· It’s always good to look what others are doing who have been at it for a longer time. Even if one doesn’t care for their subset of the creed or all details, one or the other clever idea is likely to come out of such pursuit. So it’s good to experiment for a while by visiting various monasteries or groups who do keep the uposatha, even one-day retreats, just to learn from their experience. The perhaps most elaborate format for keeping the uposatha is offered in monasteries of Luang Por Cha, the Thai meditation master who has influenced western Buddhism like no other has even to a small degree. His format is a genius mix of using old, established formats and expand them into a great product. 
At Wat Pah Nana Chat, for example, the lay people will usually dress in white or black and white clothes that are reserved for the uposatha. Then they will offer food to the monks on almsround in front of their house in the village. That will be sometime between maybe six and seven o’clock in the morning, depending on the season. Then they go to the monastery, maybe cook and chat a little in the kitchen and then serve the monks with food around eight o’clock. When the monks have received their food, the lay people take the eight precepts from one of the senior monks. Afterwards that monk will also give a 30 minute talk, all the while the monks have to sit there with their food in front of them going cold (it’s not just meant to be a special day for the lay people after all). Then the lay people do perhaps half an hour of chanting while the monks are eating. When they are finished, they go to eat themselves in the kitchen, which is, unlike the monks rather rigid silent meal, quite a sensual, social occasion, although anybody who wants to eat silently, slowly or mindfully can easily do so. The food is plentiful, good and interesting and one can meet people that one does not on other days or even ever. Many of the lay people will not eat before the monks have eaten, so they are also quite hungry. After the meal, one of the senior monks will go to the kitchen and have a lighthearted bit general conversation with some spiritual angles on village affairs and the world in general with those interested. This is also an easy time to ask questions from the monks. Then some of the lay people go home or to work for the day but many spend the whole day at the monastery. Some stay by themselves and meditate, others do a bit of maintenance work for the monastery like cleaning the kitchen or clearing paths of overgrowth. Others may read, listen to recordings, memorize chanting or discuss things. During certain parts of the year, there will be a three-hour meditation stretch in the middle of the day (one hour sitting, one hour walking, one hour sitting) which is also compulsory for the monks. After that, at four thirty, the lay people offer the monks some hot drinks. Sometimes, the lay people or those of them who are interested, have a sauna after that. At seven o’clock there is another hour of meditation, followed by an hour of chanting. Many of the lay people who had to do somethings during the day, return for these popular evening meetings. Some time between nine and ten one of the monks will start to give a long talk until midnight; occasionally, some monks will talk right through the night till three, four or five in the morning. These talks can be anything from entertaining and informal – not rarely interactive with the audience – to exhaustive analyses. People come and go and listen or meditate as they please. Some do walking meditation outside while they listen. At some time of the night, usually at midnight, there will be another drink, some caffeine and sugar to keep going. Some of the lay people will have a rest, some will keep meditating through the night with some or all of the monks, some will do walking meditation somewhere by themselves. At three o’clock there is be a bell, then meditation and at four there is another 45 minute chanting session, after which there is a little formal ending of the uposatha and most of the lay people go home, though sometimes some will stay to prepare that day’s meal of the monks at eight o’clock. 

There is quite a bit of variation throughout the year. Sometimes, there are interesting of famous guest speakers. On some nights, many monks give short talks all through the night. Sometimes monks are suggested to not lie down for the night but can decide where they want to spend their time; during other periods there will be a ‘nobody leaves the hall’-policy to encourage group practice. 
There is a thread, though, that those who come are challenged, entertained and educated such that they come away with the feeling that they have done something substantial, that they have a real product. The program may be serious, one may be a little tired, exhausted or hungry but it’s not anal or harsh (at least not for the lay people; for the monks, it may be at times). There’s a lot of space for a lot of characters. – Other branch monasteries will have their own little variants but will tend to do something along those lines so that somebody who is used to one system will easily fit into any other. 

This is just one format to show what a great master can do with the real estate of the uposatha. There are many other ways to play this and this was detailed here just to show how it can be highly profitable to look around what others have to offer and how it works. 

· One good lesson from both the Russian orthodox church and Luang Por Cha is that it’s good to be a bit demanding and challenging to create a good product, even if one just wants to sell it to oneself. The eight precepts allow taking it incredibly easy. It’s possible to get up at nine, pig out till noon and spend the rest of the afternoon sleeping and the evening in the tub bath on the phone, all without violating a single precept. But one of the easiest ways to obtain the recently so coveted self-esteem is to do something that leaves one a little impressed with oneself
. It should be something that is a little outside one’s comfort zone, something that sounds a little scary or tough. Everybody who ever established any kind of fitness program knows this principle. The idea is great but then it’s raining or one is tired and so one puts it off but every single time one gets out to run – no matter how hostile the conditions or how beat up one feels – one feels great with oneself. So great, in fact, that one doesn’t even have to show off with others (. As a Buddhist, one has a great way of assessing this standard, very much from within the format of the mediation objects of the uposatha described above. What would the Buddha think of the type of uposatha one keeps? He wasn’t impressed with those Sakyans when he talked to them in the above detailed sutta at A 10.46. Was he impressed the next time he met them (if ‘impressed’ is the right word for a Buddha; see M 118, M 38, M 137 for sentiments of Buddhas about their students’ practice.) We have no way of knowing but it’s probable because Buddhas have powerfully, transformative ways to inspire people, i.e. to realign what is meaningful to their students with what is useful for them in the long run. Anybody who can awaken the Buddha from the pages of the suttas to a real presence has a priceless tool and yardstick for designing their uposatha.  
· The different from normal life and normal holidays, the better. For good or for ill, people need something like Sundays and holidays to get a break from their normal routine. Just difference tends to be rejuvenating, namely from the drudge and boredom of repetition, or rather the aversion to it. In one experiment, breaks in a factory were had more often. The productivity increased. Then they were reduced and productivity increased again. The long and short of the experiment was that change was wholesome to people. This doesn’t mean one has to leave the house or have a private chapel in the garden like medieval lords. Some Asian lay people have such places on their property or at least a room designated for meditation or chanting. The prolific German Buddhist contemplative Dr. Hecker has a small hut outside of Hamburg where he goes – always alone – to keep his uposatha. But even if one just uses or decorates the space one lives in differently for the day, it can powerfully affect perception. Especially it is helpful if the physical location that one uses to keep one’s uposatha is attractive in a simple, spiritual way. 

· While Buddhism is not heavy on rituals and it’s good to keep in mind that we have no indication that people at the time of the Buddha chanted, let alone anything more elaborate, sometimes certain forms can help to establish a frame of mind. If one always takes the eight precepts in a formal way on the morning of the uposatha from a monk, for example, after a while the sounds, smells, rhythms of that occasions will trigger associations of spiritual experiences or sentiments one had on previous occasions. That is why so many people love monks or churches or Christmas – they are triggers for happy perceptions that have been conditioned into the unconscious. Great performers in many fields have routines to get them into optimal mind states. Some can be very small things, like bouncing the tennis ball in a particular way before a serve. Others may be elaborately detailed routines that can take the better part of an hour. It doesn’t really matter what the content of the routine is, though it’s more easy to integrate for the mind if it’s in some obvious way connected with what wants to accomplish. It is good to keep such rituals ‘clean,’ i.e. charge them only positively.

· Another factor that helps also with charging the perception of the uposatha into refuge power is repetition. As Kierkegaard wrote in his Unscientific Postscript: 

· “Whoever fails to see that life is repetition has passed judgement upon himself. He deserves no better fate than that which will befall him, namely to be lost. Hope is an alluring fruit that does not satisfy, memory is a miserable pittance that does not satisfy, but repetition is life’s daily bread, which satisfies and blesses. When a man has circumnavigated the globe, it will appear whether he has the courage to accept that life is repetition. Whoever wills repetition finds himself in possession of a pathos that is serious and mature.”  

The power of repetition is a useful thing to keep in mind when designing the uposatha. There are many ways to aid habituation. Resolutions are one way. Counting or recording the numbers and creating targets are another. Using peer pressure may lend itself for some who are interested and able to keep the uposatha in a group. Everyone has their own preferences and aversions with these things. But most people also have experience with getting things going successfully. If not or more is desired, a rich literature full of great ideas and inspiring stories is to be found in the self-help section of the local Walmart. Effects are what counts here. It’s good to remember, though, that it tends to be only difficult in the beginning, actually the most challenging period tends to be a little after the beginning. After a year or two of scrupulous maintenance, it tends to get a lot easier to be regular. If the habituation was carefully programmed, one just doesn’t feel good, if one doesn’t do one’s uposatha and really can’t think of something better to do anyway.   

� Dakkho, utthana-sampanno; these Pali words are secular terminology for clever and diligent. At A 10.73 the Buddha uses the same term utthana to describe what the ‘nourishing condition’ (ahara, lit. food) for obtaining wealth is.


� This is a lot of money by almost any standard, although in 2006 nine men were known to have made over 500 million dollars that year. They, of course, did not work every day of the year but 100 000 US$ x 365 would come to 36.5 million dollars, a mere 7.3% of such peak income. So, the sum is not totally absurd. 


� If we take that to come to a conservative 75 years in business, the sum would be around 2.7 billion dollars. Good enough for most purposes. Perhaps no more than a hundred currently living men would be more wealthy than that, i.e. a small elite group within the estimated three to five thousand families that are surmised to dominate the world economy.


� The omission of the arahant makes it clear that lay people are meant here, for in M 71 the Buddha says that no lay people have attained that total liberation. The commentary comes up with the idea that a lay person could attain arahantship but would either die or ordain within seven days; how it knows this, it doesn’t reveal as usual. The best substantiation is an anecdote from commentarial stock, namely that of the Buddha’s father, who is supposed to have attained arahantship on his deathbed. This is not canonically corroborated, though, and if it were true one would expect the Buddha to reply to the question whether any lay person has attained arahantship, that there had been one.


� The temptation to calculate rule over one country to be worth less than 256 times (16 x 16) of keeping the uposatha’s benefit doesn’t work out neatly as some of these countries were very large and rich, other’s mere vassals. 


� Some Taoist wisdom: A person’s approach to sexuality is a sign of his level of evolution. Unevolved persons practice ordinary sexual intercourse. Placing all emphasis upon the sexual organs, they neglect the body’s other organs and systems. Whatever physical energy is accumulated is summarily discharged, and the subtle energies are similarly dissipated and disordered. It is a great backward leap. For those who aspire to the higher realms of living, there is angelic dual cultivation. Because every portion of the body, mind, and spirit yearns for the integration of yin and yang, angelic intercourse is led by the spirit rather than the sexual organs. Where ordinary intercourse is effortful, angelic cultivation is calm, relaxed, quiet, and natural. Where ordinary intercourse unites spirit with spirit, mind with mind, and every cell of one body with every cell of the other body culminating not in dissolution but in integration, it is an opportunity for a man and woman to mutually transform and uplift each other into the realm of bliss and wholeness.” Quoted in ‘Cupid’s Poisoned Arrow’ at books.google.com. The Taoist hope is to obtain eternal life in the current body through certain sexual practices but no evidence exists that anybody ever even got particularly old in this way. Having given up, some Taoism got into ‘stealing’ the partner’s sexual energy; current Taoism is concerned merely with the attainment of multiple orgasms.


� She established a permanent invitation for all kinds of monks who might have found it difficult to obtain food through almsround because of illness, travel arrangements etc. Also, she found the naked bathing in public that the monks engaged in offensive and instituted the use of a bathing cloth, though the Buddha has made this compulsory only for nuns (Mv 8.15).


� Because their rule forbids them the use of vehicles (as they destroy living beings while moving), they are stuck mostly in India. Goenka’s super-denominational approach to teaching meditation appeals to many of them and senior monks and prominent members of their community can be seen on many of Goenka’s retreats in India. 


� One form of speech that is considered disingenuous by many newcomers to monasticism is hinting or indicating that some plants should be cut. Cutting and ordering to cut is prohibited to monks and nuns but hinting is not (P 11). The now common monastic practice of having food items with a time limit ‘re-offered’ is also very close to the Jains way of using speech (P 40). The best explanation is that these forms are conventions similar to shaking hands, which does not anymore mean that one doesn’t carry a weapon but nonetheless does convey a sense of openness and welcome.


� One good point that has been made by German Ven. Khantipalo is that the Pali for the wrong speech of the Jains is here ‘musavada’ (false speech) instead of the more typical formulation ‘sampajana musavada’ (false speech in full awareness). In other words, a significant difference to ‘lying’ is made by the Buddha in this case of misrepresentation. 


� The other three qualities are faith, virtue and wisdom. This text, too, features a curious omission. The stated group normally contains a fifth factor, that of learning, especially also in the context of obtaining rebirth (M 120). ‘Learning’ is also missing from the same list of qualities that are said by the Buddha to have to be similar for meeting somebody again in a future life to the Nakulas (A 4.55) and to future life benefit of lay people in general (A 8.54/5). Visakha and the Nakulas were all ‘foremost disciples’ (A 1.14) and certainly confident in their knowledge of the teaching. Perhaps learning can in the case of lay people be integrated into faith and wisdom (see definition at M 135) whereas in the monastic life it really requires a different career path and great wisdom can especially in the monastic setting correlate with little learning. Similarly, we could say that the ability to cook may in the case of a housewife be subsumed under ‘household arts.’ If we want to know if the owner of a prestigious restaurant can cook, though, we don’t care to know whether he can toss TV dinners into the microwave without forgetting the fork in them, but whether he has invested years into honing the highly specialized art of cooking or whether he is more a manager of the establishment. 


� The Dhammakaya’s hierarchy of insight according to differently colored and dressed visions of Thai style Buddha images is probably the most prosaic understanding of progress in insight around. But then so is their daily cooking food and subsequent offering of it to arahants in Nibbana and the enlisting of those arahants help by means of the flattering fomula ‘samma araham’ (perfect arahant). 


� Cases in which doubts about enlightenment claims are considered controversial on these grounds usually (and justly) focus on commitment to teachers of other religions or wrong view. As everything is notoriously vague in this area, such reservations tend to remain at the internal insider discussion level.


� These days, most do not actually certify attainments anymore, though they do strongly suggest them in interviews, which comes to the same effect. Certifications have frequently led to embarrassments when the so-attained fell from grace. Nonetheless, acknowledgement of experiences still play the central role in these systems. 


� Some of the rare exceptions are the teachings of Ven. Nandaka to a large group of nuns at M 146 and the autobiographical teachings of Ven. Khemaka to sixty elders (S 22.89). Ven. Ananda helped Ven. Channa to enlightenment at S 22.90. Ven. Sariputta attained streamentry after hearing a mere stanza from Ven. Asita and when Ven. Moggallana heard if from Ven. Sariputta, he also became a streamenterer; these last two are perhaps the only cases on record where the awakening during a discourse took place without prior knowledge of Buddhist teachings. Comparative analysis of these powerful teaching successes shows that the instructions are – safe for similes – remarkably bare of originality; they simply consist of almost verbatim delivery of standard instructions. 


� A good case for this is Aj. Jagaro who was told by Sr. Dipankara that he had been Visakha’s son at the time of the Buddha. Although incredulous about such claims, Aj. Jagaro admitted that one stanza in the Dhammapada (Dhp 212) that was delivered to Visakha (and him) on the passing away of her granddaughter Datta (Dipankara) always had had a strangely compelling power over him. 


� This story is the only canonical event in which the popular sending of metta to somebody is described. It has correctly pointed out by some better teachers that this sending of metta is not the purpose of Buddhist loving kindness meditation, which is practiced to protect the mind from aversion and lead to samadhi. There is no evidence that such sending of metta without substantial psychic power works; controlled studies on the efficacy of intercessory prayer show that prayer is surprisingly more likely to detrimentally affect patients.


� This is a tradition predating Buddhism; current traditions vary. The Buddha never mandated or even recommended lay people to wear particular clothes. For monastics, though, it is not only an offence to wear lay clothes but also to wear clothing that other ascetics identify themselves with. Even going naked in public is a fairly heavy transgression because it was a practice of other Indian ascetics, especially the Jains. Nakedness in private is no offence and monks used to bathe naked in public until the Visakha of our discourse instituted the bathing cloth as she found it distasteful and occasionally misleading (Mv 8.15). In uninhabited areas, monks may still be naked, though.  


� What is called ‘happiness’ is generally just what is above an arbitrarily drawn line through the spectrum of stress reduction. For example, being free of headache may be considered a non-event or the greatest imaginable happiness by the same person at different times. The same is true for almost all forms of happiness in one way or another.


� In A 4.219/229 are groups beginning with saddha (sila, hiri, ottappa) not ending in pañña. These are mere listings, though.


� For completeness’s sake, it may be mentioned that there is also the system of the sekha-bala (A 5.1-11) saddha, hiri, ottappa, viriya, pañña or the saddhamma (D 33.7; M 53): saddha, hiri, ottappa, bahussuta, araddha-viriya, upatthitassati, pañña. In these rows, sati elements precede viriya elements because the sequence is designed to accommodate the more peripheral with the stronger faculties in which they culminate. 


� ‘Samadhi’ is somewhat unfortunately translated uniformly as ‘concentration’; ‘unification’ would be more accurate.


� In German ‘Wahrheitsgegenwart.’


� Dr. Hecker is the only one I’m aware of to have made a thorough investigation of this all-important structural aspect of the Buddha’s teaching.


� Usually this group occurs without a ‘name’ such as ‘indriya’ or ‘bala.’ Once it is called ‘sampada’ (A 5.46), meaning something like ‘profit’ (etymologically a little better the German ‘Bewährung,’ meaning something in which one has become established through frequent trials); the word is etymologically related to ‘samapatti’ ‘meditative attainment.’ In A 5.47, it’s called ‘dhana,’ ‘treasure,’ a term used for various similar groups. At A 5.63 


‘vuddha’ (progress, growth), at S 37.34 ‘vaddhi’ (also ‘growth’).  


� A good example for this is the in some other ways quite virtuous Dhammayut Thai Forest Tradition around T.A. Maha Boowa. Because their founder, T.A. Mun, smoked cigarettes and chewed betel nut (long before anybody had health concerns in that way), even the most charismatic teachers of that tradition who don’t smoke themselves, can’t bring themselves to regulate their monks with regard to this, in spite the fact that not-smoking has, like literacy, long become standard in educated Thai society. For similar reasons those monks eat cheese, salad and chocolate in the afternoon, though claiming to eat only once in the morning. The truth is, of course, that when TA Mun agreed to such things in the forties, they were extremely and his monks likely often emaciated. Certainly not being an expert on content, production and health issues, TA Mun likely decided to let the monks have these things in a setting where it seemed reasonable. Smoking, for example, was considered essential as protection against dangerous malaria mosquitoes, tobacco could be used as protection against leeches and suppress hunger.  


� The first meditation center opened in 1911 and started business in 1913 in Burma. The satipatthana retreat culture started to take the world by storm especially after the Chattha Sanghayana (Sixths Council) was held in the fifties.


� Of course, virtue in much of Theravada monasticism is little or no better. The difference is that in those monasteries, the monks know that it is wrong to do whatever they feel they need to do whereas, when view is distorted, even the best and most motivated monastics may fail in virtue, simply because it is taught to be unnecessary, small minded or anal.  


� There are not many. It appears that the Ovada Patimokkha is taught by all Buddhas to a congregation of arahant monk disciples. In D 14, we have quite a bit of biographical material on seven previous Buddhas (all larger numbers of Buddhas are post-canonical, i.e. made up). Chronicling a fascinating confrontation, M 50 shows how Kakusandha Buddha handled attacks from Mara by advising his monks. M 81 details some events from Kassapa Buddha’s time, mostly though, those relating to a pious disciple of his, Ghatikara the potter.  


� This view was also shared by many early feminists. “The most famous nineteenth-century feminist – Susan B. Anthony, she of the ill-fated dollar coin – referred to abortion as ‘the horrible crime of child murder’ (etc. yet) ‘she didn’t believe that it should be made illegal,’ (writing) ‘much as I deplore the horrible crime of child-murder, earnestly as I desire its suppression, I cannot believe … that such a law would have the desired effect. It seems to be only mowing of the top of the noxious weed, while the root (i.e. the way women are treated) remains.’” ’50 things you’re not supposed to know’ p. 25. Author Russ Kick also cites other prominent feminists with such views.


� There are good reasons against the theory that the world is just a dream, though. Dreams tend to offer more control and less consistency. The Buddha always speaks of the world and time as though they were existing objectively, rather than just as kamma or projection, e.g. by speaking of previous Buddhas or how Buddhas can be missed by one reborn outside their reach (A 8.29; D 33.8).  


� This is different only in some forms of meditation that can be maintained only temporarily (forms of unconsciousness not considered).  


� The Buddha does not advocate contentment with spiritual achievement, other than arahantship (A 2.5).


� One could also say ‘the happiness they give,’ but happiness is really just an arbitrary line drawn somewhere through the graph of stress levels. For someone in pain, relief from that pain, i.e. feeling normal, is great happiness. For someone else or the same person at another time, that normal feeling may be boring, i.e. suffering. 


� The grammatical form of the Pali allows for the translation with ‘could’ or ‘should’ or even ‘would.’ The here given translation is that of Vens. Nyanatiloka and Nyanaponika, which assumes that the passage emphasizes the strength of the inclination. 


� The Buddha made this a surprisingly strong offence, commenting tersely: “This empty man has cut of the wrong thing.” These things easily develop into fads and the Buddha clearly didn’t want that to happen.


� This has also been repeatedly reported in the Christian tradition of the Desert Fathers.


� The full truth is more likely that those monks where disappointed with what they got out of their holy life because many monks who are temporarily attracted to much more attractive women never seriously consider disrobal or even touching women. Disrobing monks tend to have in common weak faith in rebirth and a lack of inspiration from the suttas. Attractive women who are attracted to monks are not hard to come by and so it’s a kind of ‘the loser takes it all’ kind of situation. Tragically, the majority of these relationships of disrobed monks don’t go too well. The disrobed monks are suddenly without their sexy status and lacking secular savvy; they, in turn, are not used to accommodating the bitching, power struggles and other trivia of ordinary relationships. 


� Nuns tend to acknowledge that there can be a certain provocative guilty pleasure to this. Curiously, in no rules of monks, perception of somebody else’s mental state is a factor, as though this is simply too much to expect from men. It should be added that the rule exempts all unclear cases. Most of this kind of rule is made much of in teaching but rarely executed. 


� The analysis of this research is amusing to study, as many studies find opposite effects. Some good possibilities have been very adequately refuted. For example, epileptic seizures were thought to occur more frequently during full moons. Once the study was corrected for cloudiness, the effect was found to be due to the extra light. That the moon’s effect on tides could affect bodily fluids has been refuted by the fact that it is identical during full and new moon; also, the human body is considered too small to be affected by lunar influence on tides. – In reality, though, it only matters how each individual feels about such possible influences.


� This system was rather progressive and similar to modern standards. The week was still counted according to the seven day system, but people had their day off on differing days. 


� Shouting endless repetitions of affirmations like ‘I like myself!’ into the mirror would appear to be substantially more tiresome. Telling oneself what a great guy one really is and all the things one deserves because of this is likely not to convince one of low self-esteem because, having lived with himself, he came after long observation to the conclusion that he is the born looser, so he is not likely to believe some women’s magazine type ‘you can love again’ BS. – Why not just do something great?





