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The difference between karma
of fatalism and karma of cor-
relative conditioning

What are we going to talk about today? I bet it’s something
that will cause you great concern. How have I become what

Iam now? I’'m going to talk about Karma.

The word Karma was originally not a Buddhist term. It
dates back between the twelfth and tenth century B.C. in
The Upanishads. It was composed seven hundred years
before Buddhist scriptures. The concept of karma in The
Upanishads refers to determinism, which claims that what-
ever happens now is predestined by what you have done
before.

It’s quite absurd if the present situation is prefixed by
whatever was done in the past or in previous lives only. For
example, if you came across a beggar on the way out of
this class and under a generous impulse, you shell out fifty
Malaysian Ringgits, would it be too much? Yes? Maybe
it’s because your mind is filled up with dharma teaching
from being here and is full of compassion at the moment.
Anyway, you give away the fifty dollars and it sure is a

very charitable move.

However, from the point of view of determinism, it was
something that was destined to happen. It was the right
moment and the right person. It was so late yet that particu-
lar beggar was still loitering, waiting for you. It was meant
to be. That is the idea of determinism or fatalism. If it is so,



then it means that he must have helped you before. In other
words, you owe him some kind of favor and now it is time
to return that favor. If it’s just about returning a favor, it’s
your liability. In that case, will it generate any merit if
you’re just returning a favor to pay back your debt?
Shouldn’t that be a responsibility that you are expected to
fulfill? Yes, you ought to pay back. Let me ask you then
will there be any merit at all? Of course not. If it’s destined
that your time is up, it’s the universal law to pay. Does he
need to say thank you for the donation? Probably not. He
may even feel entitled to complain that why it took so long

to pay him back.

Here is another example: While you’re walking down the
street, a man walking in front of you is hit by a car. It may
be explained again that the timing, the place, and the per-
sons were all pre-set. There must be some connections be-
tween the hitter and victim! The victim might be hurt or
even owe the hitter a life in previous lives. Now they’re
even. In that case would the hitter be guilty of the crime? It
then seems so justified to hit and run.

That’s determinism or fatalism in India, not Buddhism.
The hitter is not guilty at all. The determinism or fatalism
emphasizes that the present situation is predestined by the
past actions only. It could cause great damage when the
unknown past is used as the excuse to justify wrongdoing
and waive off merits of decent behaviors. All the charitable
good deeds might be just an incident to pay off the debt.
All the wrongdoings can be forgiven because you never
know who has aright to claim a share that he deserves. The
law and order of right and wrong is this thus lost. Do you
understand? Why do we bother to put any effort at all? If
I’'m destined to drop dead, let it be. If I'm destined to sur-
vive, I'll live. To put it in a more simple way, if you’re
destined to be enlightened, you will be enlightened. If not,
why bother to sit here and pay so much attention to this?
You don’t need to practice anymore. Therefore, this kind
of argument is really a heretic doctrine in India. It’s absurd
and denied by the Buddha.

But the Buddha proposed a different kind of concept of
karma. If the concept of karma in Buddhism is different,
then why do we still use the same term? It’s out of respect
towards tradition, but the connotation is completely new.
It’s the same as how the term nibbana was already in the

Jainism before Buddhism. However in Jainism, nibbana

means an existence that will last forever, which was also
rejected by the Buddha. It’s the same term with a different
meaning in Buddhism. Therefore when we refer to karma
or nibbana, we have to keep in mind that these traditional
terms have already developed a new connotation in Bud-
dhism. The core of the Buddha’s teaching is correlative
conditioning. When it comes to the interpretation of karma
and nibbana, it’s based on the concept of correlative condi-

tioning, too.

Now how do you explain karma with this idea of correla-
tive conditioning? Now you must pay attention to what I’'m
going to say. Correlative conditioning refers to any occur-
rence that comes to change because of the interrelated in-
fluence within its related conditions. Take a look at what’s
under your nose. What’s the relation among them? Obvi-
ously what is there at the present moment is influenced by
what happened before. Notice that it’s influence, but it’s
not solely decided by the past. If it’s decided by the past

only, then it’s determinism.

Whatever happens now is not only influenced by the past
but also goes along with the intentions and behaviors of the
body, speech, and mind at the present moment. Again these
elements only have certain impacts on the present moment;
they cannot control everything. There are other factors:
people you deal with, situations that arise with all kinds of
shifting conditions surround you. All of these could play an
important role in your present moment without your per-

mission.

It’s like three guys who are trying to lift a table. All of
them contribute. Each of them may have his own pace and
strength, but when they work together, each one is influ-
enced by the other two so that they may keep the table at
the same level and stride at the same pace. Do you get it?
It’s an interrelationship that continuously makes adjust-
ments of how high they keep the table, how fast they walk,
and how much strength they should use. The body, speech,
and mind that formed your past actions interrelate with
your present body, speech, and mind which go along with
the present conditions that are formed by others.

All of these have a mutual influence on one another. Your
past and present mental state and behavior would and will
change your surroundings. It’s the same the other way
around. What I like to point out is that no matter what

situation that you’re in right now could also change the
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way that you developed from the past. Get it?

For instance, let’s say you bought a bottle of milk yester-
day. So this bottle of milk is the result of your action from
yesterday. However, you open it, have a sip, and don’t like
the taste of it. You can’t return it anymore. It’s like how
you can’t remove what you’ve done and start all over. All
you can deal with are the facts at the present moment. Let’s
see: you bought a bottle of milk that you don’t like. It is
irritating. It’s a fact that you cannot remove now. It is an
irritating influence, but that doesn’t mean you have to drink
it. So the past does have certain impact on the present but
not crucial enough to dominate the situation. Is the taste of
this bottle of milk a determinant factor in your life? No, it’s
not. What can we do in a situation like this? We can mix it
up with some orange juice. Understand? We can change
the situation by pouring in some orange juice. This idea,
this move will change the taste of milk that was bought
yesterday. It will change the influence from the past. On
the other hand, this orange juice, which was made from
oranges that were farmed by others, becomes another factor
in your life journey. The act of mixing milk with juice is
done by you, but the oranges were supported by others. So
what’s the taste now? The milk is affected by the juice.
What’s the taste of milk now? It’s affected by the milk you
bought yesterday, by the taste of orange juice, and also by
the amount of juice that you pour in. That’s the taste of this
orange milk. This is karma. This is the karma of present

correlative conditioning, not the karma of fatalism.

This is the interpretation of karma in Buddhism. It’s differ-
ent from the karma theory in the Upanishads, which was
rejected by the Buddha. Karma in Buddhism lies on the
factors from the past, the manifestation of the present mo-
ment, and the influence other than oneself. All these three
aspects influence each other mutually; none of them is
solely in control to determine the fate. This is the karma of
correlative conditioning, not the fatalistic karma. We will
not accept the fatalistic karma. There is no such karma.
Understand?

Now, let me ask you, if the present situation depends upon
what happened in the past and upon the state of body and
mind at the present moment and upon what’s going on in
the general environment, would the present situation al-
ways be the same or changing all the time? Yes, it’s
changing all the time. That’s why it’s impermanent. Cor-
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relative conditions are changing all the time.

Is there a dominant force that forms what’s going on now?
Is it something that you’ve done in the past? Is it your in-
tention and behavior at the moment or is it something ini-
tialized from others? Can any of these factors decide your
fate? No, the answer is none of the above. That’s why there
is non-self. If anyone can claim that he’s fully in charge of
everything in this world, then we call him God. But none is
really in charge of everything. That’s why we say imper-
manence and non-self. This kind of karma is referred to as
correlative conditioning. If it’s the fatalistic karma, which
is solely determined by the past, then it has nothing to do
with the correlative conditioning.

Now that you understand the difference of these two kinds
of interpretation of karma, what has it to do with us? If we
believed in the fatalistic karma, then we’d have to accept
whatever is happening now. Whether it’s good or bad,
we’d just have to take it. We’d obey the rules without any
resistance because that’s what we are supposed to do. This
kind of attitude will discourage people from changing and
pursuing a better situation when they come across any kind
of difficulties in life. It will lead to pessimistic futility and
end with a bunch of losers. Who are the advocates of this
kind of karma theory? People who like to take advantages
of others with inappropriate schemes often embrace this
kind of theory to justify their evil doings. They behave
badly yet expect you to tolerate it because it’s your karma.
Do you understand? It’s all about political tricks that the
ruling class used to abuse the people in a feudal society. In
the old times, ordinary people were trodden yet they accept
it without complaint because they believed that it was their

karma.

Fatalism is for slavery. Understand? It will turn you into a
slave. Your mind and attitude will be brainwashed and put
up with any kind of unfair treatments like a slave. Not only
that, while taking in all these difficulties, you probably will
tell yourself, I should totally surrender and do my best so
that I may have a chance to have a better life next time. The
point is that when facing an unfair treatment, instead of
improving the situation, those karma believers sheepishly
indulge the evil doings by acting like a slave.

That’s not what the Buddha taught us. The Buddha’s teach-
ing is that we cannot start over again. However, by putting

in more efforts and care for people and our society, we may



change the present moment from the residual of the past.
We can say “no” to any inappropriate treatments. We can
face the mistakes that have been made in the past and try to
correct them. That’s a courageous attitude to embrace life.
That’s also a wise, sincere and modern positive attitude.
That’s definitely not an attitude of a slave.

Ladies and gentlemen, which one would you choose? A
Fatalistic karma or a karma based on correlative condition-
ing? Which one do you think is closer to the truth? Which
one is the doctrine to believe? What do you think? Here is
the point: We do believe that bygones can never be
changed. However it’s never too late to do something now
to change the momentum of the past behaviors. Does this
make sense to you? We can never change the past but we
can change what’s left over from the past and make it a
better present. This is what we believe. It’s a much more
positive, wise, brave, and diligent way of living.

If we Buddhists mix the meaning of karma with a fatalistic
view, we are doomed to be weak whenever there is diffi-
culty. Or whenever we get unfair treatment, we’ll tend to
cover our cowardice with karma as a convenient excuse,

pretending that everything is fine by cheating ourselves.

My younger friends, you really need wisdom to lead you
on a positive road in life journey. You have to keep in
mind that whatever you do will change the environment
that you live in and, just as well, that your environment has
a great impact on you too. You need the wisdom to see
through this. A man cannot survive without any connection
toward the environment he lives in. So don’t just think
about yourself, pay more attention to your environment
too. When you become a better person, your environment
should also improve. That’s a normal and healthy attitude
and way of living. A civilized human being is expected to
know this.

My dharma friends, what the Buddha was concerned about
was not that he should have a group of earnest followers to
believe what he said. The purpose of dharma teaching is
not to attract more Buddhists to propagate the religion.
What the Buddha was concerned about was to make a
better person, a wiser person who goes through life journey
in a more wholesome way. My friends, right now, this
moment is not decided by the past. What’s happening now
cannot decide your future either. There is only influence.

Other than that, it’s still up to how much effort you put in

and the

environment that

interrelationship among the people and

you deal with. That’s why it’s

impermanent.

What we practice now does not guarantee that we will be
enlightened and liberated at a certain point in the future.
No, it doesn’t work that way. No one can be sure that at
certain time and place, Tom will get enlightened or Harry
will be liberated. Even the Buddha himself would not
predict this. It’s not that the Buddha does not have the
wisdom to see this. It’s just how life is. Everything is
changing constantly based on correlative conditions.
Nothing is permanent. Therefore, it’s impossible to foretell
a hundred percent of anything. What we can say at most is
to put the possibility on a scale and make a reasonable
inference. But no one can be really sure until it happens.
It’s just impossible to know. That’s why the Buddha never
told anyone that he or she would be enlightened at certain
time or place. He had the wisdom not to make such a
prediction. Let me repeat this. It is because of his wisdom
that the Buddha would never make such a prophecy. He
would only tell you that it’s hard to say. That is a fact.

There is a very beautiful legend in Buddhism. It is said that
before Shakyamuni Buddha became the awakened one, he
was predicted as the future Buddha by another Buddha.
The time and place was specified too. It’s a very romantic
and beautiful story. But the story was told to those who
believed in determinism or fatalism in India. They could
not understand correlative conditioning. It was much easier
for them to take in fatalism. That prediction certainly made
the Buddha a sublime figure in the eyes of these fatalists.
The Buddha was destined to be the great one. However,
that kind of propagation was only a skillful mean to spread
the religion. That’s all. It’s just like the make-up that you
put on your face. The powder, the blush, and the lipstick all
add up to the healthy glowing look. If you put on high
heels, you’ll certainly look taller and slimmer. That’s all.
It’s like the girl next door turning into a big movie star after
a makeover. It’s really no big deal. But people adore movie
stars. The fatalists in the ancient India worshiped these god
-like omnipotent holy figures. That was Buddhism at the
time. That’s why some of the followers started to making
up anecdotes about the Buddha after the Parinibbana.
These stories were not told by the Buddha himself at all.

We are not against these romantic stories. It cannot be
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denied that even now in this world there are people who do
have a need to rely on these holy figures. They won’t
believe in the Buddha unless the Buddha was a God-like
holy man. It’s sad that their wisdom could not be further
enhanced to appreciate the truth, the true treasure of the
sage. A man of wisdom will not care about the appearance
of the Buddha. It’s the standard of a movie star fan.

There are a few wise men and a lot more ordinary people in
this world. That’s why we do need some beautiful stories,
yet we need more dharma teachings of wisdom for the wise
men too. Now the point is, do you need a Buddha who
looks like a movie star? Or do you need his true wisdom?
It’s all up to you. In my mind I would say the Buddha’s
wisdom is more refined than those descriptions of his
features. It’s much more bright and ornamented, much

more brilliant and glorious.

At last, I"d like to spend a couple of minutes to brief a short
history of Buddhism. Three months after the Buddha’s
Parinibbana, the First Buddhist Council was held. It was
387 years B.C., the same year that the Buddha passed
away. During the First Buddhist Council, it was Rev. An-
anda who recited all the teachings that Buddha had given.
Rev. Upali was the one who collected all the Vinaya

(discipline codes).

After the First Buddhist Council, Buddhism was split into
two schools or teaching traditions. The lineage of Rev.
Ananda mainly focused on the teaching while the lineage
of Rev. Upali strictly observes the Vinaya codes. One hun-
dred and sixteen years after the Buddha’s Parinibbana,
these two schools no longer see eye to eye. After that, the
Sangha community kept spinning off and developed into
eighteen sects by the first century B.C. Still we can divide
them up as two lineages: lineage of Rev. Ananada and line-
age of Rev. Upali. Within the lineage of Rev. Upali, there
are two divisions, the Mahasanghika School and the Vib-
hajjavada School, which is the Theravada Buddhism at the

current time.

There is a lot of difference between their doctrines and
teachings, and they just couldn’t find a common ground to
be unified. The schism of all of these schools really left the
Buddhists of later generations in great perplexity. Who is
teaching the right path? Or maybe everyone is right, and
we just need to find the one that fits our level of under-

standing? Yet how could it be that everyone is right, when
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most of their theories contradict one another? Obviously
this is just an excuse to cover up all the differences since
the great schism took place around 271 years B.C. That
was the time when the Buddha had already passed away for

about one hundred years.

Then which lineage are our teachings based on? It’s none
of these schools. What I introduce here is based on the old-
est sutras passed on by both lineages of Rev. Ananda and
Rev. Upali. I have made a careful comparison between the
classics of these two lineages and found the common teach-
ings from both sides. There are differences that were added
on by each school which we don’t really need to learn. The
common ground is the part that was collected in the First
Buddhist Council, which means they are the authentic
teachings from the Buddha.

Therefore, the teachings on meditation or dharma that
we’ve discussed here are purely from the original teachings
before the great schism, and they were preserved almost in
all schools. Many of these teachings are different from the
doctrines composed by adepts or patriarchs of later genera-
tions. All of these patriarchs have their own ideas of prac-
tice, which is different from one another and contradicts
the original teachings of the Buddha most of the time too.
Otherwise how could there be eighteen different schools?
The current terms of Mahayana or Theravada are actually
just different sects in Buddhism. Can anyone of them claim
to be the right one? It’s really hard to say. Every school has
its own ideas of practice and they all claim that they are on
the right path. It’s unavoidable to deny or even criticize
other schools when there is a difference. The truth is: none
of these schools is completely right.

That’s why what I like to introduce the original teachings
from before the schism. It’s something that is recognized
by every school. It’s the oldest teaching passed down from
the Buddha. We are not going to discuss doctrines from
any specific school, so that you may hear the dharma in its
original sense. It’s neither Mahayana nor Tibetan Bud-
dhism. It’s not Theravada either. There is difference be-
tween the original Buddhism and the Theravada tradition
too. There are lots of mix-ups and add-ons in the Thera-
vada tradition. Those are the points that we like to leave
behind. We’ll only pick up the oldest and the most original
one. This you’ll have to keep in mind. That will be all for
today.
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In the Sangha convocation, by the suggestion of
Bada Bhante Ven. Acharya Buddharakkhita, Ven.
Acharya Vipasama gave a speech. First Ven.
Acharya Vipasama expressed good wishes to the
90" birthday of Bada Bhante and paid his highest
respect to Bada Bhante. He highly praised and af-
firmed the efforts and great contributions of Bada

Bhante to make Buddhism return to the land of India
in his whole life.
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Ven. Acharya Vipasama then spoke to Theravada
monks from many places: “India is the home country

of the Buddha, and also the sacred land where all
Buddhists respectfully seek and dream all over the



world. To Chinese Buddhists, India is the land where
many sages were fostered. Many Buddhists go to
India for pilgrimage, mainly to look for the teaching of
the Buddha and also recall the traces of the Buddha.
However, many of them become disappointed after
they visited India. What they see are just historical
remains where the Buddha dwelled and went, and
those nearly buried ruins that are scattered every-
where. The Buddha’s teaching and the lineage of the
Sangha are nearly nothing left. In terms of inspiring
the belief of Buddhists, the Sarngha community in In-
dia is more meaningful and important than any other
Sangha communities in the world. To revive Bud-
dhism in India is the common wish of all Buddhists in
the world, and needs the exertions of the Indian
Sangha community. Though | am a Chinese, since |
am also a member of the Sangha, the prosperity of
Indian Buddhism is the responsibility of every Sangha
member. The glory of Indian Sangha is the glory of all
Sangha members. Here | give my best wishes to the
Indian Sangha to prosper and pass down in India for
a long time, and make valuable and great contribu-
tions to Indian Buddhism. | believe that, with the exer-
tions of the Indian Sangha, the right Dhamma of the
Buddha will revive in India again so that Buddhists in
the world will not regret any more.” Besides, Ven.
Acharya Vipasama also explained: “In the past, the
main belief of Chinese Buddhists was the Mahayana
Bodhisattva Path that appeared later than Theravada
Buddhism,; in nearly twenty years, Original Buddhism
and Theravada Buddhism have sprout and spread
gradually in Chinese world. For twenty years, Original
Buddhism, Theravada Buddhism, and the Mahayana
Bodhisattva Path have gradually changing from the
opposing and confronting situations to a situation of
paying respect to, learning from each other, and
learning how to coexist. The Chinese Sangha of
Original Buddhism or Theravada Buddhism is still in
the initial stage of establishment, and needs the con-
cerns from many Sangha communities in the world to
care for its development. | appeal to all elder monks
and venerable monks to give more supports and
blessings. The light of the Buddha's right dhamma will
not only shine on the land of India again, but will also
shine on the Chinese Buddhist communities in the

world.”
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In the later section of the inauguration ceremony,
elder monks from many places gave speeches. On
behalf of the Chinese Sangha of Original Buddhism,
Ven. Acharya Vipasama first gave a gift,
“‘Sammadhammadipa” journals, to Mother Park
Chung-Soo from Korea, who was nominated for the
2010 Noble Peace Prize. Next he said greeting to the
Indian Sangha, dhamma supporters and guests. In
his brief greeting, Ven. Acharya Vipasama praised
the great contributions of Maha Bodhi Society in Ban-
galore to spread Buddhism and benefit sentient be-
ings, and gave his best wishes to the establishment
of Bhagavan Buddha University of Pali and Thera-
vada Buddhism. He agreed with the policy and pur-
pose of Bada Bhante to establish this University, and
believed that it is correct and praiseworthy to provide
an institute of higher learning for the public to study
the teaching of the Buddha. He also praised that this
University will be the glory of Indian Buddhists, and
also the glory of all Buddhists in the world. Ven.
Acharya Vipasama said: “India is the land where the
Buddha was born and gave teaching, and also the
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land where Buddhism originated and numerous
sages were fostered. | believe that this University will
also foster many sages in the future, and make great
contributions to benefit many suffered sentient beings
in India.” Ven. Acharya Vipasama believed that any
achievement must rely on everyone’s endeavor, self-
less dedication and cooperation, and then sincerely
urged participants to support this University alto-
gether.
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In this afternoon, many elder monks gave dhamma
speeches. For the first time, Ven. Acharya Vipasama
taught the Buddha’s meditation method in India. First
he thanked the invitation of Maha Bodhi Society in
Bangalore, and then explained why there are Thera-
vada monks in Chinese Buddhist World where the
Mahayana Bodhisattva Path is prevailing. He ex-
plained that Chinese Buddhism is exceptionally
gifted, because there are translations of Pali Thera-

vada Tipitaka, and also the heritage of Chinese Tipi-
taka. From 1847 to 1983, Buddhist scholars in the
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West, Japan and Taiwan, after textual researches for
many years, finally confirmed those Suttas from the
first Buddhist Council. Their professional academic

studies have the international standard, and involve
many aspects. Those people, who are wiling to
search for Original Buddhism or study Theravada
Buddhism in Chinese Buddhist World, are mostly in-
tellectuals and elites. They have studied well in the
Chinese Mahayana Bodhisattva Path, and are not
ordinary folks who do not understand Buddhism.
Next, Ven. Acharya Vipasama started to teach “the
practice stages of the Bodhi Path” and meditation
method, based on the Samyutta-Nikaya of Upali line-
age and the Samyukta-Agama of Ananda lineage.
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% Bit bigEiEM O.B.S.T.-Taipei
BItmitRES IS 139 2 357

T/E5: (02)2892-1038 {HHE: (02)2896-2303
http://www.arahant.org

< B8d diEiEtk 0.B.S.T.-Taichung
BPHmEEESNNE—ER 378 5 11182 1

T:E: (04)2320-2288

< B30 dhigiEMk O.B.S.A.-New York
136-31 #1B, 41Ave. Flushing, NY 11355

Tel:718-445-2562 Fax:718-445-2562
http://www.arahant-usa.org Cell:718-666-9540

% 18R DiEiEMk O0.B.S.M.-lpoh

61A & 61B, Jalan Chung, Ah Ming, 31650 Ipoh, Perak,
Malaysia Tel:05-2410216

< &l DiEiEMk O.B.S.M.-Penang

77-3 Lorong Selamat, 10050 Pulau Pinang,

Malaysia Tel:04-2288100

< B DiEiEk O0B.S.M.-S.Prai

269, 1st & 2nd floor, Jalan Kulim,

14000 Bukit Mertajam, Pulau Pinang.
Malaysia Tel:04-5309100

http://www.arahant-mas.org
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