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“When a lay follower has gone for 
refuge over a long time to the Buddha1, 
the Dhamma and the Sangha, how 
could he go to the nether world?” 
 
The Buddha 
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[I] A STRANGE KIND OF FAITH 
 

 

Faith in and by itself is straightforward. To have faith in somebody or 

something simply means that you are so confident that he or it is right that if you 

believe otherwise, you are wrong. There is no place for critical or independent 

thinking. You will not ask questions. You will accept his words without 

reservation. And you will do as instructed and comply with whatever is expected 

of you. That is the traditional notion of faith. 

 

In Buddhism, however, there is a slight complication. On the one hand, the 

follower is taught that faith in the Triple Gems (Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha) is 

crucial for his well-being and happiness for this and the next life. Faith is also 

essential for spiritual progress. So he must energetically cultivate and strengthen 

faith. But on the other, he has also been told that he must not blindly follow the 

teachings. He must exercise intelligent thinking: listen to the teachings critically, 

gather knowledge, challenge assumptions, ask questions, seek verification, 

reflect and conclude for himself.2 So how does one reconcile the apparently 

conflicting advice? 

 

Faith in Buddhism can be likened to that of man’s faith in modern medical 

science. If science suddenly unveiled a completely revolutionary approach to 

cancer treatment, how would people react? Some would jump at the option. But 

many if not most would be hesitant, wary, even sceptical and resistant. But will 

the more sensible among us simply dismiss it out of hand? No, we will likely 

check out the medical literature for more information about the revolutionary 

treatment. We will google and research, gather knowledge, seek advice from 

reputable medical professionals and so on. When we have built up sufficient 

understanding and are convinced by the evidence, that is when we will fully 

embrace the new treatment regime. The better you understand, the stronger the 

faith, the more strictly you will comply with the treatment prescription, however 

painful, protracted and arduous. You will not waver, you will do whatever is 

necessary because you believe that there is a good chance that you will be healed 

by the end of the treatment. 

 

This is very similar to the journey of faith for Buddhists. Faith is tentative 

at the start. Only with the right foundations, particularly knowledge and 

understanding, will faith thrive until it blossoms into an indomitable mental 

force that will lift its followers to the highest spiritual end. Blind faith, however 

effusive and elaborate, is fragile, fickle and undependable. Faith devoid of right 

knowledge and understanding will wax and wane according to life’s inevitable 

ups and downs.  
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[II] THE BUDDHIST’S FAITH 
 

The faith of Buddha’s disciples is rooted in what are known collectively as 

the Triple Gems, namely, the Buddha, his teachings which is called Dhamma, and 

the community of practitioners called Sangha. 

 

Let’s examine the essence of what is meant by having faith in each of them. 
 

1. In the Buddha 
 

First, let’s begin by establishing some facts about the Buddha. The term 

‘Buddha’ is a respectful title given to our Teacher who lived approximately 2500 

years ago. The word ‘Buddha’ literally means “the one who knows”.  

 

Having faith in the Buddha means believing that he was fully awakened to 

the mind’s true nature and the path to attaining that state of unconditioned bliss 

called Nibbana. That happened one full moon night in the month of Vesakha 

(which corresponds to the April/May period) while he was meditating under a 

tree (now called the Bodhi tree in honour of his enlightenment).  

 

Buddha apparently initially hesitated to share his findings with the world. 

He had an internal debate for a while.3 But eventually, moved by compassion,  

Buddha decided to teach that enlightenment knowledge to others so that they 

too could be freed from dukkha4 (loosely translated as ‘suffering’) and enjoy a 

mind completely at peace. Buddha lived for another forty-five years and his 

entire life after enlightenment was devoted to teaching the enlightenment 

knowledge and guiding others on reconditioning their mind and realising 

Nibbana for themselves5. 

 

You may be familiar with the stanza that pays homage to the Buddha. I 

have provided the English translation below but you would probably know it in 

Pāli. It reads:  

 

“The Blessed One is an Arahant, perfectly enlightened, accomplished in 
true knowledge and conduct, fortunate, knower of the  world, 

unsurpassed trainer of persons to be tamed, teacher of devas and 
humans, the Enlightened One, the Blessed One.” 6 

* * * 
Iti pi so Bhagavā, Arahaṃ Sammā sambuddho  

Vijjā caraṇa Sampanno, Sugato Lokavidū  

Anuttaro purisa dammasārathi,  

Satthā devamanussānaṃ,Buddho Bhagavā ti  
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This stanza is ancient and dates back to the earliest days after Buddha’s 

enlightenment. It was essentially a summary of what was widely known about 

him then. Buddha himself had advised his followers to have faith that he 

possessed the qualities listed above.  

 

 Although commonly cited as nine qualities, they could be summarised 

into four main points. They were that Buddha was: completely enlightened, 

perfectly liberated, of immaculate moral conduct and perfect in wisdom and, the 

perfect teacher with incomparable skills (of the method to attain enlightenment). 

 

i. Perfectly Enlightened -- Sammā Sambuddho 
 

 The belief that Buddha was ‘perfectly enlightened’ is a critical start point 

of Buddhist faith (even for the most nominal of Buddhists). If we did not at the 

very least believe this, there would be no reason to follow his teachings, however 

brilliant, compassionate, gifted, charismatic or psychic he might have been.  

 

 So what knowledge did Buddha possess that qualifies him to be called 

‘perfectly enlightened’? 

 
Fundamentally, Buddha was awakened to the following: 
 

 The mind’s true nature and the ultimate reality of the world, unlike the rest of 

us who are still caught up with conventional reality; 

 

 The knowledge of how to overcome dukkha such that the mind is always 

innately calm, peaceful and joyous, and unaffected by the vicissitudes of life7; 

and 

 

 How to shut down the instinctive habit of craving that is the fuel for future 

rebirths such that there would be no more becoming when death occurs. 

 

 Once enlightened, the Buddha was beyond man and gods. Although he 

was mortal and his body could still be hurt physically, fall sick, grow old and die, 

his mind was no longer affected by the conditions that grip the rest of us. 

Buddha’s wisdom was beyond even divinity: hence, the heavenly beings (known 

as devas) regularly went to him for advice and guidance. 
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ii. Perfectly Liberated - Sugato Lokavidū 
 

 Because Buddha knew and saw for himself the true nature of the mind 

and its biomechanical processes, he knew how to tame and eventually 

completely uproot the mind’s negative habits (e.g., greed, ill-will, jealously, fear, 

ignorance and so on). It was only after those negative habits had been 

completely extinguished that his mind could realise Nibbana. With that, his mind 

was free and unburdened, completely in equilibrium, effortlessly in the moment, 

and always at peace.  

 

What was Buddha Liberated from?  

 

a) From any conception of Mine, I and Self (“MIS”)  

 

The MIS conception is the basis for a huge load of our sense of burden. 

Because we feel very instinctively that there is an MIS, we devote our life, time, 

resources and effort to looking good, being praised, scoring gains, which we take 

to be the source of our happiness. And we dread and take active steps to avoid 

the opposite: being blamed, being looked down upon, losing to others, which are 

all taken to be the source of our pain. With MIS as the centre of gravity, we 

constantly play back to the past where ‘I’ can repeatedly celebrate “my” 

successes or lament ‘my’ mistakes, or fast forward to the future where ‘I’ can 

plan and build hopes and dreams. Between living in the two mind-made worlds 

of the past and the future, we lose the ‘here and now’; 

 

b) From any arising of sense-based or mind-based craving 

 

 When Buddha saw the impermanent nature of the six sense experiences 

(sight, sound, odour, taste, touch and mind-phenomena), he became immune to 

the delight that each of them offered. Because he no longer hankered after any of 

the six sense experiences, his mind was thus free of ‘the world’.8 The rest of us 

are shackled to our desires for delightful tastes and pleasant experiences and 

aversion to pain and the unpleasant; and 

 

c) From the cycle of rebirths 

 

 Most of us are so caught up mindlessly chasing after little morsels of 

delights through life that we completely disregard life’s harsh realities.9 We don’t 

think about growing old, falling sick and dying, and about the inevitable 

separation from our loved ones when death strikes. In fact, like the proverbial 

ostriches, we bury our heads in the sand because realities can be so depressing. 

To be freed from being born again is thus a good thing: that is when dukkha in 

every sense of the word truly and finally ends. 
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iii. Immaculate in Conduct and Perfect in Wisdom - Vijjācaraṇa Sampanno 

  
 For one with no illusion of self, no ego, no wanting, no delighting in the 

world, no arising of any negative mental state, Buddha lived in absolute 

contentment and in perfect friendliness and harmony with the world.10 He was 

pure in conduct, speech and mind. He was compassionate towards all living 

beings because he understood what drove them and why they would invariably 

‘suffer’. Buddha’s compassion and wisdom meant that he would always do the 

right thing by them and would always act for their happiness and well-being. 

 

iv. Perfect Teacher on the Liberation Path11 - Buddho Bhagavati 
 

There are two key points to note here: 

 

 The Buddha was so skilful a teacher that regardless of the mental capabilities 

of the disciple, as long as the latter had faith, discipline, resolve and drive, 

Buddha was able to guide him to see the ultimate reality of the mind and 

taste Nibbana. In Buddha’s lifetime, he personally helped countless beings to 

complete their Dhamma journey and achieve unconditioned bliss. 

 

 And even more incredible, is that Buddha was able to devise a method of 

training the mind that remains effective long after he is no more. Applying 

what is essentially a 2500year-old do-it-yourself method, any practitioner 

can realise Nibbana on his own, without the help of a flesh-and-blood teacher. 

 

2. In the Dhamma 
  

 The second of the three precious gems is Dhamma, the Buddha’s teaching. 

The verse below captures the key qualities about the Dhamma that Buddha 

wanted his followers to be aware of. 

 

 

“Well expounded is the Dhamma by the Exalted One, directly visible, 
immediately effective, calling one to come and see, leading on, to be 

personally realised by the wise.”12 

* * * 
Svākkhāto Bhagavatā Dhammo, Sandiṭṭhiko Akāliko  

Ehipassiko Opanayiko, Paccattaṃ veditabbo viññūhī ti  
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i. Well Expounded13  - Svākkhāto Bhagavatā Dhammo 
 

 This implies that Buddha had explained the Dhamma clearly. His choice of 

words was precise and effective in guiding practitioners in their practice and 

understanding. It is important to bear this quality in mind and not assume that 

the teaching of such a brilliant man must necessarily be complex and difficult to 

understand. That might add unnecessary problems to learning Dhamma. For 

instance, we might reject the obvious and instead look for hidden meanings 

where there are none to begin with. Our complicated minds might overthink 

unnecessarily and produce mystifying conclusions about Dhamma. 

 

ii. Directly Visible - Sandiṭṭhiko 
 

 The Dhamma is neither mysterious nor esoteric. It is not a speculative or 

cerebral philosophical exercise. The Dhamma teaches us how to understand the 

mind, how to fix its problems and how, when we successfully repair it, we can 

and will live more happily. Directly visible means you can see for yourself all of 

the above: the nature of the mind, the repair process and the resulting happiness. 

 

iii. Immediately Effective - Akāliko 
 

 The changes in the practitioner’s mind that come with understanding the 

Dhamma and practicing correctly are powerful and wide-sweeping and 

immediately felt. They are experienced in this very life, not post mortem. The 

worldview of the person touched by Dhamma, his life’s goals, priorities, 

definition of success, values and even his character will change. The more he 

understands Dhamma, the more accepting and content he will become, the 

happier he will be. He will become a more positive person: more empathetic and 

less egoistic; more giving and less taking; far wiser and less caught up with 

worldly tactical gains. 

 

iv. Calling One to Come and See - Ehipassiko 
 

 The traditional explanation of this quality is the individual is invited to 

check out the Dhamma for himself.14 I would like to offer an alternative read. I 

think it means Dhamma is so inviting and alluring that the more we know and 

understand it, the more we will want to know. Understanding Dhamma brings 

joy and peace: how to not desire to see more? 
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v. Leading Onwards - Opanayiko 
 

 The idea here is progressive learning. We don’t ‘see’ and understand all of 

Dhamma at one go. We take a while to learn and may take even longer to 

consolidate what we have gathered. But we must have faith that each level of 

understanding will lead us to the next level of learning. It will take time and 

effort. But with each new insight come even greater joy, peace and conviction. 

This incremental learning will continue until the journey ends with the 

realization of Nibbana. 

 

vi. “To be Personally Realised by the Wise - Paccattaṃ Veditabbo Viññūhīti 
 

 Only one who is wise can taste the full flavour of Dhamma. A note of 

clarification here: wise is not about being smart or intelligent. Wise is about 

being able to make judgements that lead to the greater good of both himself and 

everyone else. So being wise does imply being virtuous. Only the wise will 

intuitively understand what Dhamma is about and experience the gifts that 

understanding Dhamma will bring: an ability to accept life’s conditions, and 

growing contentment and peace. At the ultimate level of understanding, he will 

experience liberation of the mind and Nibbana. 

 

3. In Sangha 
 
 The final of the three gems is the Sangha, which is often taken to mean the 

community of monks.  The ancient verse below is recited in homage to the 

Sangha:  

 

 

“The order of the Exalted One’s disciples is practising well; … is of 
upright conduct; … has entered the right path; … is practising 

correctly.15 
 

That is the four pairs of persons, the eight kinds of indiv iduals; this 
Order of the Exalted One’s disciples (are) – worthy of offerings and 

hospitality, worthy of gifts and salutation, supreme field of merit for 
the world.”16 

* * * 
Supaṭipanno Bhagavato sāvaka-saṅgho 

Uju paṭipanno Bhagavato sāvaka-saṅgho 

Ñāya paṭipanno Bhagavato sāvaka-saṅgho 

Sāmīci paṭipanno Bhagavato sāvaka-saṅgho 
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Yadidaṃ cattāri purisa yugāni Aṭṭha purisa-puggalā,  

Esa Bhagavato sāvaka-saṅgho 

Āhuṇeyyo, pāhuṇeyyo, dakkhiṇeyyo, añjalikaraṇīyo, 

Anuttaraṃ puññākkhettaṃ lokassā ti  

 

 

 The first stanza actually describes what the true Sangha of the Buddha 

would look like. I shall re-order the sequence for easier and clearer reading.17 

 

i. Has Entered the Right Path - Ñāyapaṭipanno 
 
 The true Sangha is wise and clear about his mission and the goal of being 
a monk: which is for the realization of Nibbana. Ajahn Chah explained it as the 
monk “practises to transcend suffering”.18 

 
 

ii. Practising Well - Supatipanno 
 
 He is hardworking, energetic and totally dedicated to the practice for 
Nibbana. He will not cut himself any slack. He will follow strictly what was laid 
down by Buddha and he will not deviate. In extreme cases, he is prepared to lay 
down his life to complete his practice. 
 

iii. Of Upright Conduct - Ujupatipanno  
 
 He is honest and upright about his practice. He does not pretend to be 
what he is not and he shows himself as he is. In action, speech and thoughts, he is 
careful to align them honestly. He sincerely tries to uproot the core negative 
roots of greed, anger and delusion. 
 

iv. Practising Correctly - Sāmīcipaṭipanno  
 
 He is intelligent and has intuitive wisdom that helps him to understand 
how to operationalize Buddha’s training method correctly so that he is on track 
for Nibbana.19 
 

 In sum, the Buddha’s Sangha will carefully observe the training rules. He 

will cultivate the requisite mental states necessary for spiritual realisation. He 

will be energetic about ensuring pure moral conduct. He will be fully committed 

to mindfulness and meditation, work hard at learning the teachings and 

contemplate on the Dhamma in daily life. To see such Sangha will inspire 

tremendous faith and joy in the lay community.  
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 By the phrase “the four pairs of persons, the eight kinds of individuals,” 

Buddha was referring to disciples who had attained one of four levels of spiritual 

enlightenment.20 At whichever level of understanding, they would have 

accordingly fractured some degree of mental negativities and experience deeper 

sense of freedom and happiness. These saintly practitioners are very critical for 

the survival and propagation of the Dhamma. They are the only living proof that 

his method of enlightenment works and will deliver unconditioned peace and 

liberation as promised. 
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[III] DIFFERENT STAGES OF FAITH DEVELOPMENT 
 
 

 As mentioned in the introduction, faith is not a static mental state. Faith 

can strengthen (or fade). Right knowledge and clear understanding will 

strengthen faith.  

 

1. ‘Blind’ Faith 
 

 When we first declared ourselves to be Buddhists, the odds are that at 

that time, we didn’t really know much about Buddha or his Teaching. What little 

we knew then was probably hearsay or as tradition dictated. We were likely to 

be caught up with the dos and don’ts of the rites and rituals. What to do at the 

temple or monastery? How to bow? How to chant? What offerings to make? And 

so on. Our faith might or may be transactional. We “pray” to Buddha and show 

our devotion by making offerings so that we will be blessed with success or be 

able to ward off misfortune. We may have all kinds of wrong understanding: 

‘Buddha is god’, ‘Buddha can save me’, ‘just pray to Buddha and all will be fine’. 

Even worse, we may be afraid of asking questions because we think that it is ‘bad 

kamma’ to do so. Blind faith is superficial and fragile as it rests on ignorance and 

fear. This type of faith cannot withstand life’s inevitable disappointments and 

setbacks. It will be at constant risk of falling away. 

 

2. Knowledge-based Faith 
 

 The faith that Buddha spoke about that is critical for spiritual growth is 

grounded on knowledge and a thorough understanding of the teaching. The 

deeper the knowledge, the stronger is the faith.  

 

 Now, we must all start somewhere in terms of gathering knowledge. 

Buddha’s advice was to approach a teacher that you have respect for. Because of 

that positive chemistry, you will be willing to keep an open-mind and give him 

the benefit of the doubt. Because of your attitude, your mind is pliant, receptive 

and attentive. That helps you to register the Dhamma properly and remember it. 

What you can remember, you must reflect thoroughly and compare the teachings 

against your observations about life’s experiences and your mind. Only when the 

Dhamma makes sense, because it is consistent with what you have observed, will 

you embrace the teaching fully and confidently.21 
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 From the above, it is clear that Buddha had expected his followers not to 

just accept his words at face value but to have an enquiring mind and ask 

questions, challenge assumptions, think critically, and make thoughtful 

conclusions. These are high order cognitive processes. He said that they should 

accept his teachings only after they are satisfied that Dhamma makes sense from 

their own observations about their mind and life’s experiences.  

 

3. Practice-based Faith 
 

 Ultimately, Buddha’s Dhamma is not an intellectual exercise. It helps the 

practitioner to understand the true nature of the mind such that he can 

overcome feelings of dukkha and is able to live more happily. It is not easy to get 

to a state where one can see the mind’s true nature. It may require fundamental 

changes to one’s habits and behaviour. One must make serious effort to 

overcome one’s negative instincts and obstructive habits. 

 

 Hence, the next level of faith development is practice. You must be ready 

to deliberately and thoroughly weave all aspects of his teaching into your daily 

life. And you keep applying the training discipline until your mind settles into a 

new equilibrium, with new knowledge about itself and its habits. When that 

happens, the practitioner would find himself becoming a kinder, gentler and 

wiser person, more content, happier and less caught up with ego and desires. 

 

 As your understanding of the Dhamma deepens because of the practice, 

you will experience more periods of peace in your waking moments. Once the 

Dhamma is not just abstract concepts but a way of life, faith will grow 

exponentially. You have confidence that you know how to shape the mind 

because you understand how it works. You feel empowered. You no longer feel 

helpless in the face of changing external or internal conditions.22 
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[IV] WHY IS FAITH IMPORTANT? 
 

  

 Faith is an extremely powerful mental force that we in the age of science 

may underestimate. Faith endows upon the believer tremendous mental 

strength and courage. Faith makes martyrs out of mere mortals. Faith enables 

one to overcome indomitable odds. Faith is the trigger for all other necessary 

positive mental energies to arise. Below I’m going to show the importance of 

faith and the tangible benefits of having faith for the aspiring Buddhist. 

 

1. For Effective Dhamma Learning and Spiritual Growth 
 

 Faith keeps one’s mind open and attentive. This is very important 

otherwise one could be attending a Dhamma talk but either doesn’t hear the 

teaching or is too busy retorting.23 That receptiveness makes it possible for one 

to glean the maximum benefit from Buddha’s teaching.24 

 

 Even for one with little understanding of core Dhamma, if he minimally 

pays attention to Buddha’s advice on, say, morality and kamma, i.e., doing good 

yields happiness and doing evil brings suffering, and follows accordingly, he will 

avoid the hells and head for the heavens.25 

 

 Buddha’s teaching also guides us on how to reduce greed and anger, be 

more considerate, giving, content and grateful, be respectful and modest, and be 

less caught up with IMS. Even if this is all that we learn from him, we can at least 

be assured of preserving good relationships with loved ones and friends and 

avoid making enemies. We love and are loved. We keep control over moods and 

emotions. We make wise choices about life’s priorities. We are at peace and our 

conscience clear. We will live well and die with no or few regrets. 

 

 But the best benefit is to be able to see the ultimate reality as Buddha had 

described, realise Dhamma in its full glory, and enjoy nibbanic bliss and 

liberation of the mind. Because of faith, the practitioner will follow Buddha’s 

instructions on the practice to the letter. He doesn’t get distracted with ‘Am I 

sure Buddha was right?’ ‘Does his teaching really work?’ ‘Maybe I am not good 

enough and can never fully understand Dhamma.’ He who has faith will assume 

Buddha was right, Dhamma will work and people do get it. And accordingly, so 

can he.  

 

 Then he focuses his energy on following the instructions on the training 

method dutifully. Buddha had said one should have moderation in food – he’ll eat 
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just enough for sustenance of the body.26 Buddha had said do not overindulge in 

sleep – he’ll stay wakeful and cut back on sleep.27 Buddha had said it was 

important to meditate and watch the mind. He will sit and meditate for hours 

and work at moment-to-moment mindfulness. He will observe his precepts, 

contemplate the teachings, let go of his ego, suspense his thought constructions, 

and just follow the Buddha’s teachings faithfully and methodically. And one day, 

when the conditions are ripe, he will realise the fruits of his efforts. His faith will 

take him to journey’s end.28 

 

2. For Perseverance on the Practice 
 
 Walking the path is not easy because we have to act against our basic 

instincts. Faith will steady the practitioner and strengthen his resolve and keep 

him going on the path even when he faces difficulties. There will be no wavering, 

no giving up. He may or may not understand Dhamma fully in this life but he will 

hang around this true teaching. When life is over, wherever rebirth takes place, 

he will make his way back to the Dhamma.29 

 

3. As a Critical Mental Factor for Meditation 
 

 Faith is a warm and happy feeling, which can be so strong that one is 

overwhelmed with tearful joy. Such a state of mind is tranquil and is able to 

concentrate well. Having strong faith is thus very helpful in enabling one to gain 

complete stillness of the mind. That is why one of the objects of meditation that 

Buddha had taught was faith in the Triple Gems. 

 

4. As an Intrinsic Source of Blessing 
 

 Buddha had said that one who has faith will draw the “good persons of 

the world”, i.e., the true practitioners of the path, the noble Sangha. “When they 

show compassion, they show compassion to the person with faith, not so to the 

person without faith… When they approach anyone, they first approach the 

person with faith. When they receive alms, they first receive alms from the 

person with faith… and when they teach the Dhamma, they first teach it to the 

person with faith.”30 
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5. For Joy and Meaning in Life 
 

 Faith is a joyous and comforting state of mind. When we have strong faith 

in Buddha, based on understanding and practice, just by thinking of him, our 

hearts will light up like a million watts. The more we have benefitted from his 

teachings, the greater the faith, the more powerful the feeling of gratitude. 

Through the centuries, grateful disciples have expressed their overwhelming joy 

in artistic terms: paintings, sculptures, carvings, poems, music, and so on. It is 

this joy, this peace and bliss that give meaning to life. 

 

6. As a Conduit to Heaven 
  

 Near death, faith is a powerful anchor to keep the mind light, soft and 

pure. When we have faith, we will feel joy. A joyous mind is light. A light mind is 

soft. That soft mind will lift. It is that lifting that gives one a heavenly rebirth. As 

Buddha had put it, “With the breakup of the body, after death, a person with faith 

is reborn in a good destination, in the heavenly world.”31 
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[V] HOW TO BUILD FAITH? 
 

1. Accumulate Knowledge 
 

i. On the Buddha 
 

 As mentioned above, knowledge is a critical foundation for strong faith. 

Start by gathering as much information as possible on the Buddha. Know his life 

stories. Learn about his life’s work: how he had travelled throughout Northeast 

India to teach Dhamma, how he had talent-spotted and sought out promising 

practitioners and tirelessly guided them to spiritual realisation, how he had set 

up the Sangha and laid down the training rules to ensure good practice prevailed 

and the bad apples were weeded out, how life had thrown him the occasional 

curveball and how he had dealt with them with patience, fortitude and the 

occasional good humour. Know him and his qualities from his work. Read 

widely.32 

 

 There are broadly two kinds of writing on Buddha. There are the ones 

that lean towards the mystical and magical, and they typically portray him as a 

divine figure. Those may be a bit hard for those of us schooled in our modern 

world of science to swallow. Then there are the scholastic works done by 

academics trained to think critically and to seek evidence-based conclusions but 

here, the style of writing could be a bit heavy for the general reader. Feel free to 

read both genres. At some point though, you will probably lean towards one, 

which is fine. But read you must. Let the Buddha into your mind: the more you 

know him, the more your faith will grow.  

 

Do not be afraid to ask questions and challenge assumptions. It has been many 

centuries from his time so there are bound to be mistakes in the materials about 

him. Do not just take things at face value. It is perfectly fine to explore critically. 

It is only when all your legitimate questions are answered that faith will 

strengthen.  

 

 

ii. On the Dhamma 
 

 Just as critical for building faith is increasing knowledge and 

understanding of the Dhamma. When you first explore the Dhamma, you may 

find that there are many concepts that may not make a lot of sense. You read 

about the four noble truths and noble eightfold path, three characteristics of 
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impermanence, suffering and soullessness, conditionality, kamma, Nibbana and 

so on. They are just a lot of concepts and you have no idea how to apply them to 

your life. Dhamma thus has no real meaning for you. It is hard to have faith in 

something that is completely separate from your life. Be that as it may, do not 

lose heart. Continue gathering information on Dhamma concepts. It will take 

time but familiarity will soon make it easier for you to appreciate Dhamma. 

 

 There are broadly three types of materials on Dhamma: academic works 

by scholars explaining concepts: these could be a bit heavy going and theoretical. 

Then there are writings on meditation and practice by practitioners usually 

based on their real-life experience of the Dhamma. Those are often uplifting and 

easier to read because the writing is generally simpler but there may be parts 

that will be hard to understand for non-meditators because the context is out of 

his sphere of experience. 

 

 A third, and in my view, the most important source of information on 

Dhamma are the discourses (known as sutta) and teachings either by Buddha 

himself or his closest and most accomplished disciples, captured in a collection 

called the Tipitaka (Three Baskets).33 Most scholars are reasonably confident 

that the suttas of the Pāli Canon had originated from Buddha himself even if they 

were not verbatim recordings. That means that when you are reading suttas, it is 

almost as if the Teacher himself were guiding you on the practice. It is actually 

possible for a practitioner to realise Nibbana without the help of a teacher if he 

has decent intuitive wisdom and a determination to study the suttas with care 

and thoroughness and to apply the teachings with discipline and faith.  

 

 My advice is do not be held back by your prejudices and assumptions. Be 

conscientious in reading up on all three types of materials on Dhamma. Learn the 

concepts from the scholars. Know the practice from the meditators. Look to the 

suttas for navigational guidance about the path. Attend classes and Dhamma 

talks, both formal and ad hoc ones, on various genres. The more exposure you 

have to Dhamma, the more familiar and the less intimidated you will be. 

 

 At some point, it should dawn on you that Dhamma is actually multi-

faceted and could be understood at different levels. It is both a method of 

practice for spiritual enlightenment and an explanation about the nature of the 

mind. It is about life and happiness and how to cope with stresses and 

discomfort in life. The bottom line advice is don’t stop gathering knowledge and 

learning, not until all delusion and ignorance about mind’s nature is gone. 

Because when you stop learning, stagnation in the practice is inevitable. It is 

worth persevering on this spiritual journey because the ultimate prize is 

Nibbana, the incomparable unconditioned bliss. 
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2. Build Good Dhamma Friendship 
 

 We are social creatures hardwired to seek out company. Having like-

minded friends who share our Buddhist faith and desire to learn and grow in the 

Dhamma can be extremely helpful to keeping us anchored on the practice. 

Sometimes, the Dhamma journey can feel very weary for all kinds of reasons: we 

are stuck in learning, meditation is too tough, our mind will not still, we are 

demoralised because our habits are too entrenched to uproot, life sucks, illness 

hits, and so on. Those are moments when we need good Dhamma friends for 

comfort, encouragement and support, to keep us grounded and tide us over life’s 

obstacles. Buddha considered kalyānamitta (literally beautiful or admirable 

friends) so critical that he told Ananda it was “the entire holy life.”34 He said with 

such good friends “it is to be expected that he (the practitioner) would develop 

and cultivate the noble eightfold path,”35 and eventually be freed from dukkha36. 

 

 What is a kalyānamitta? In one discourse, Buddha defined the 

kalyānamitta as one who “is accomplished in faith, virtuous behaviour, 

generosity, and wisdom”.37 In other words, if you are looking for a suitable 

kalyānamitta, find someone with some spirituality as opposed to being 

completely worldly and materialistic. He should be principled and uphold moral 

values yet is not self-righteous and judgemental. He should be generous and 

giving as opposed to being calculating and self-centred. And go for one who is 

wise and would encourage you to tame negative instincts and habits and urge 

you to cultivate wholesome mental qualities. You might “appreciate” the friend 

who approves of and echoes your angry words or greedy thoughts but that 

friend would be a fool because he does not realise how unwholesome mental 

states will lead to future pain, long after the original causes have disappeared.38 

It is hoped that if we associate with the wise, their positive influence would rub 

off on us.39  

 

 In another sutta, the Buddha spoke of a good friend as one who is 

generous and patient, is prepared to make sacrifices for you and would respect 

you. There would be mutual trust and he would stand by you through hard 

times.40 In yet another discourse, Buddha identified a good friend as one who is 

“pleasing and agreeable”, “respected and esteemed”, gives good advice, 

“patiently endures being spoken to”, “gives deep talks” (as opposed to 

superficial) and would not lead you morally astray.41 Above all, the good friend 

would help you on your spiritual journey to Nibbana.42 

  



FAITH (SADDHĀ) 
 

21 
 

3. Associate with Practitioner-Sangha 
 

 Across millenniums, practitioner-monks who dedicated their lives to 

practising the Dhamma in search of Nibbana have been a powerful source of 

inspiration and faith for others. It is impossible not to be touched by the Sangha 

practitioners who would make do with bare essentials while remaining content, 

humble, grateful, full of warm friendliness and compassion. Whether they are 

realised or still on the path is immaterial. It’s their peaceful demeanour, mental 

discipline, strength of practice, dedication and conviction that inspires the rest of 

us.43 Associating with them and supporting their practice will deepen our faith; 

even non-believers would be moved. In the same way, a monk who behaves no 

differently from another lay person, who indulges his greed and gives in to his 

anger, would disillusion lay observers and cause irreparable damage to the faith. 

If one is not to associate with fools, one must flee from such robed charlatans.  

 

4. Inspired by a Close One 
 

 One of the most powerful boosts to faith is to witness close up how 

strongly the Dhamma has impacted another. It could be a family member, 

relative, friend or even just an acquaintance. If you personally witness his 

character change because of his belief and practice, you will be affected. At first 

you may just be curious, even intrigued. If your relationship is close and you like 

what you see, it is likely that you will eventually check out his faith for yourself. 

And there your own Dhamma journey will begin. 

 

5. Adopt Thoughtful ‘Rites and Rituals’ 
 

 Since time immemorial, man has performed rites and rituals as a formal 

expression of his faith and submission. Buddha understood man’s need for these 

outward symbolic expressions. So, even though the rituals by themselves do not 

lead to spiritual awakening and realisation of Nibbana, Buddha had allowed 

them so that faith could be triggered and harnessed to provide the foundation for 

growth of wisdom eventually. Usually Buddha would not reinvent the wheel: he 

would use a familiar ritual and give it a Dhamma spin.  

 

 Before I offer a list of meaningful rituals to consider, I would like to state 

upfront some misconceptions. Buddhist rituals are not meant to be transactional, 

i.e., performed to win the favour of or get blessings from a satisfied 

Buddha/gods. The rituals do not have magical powers. They do not wash away 

‘sins’ or erase bad ‘kamma’ or deliver meritorious bonus points. They do not by 

themselves cleanse the mind and guarantee good rebirths. They cannot deliver 
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us from harm or bestow good fortune44. If one performs the ritual with greed, ill 

will, fear or foolishness, the ceremony is no more than a waste of time, money 

and resources. 

 

 One should instead have correct understanding about the ritual. See it as 

a symbolic expression to strengthen faith and build wholesome mental qualities 

that calm the mind and bring up joy and peace. Those wholesome qualities 

would include mindfulness, concentration, compassion, gratitude, respect, 

understanding and wisdom. The ritual should be a reminder of the Dhamma, 

which is right, pure and desirable. Even better, the ritual is a reminder of our 

higher aspirations to be good and worthy disciples of our great Teacher, our 

commitment to the practice, and our hope to see Dhamma and realise Nibbana. 

 

Here are some suggestions on what ‘rituals’ are worth performing: 

 

i. Bowing before Buddha Statue 
 

 Personally, I have deep gratitude to Buddha for having taught the 

Dhamma that continues to bring so much mental relief and happiness to those 

who believe and practise. The Buddha statue is a powerful trigger of faith for me. 

I suspect this is true for many people. Hence since the 1st century AD when the 

first Buddha statue was forged, Buddhists across different lands have created 

Buddha statues often in their own cultural image. 

 

You may wish to consider doing the following: 

 

 Find a Buddha statue whose features you really like because we human 

have a weakness for pleasing forms. Set it up on an elevated platform. It is 

up to you how you want to organise that space. I like it simple but some 

may prefer ornate. Either is fine. 

 

 Take a moment each day to bow before the Buddha statue in gratitude. 

(Don’t do it because you have to but because you want to.) There is no 

fixed number of times: once is enough but if you prefer three bows, that’s 

also fine. Feel joy as you bow. Reflect on his virtues and his teaching. This 

simple act would spark faith and put you in the right frame of mind to 

practise. 

 

 There’s no need to prostrate if you don’t want to. In Buddha’s time, the 

visitors of the day would greet him in whatever way they were 

comfortable. Some bowed, others stood and saluted, yet others just 

smiled, and there were those who just stared.45 Some disciples would 
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prostrate but that was possibly not common. Buddha once asked 

someone why he was prostrating and hugging and kissing his feet.46 

 

 Bowing as a ritual evolved slowly over time. As Buddha became deified 

over the centuries, devout disciples started concocting ever more 

complex rituals of prostration sometimes with elaborate hand gestures. 

Prostration had become a ritual of performing obeisance to an 

omnipotent god, and no longer just an expression of respect to a much-

loved Teacher. 

 

ii. Recitation or Chanting 
 

 Recitation was a common practice amongst the monks in Buddha’s time. 

They used it mainly to help them memorise his teachings so that when they were 

meditating alone in the forests, they could easily recall his words. The monks 

chanted together, probably as a way of helping each other be sure that they had 

gotten the teaching right. For centuries, practitioners had no written material for 

reference and recitation was their only source of access to Dhamma knowledge. 

Even after Dhamma had been written down in the first century AD, most 

practitioners were still dependant on recitation and memory work for Dhamma 

knowledge and reference.  

 

 Today, in an age of widely available Dhamma, there is less need for 

recitation to preserve Dhamma. Yet Buddhists all over are still chanting. Many 

probably hold wrong views about the purpose of chanting. Some believe that it is 

a compulsory declaration of faith. Others think it is for blessing: so the more they 

chant, the more blessings they will receive. Yet others see it as a means of storing 

up merits and purging past bad kamma. 

 

 Because of such wrong understanding, people often get caught up with 

the intonation and rhythm as opposed to the meaning of the texts. Indeed, often 

the chanting is done in the ancient language and the reciters actually have no 

idea what they are reciting. They are chanting for chanting sake and not for 

learning Dhamma.  

 

 All these actually go against Buddha’s teachings. Buddha had said that 

recitation should never be done with intonation and rhythm because we can be 

so caught up with the music, we miss the Dhamma teaching.47 Buddha had also 

told off two monks who had wanted him to make it mandatory that Dhamma be 

taught in the ‘sacred’ Vedic language. Buddha stressed that Dhamma must be 

taught in the language of the listeners because what matters ultimately is the 

understanding of Dhamma and nothing else. 



FAITH (SADDHĀ) 
 

24 
 

 

 So, recitation should be in a language you are proficient in so that not only 

can you understand the meaning of the text, you can appreciate the nuances and 

digest the essence. You can still choose to chant in the ancient language if that 

makes you feel connected to the Buddha but that is all that it should be: for that 

emotional affinity. You should not see it as a must-have to chant in some ancient 

incomprehensible language. 

 

I recommend the following recitations for those seeking to deepen faith: 

 

a) Refuge and Homage to the Triple Gems  

 

 As a reminder to ourselves that we are Buddha’s disciples and we seek to 

understand his teachings. 

 

b) Five moral precepts 

  

 To remind ourselves that we need to act with restraint and kindness, and 

not wilfully hurt another. 

 

c) One or two discourses that speak to us 

 

This is not critical but a useful reminder of the things we value about the 

practice.  

 

 Mangala Sutta (Discourse on Blessings)48 is a good choice. Buddha 

highlighted the number of ways we can count our blessings so that we 

are grateful and content. 

 

 Karaniya Metta Sutta (Discourse on Loving-Kindness)49 is another. It 

teaches one to cultivate certain important mental qualities that will lead 

to a peaceful and content mind and a deep, powerful feeling of 

friendliness, which can be extended outwards and calm the minds of 

others. 

 

 Ratana Sutta (The Jewel Discourse)50  to reinforce in our minds the 

excellent qualities and power of the Triple Gems; for building faith. 
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iii. Making Offerings (Puja) 
 

 If we set up a shrine i.e., a formal spot where we site a Buddha statue, we 

could, if we want to, engage in a bit of ritual to mark and strengthen our faith. For 

instance, we may want to make offerings before the shrine. How often to perform 

the ritual is the individual’s choice. The offerings are physical symbols and 

reminders of the teachings and the practice. Traditionally, we offer: 

 

a) Water  

A reminder of the need to cleanse the mind of defilements;  

 

b) Light 

A reminder to extinguish ignorance that binds us to repeated births and a 

symbol of Dhamma that lights the way to enlightenment;  

 

c) Incense 

Represents the sweet scent of Dhamma that permeates in all directions; 

 

d) Flowers 

A gentle reminder that beauty and life are transient, and death is 

inevitable; and 

 

e) Nutriments (fruit juice and food) 

Symbols of what sustains life but also shackles us to repeated births. 

(They are not meant to be food for the consumption of Buddha or other 

deities.) 

 

 

iv. Other Rituals 
 

There are other very meaningful rituals that exemplify the Teachings. 
 

a) Seeking forgiveness 

 

We can weave into our recitation a stanza seeking forgiveness ostensibly from 

the Triple Gems.51 This is really about telling the mind to embrace the habit of 

not holding on to past hurts or mistakes but to let go of them and be free.52 This 

is a reminder that peace and happiness depend on the skill of renunciation. 
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b) Sharing of merits to departed beings 

 

This is a ritual that originated from Buddha’s time.53 There are no hard and fast 

rules about the steps to perform. You need to bear in mind the following. You 

must feel joyous after you have done wholesome deeds and you want to share 

the warmth and joy. Then you mentally invite your departed loved ones to come 

and witness and share in your joy (‘merits’). You wish them well and hope that 

they can partake in your merits. This practice is rooted in gratitude to our 

departed loved ones and compassion for those who have passed away. It is also a 

reminder of our own mortality and the certainty of death, that like them, one 

day, we will leave this place and all that we love.  

 

c) Taking a moment to reflect on the purpose of eating before we tuck in 

 

 That we eat so that the body can live on and we can practise. Food is not 

to be used for gratification, for physical beauty or other purposes. This was part 

of Buddha’s teaching to the monks. Don’t be attached to food. Practise 

moderation.  

 

6. Visit the Holy Sites Associated with Buddha 
 

 If you can afford to, visit the four holy places that are intimately linked to 

Buddha: Lumbini (where he was born), Bodhigaya (where he gained 

enlightenment), Isipatana (where he taught Dhamma for the first time) and 

usinara (where he passed away).54 Regardless of what stage your faith is, in 

those places it will swell and flourish. 
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[VI] UNSHAKEABLE SADDHĀ  
 
 

 Saddhā grows as understanding of the Dhamma grows: the deeper the 

Dhamma insights, the more intense the faith. Saddhā becomes unshakeable when 

there is penetrative and experiential seeing into how the mind works, how 

Buddha’s teaching helps to calm the mind down and how the mind can be lifted 

from dukkha. Because this realisation is experiential, the practitioner will no 

longer doubt if Buddha was right or be perplexed about how the teaching 

actually works. He knows it works because he has seen for himself that the 

biomechanical processes of the mind are as described by Buddha. And he has 

seen for himself how when he applied the teachings faithfully, his mind was 

calmed as Buddha had said it would be. This is the faith of what Buddha had 

called a noble disciple, a sotāpanna or stream-enterer. Why stream entering? 

Because the mind of one who understands the Dhamma is like a stream: clear 

and peaceful with mere gentle ripples, as opposed to the regular mundane mind 

which is in a state of constant ups and downs, wild, unpredictable and disturbed.  

 

 The benefits of attaining this level of understanding are profound. In this 

life, the sotāpanna’s experience of dukkha would be substantially reduced. Life 

would actually be quite pleasant. This is not because of any magic or special 

blessings but because he has cultivated the fine skill of effortless moderation. He 

now understands and values contentment. He is also not much caught up with 

Self. The sense of Self is still there but it is no longer a heavy burden because he 

knows that it is a mind-made delusion and a habit of timeless past.  

 

 Buddha had said that the sotāpanna would at most have seven more lives. 

He can be reborn only in the heavens or as a human but never in the lower 

realms of animal, hungry ghosts or in hell. Again this is not because of special 

treatment, but because he will instinctively uphold morality and avoid hurting 

others. Instead, he will be a source of strength and support for others. He will 

find meaning and fulfilment in the Dhamma. He will continue to be energetic 

about the practice. He is profoundly grateful to Buddha for the peace of mind he 

now enjoys. He will continue to be of service to the Dhamma and Sangha for as 

long as he is able. 

 

 

 

- End of Chapter 1 – 
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