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In Buddhism we have many traditional beliefs, believing in the life story of the Buddha, in kamma (karma), rebirth, and much more.  We also believe in various realms of existence: several levels of hell realm, a demonic realm, ghost realm, animal realm, human realm, and numerous levels of heavenly realm; and that in the right conditions, one may be reborn into any realm.

A number of Buddhists in the West seem unconcerned about potential unpleasant rebirths as animals, ghosts, demonic beings (yakkha), or hell beings.  If they do believe, often it is in a casual way, with any danger minimized.  This may be due to the influence of Western culture, in which the idea of rebirth is completely foreign, aside from one everlasting “afterlife.”  Although the concept of hell is familiar, mainstream religion manipulated fear of a punitive, eternal hell, to maintain centuries of rigid control; now much of the population in the West scoffs at the idea of hell.  

Western-born Buddhists tend to appreciate a wholly rational approach to the Dhamma, and may dispute the significance of teachings on unseen realms, particularly the four woeful planes of existence, saying that such irrational things do not help anyone find the clarity to attain enlightenment.  Many choose to reason away the Buddha’s teachings on lower realms as merely symbolizing mental states.  Some assert that the Buddha was referring to the superstitions of his culture, and that he would not teach the same ideas nowadays.  

No one disputes whether the Buddha taught about the woeful realms, for he did many times.  For example, the Buddha stated, “Householders, it is by reason of conduct not in accordance with the Dhamma, by reason of unrighteous conduct that some beings here, on the dissolution of the body, after death, reappear in states of deprivation, in an unhappy destination, in perdition, even in hell.”
  The Buddha emphatically warned against common moral errors which, he said, lead to lower realms: killing, stealing, sex abuse, false speech, divisive speech, harsh speech, useless speech, covetousness, ill will, and wrong view.
  Our scriptures offer his detailed descriptions of the worst suffering in the rounds of rebirth, describing the torments of hell, the raging confusion of demonic beings, bizarre manifestations of suffering ghosts, and reminders of animals’ miseries, not to mention the deprived conditions of many human births.
  

Must we believe him? 

In most religions, devotees start with gaining a foundation of belief, which they gradually strengthen; they hope to reach unwavering belief, which is their pinnacle of success.  For a Buddhist, belief is merely the beginning of the great path that leads beyond any beliefs.  The most basic spiritual accomplishment of a Buddhist is not belief, but restraint from harmful actions such as killing animals or stealing.  A higher spiritual aim for Buddhists is undertaking good wholesome actions such as helping one’s parents or giving in charity.  Higher still is undertaking mental cultivation, that is, training the mind to remain calm and uplifted, and developing insight into reality.
  Traditional beliefs may motivate the devotee to do these things.  Mental cultivation peaks in purification of the mind from all suffering.  At that point, the devotee has gone beyond all belief, rendering his or her former beliefs irrelevant.
  Hence in Buddhism there seems to be some lenience regarding beliefs.  

The famous Kalama Sutta, in which the Buddha instructed people to turn to their own experience and not lean upon traditional beliefs, is often quoted to promote individual inquiry into Dhamma without accepting any beliefs at all.  However, the Buddha delivered that discourse to a group of non-Buddhists, strangers who felt confused by numerous teachers’ conflicting doctrines.
  No such conflicts exist within the Buddha’s teachings.
  For a devotee of the Buddha, the reasonable attitude towards his consistent teachings is not skepticism, but taking them on faith and making an effort, whether or not one agrees with all of them.
  With insight thusly gained, one’s view may change to accord with all the Buddha’s teachings.  Complete non-belief is the privilege of arahants who have finished their work – not ordinary devotees.

Yet surely one does not have accept every detail to make progress.  To see whether it is important to believe the Buddha’s teaching that humans risk rebirth in lower realms, let us examine the tangible effects of rejecting the belief or accepting it.  

Effects of Rejecting:  Americans new to Buddhism create a habit of taking only what pleases them from the religion, like taking attractive tidbits at a buffet table; rejecting much that would help them, they develop arrogance by placing their discernment on a par with the Buddha’s.  That is one effect.  

Sunk in a daily life of material comfort, feeling like everything is okay, many Buddhists who immigrate to the USA forget the teachings– such as the danger of a bad rebirth— that once gave them a solid moral foundation and an urgent wish to do good.  Many parents focus entirely upon their children’s worldly education, failing to educate them in Buddhist tradition, and not teaching a healthy fear of wrongdoing.  These Buddhist families drift along like non-Buddhists, living comfortably, pursuing material gains and entertainments and sense pleasures, not studying the teachings, unprepared for normal losses, lacking urgency, earning little merit.  Having forgotten the lower realms, they waste the extraordinary opportunity of this human life, and may not get another chance.  That is another effect.

Some who ignore or forget the warning about lower realms get lost in evil. Since mostly Sinhala people in the USA will read this article, here are sad examples from their community:  The dependent family of a Sinhala man has become desperate as the man sits in an American prison due to an evil act.  The wife of another Sinhala man weeps due to her husband’s trysts with a lover and the contempt with which he now treats his devoted wife.  Several Sinhala teenagers raised in the USA have died doing unwholesome things.  Lack of fear of hell and other bad destinations can allow disaster. 

Effects of Accepting: Our most urgent spiritual concern, until enlightened, must be to avoid doing any evil. 
  Prevention of evil is the greatest strength of accepting the teaching on lower realms. How?  

We all know that engaging in immoral behaviors and depraved thinking bring suffering to wrongdoers in this life.  Yet, somehow, that knowledge does not always prevent them.  Part of the problem is that people usually cannot clearly discern the downsides, due to their defilements.  For example, let’s say that a young woman feels tempted to remove $30 from her friend’s wallet, without permission, for her own use.  If this potential thief does not believe in future lives, or foolishly believes in some guarantee of a good “afterlife,” then she has no fear of a bad rebirth.  Arrest and punishment in jail seem unlikely.
  What, then, may deter her?  If she could think clearly, she would know theft’s many heavy downsides in this life: 

· Mental and physical stress arise from the first moment of temptation.

· Having stolen, she becomes more restless.

· She loses self-respect.
 

· Memory of her bad action may haunt her dreams.

· Her own conscience shames her and makes her miserable.
 

· She may fear that others will steal from her.
 

· Even if not caught, she remains vulnerable to her secret revealed in various ways.

· She may have more difficulty obtaining requisites in the future.
 

· The theft harms her reputation.  Even if no one can prove it, doubt may arise.  Friends cease to trust and respect her.  She may deeply regret these losses.

· She may be wrongly blamed if other valuables are missing at the same time.  Even years later she may be wrongly blamed if something is missing.

· She creates a bad example for others.  

· The social climate of her community worsens just a little bit due to the theft.

· Having succeeded in getting what she wanted through theft, she reinforces the impulse to steal, and has more difficulty resisting when tempted again. 

· She suffers painful mental states.
 

These are ample reasons to stop an intelligent person from stealing.  We could list similar reasons to not commit other wrong actions of body, speech or mind.  And yet, nonetheless, people commit wrong actions, because few can foresee so many practical dangers, especially when temped.  The anticipated benefits may loom large, weighing more heavily than cautious thoughts of potential loss.  

However, the prospect of one great additional harm may give pause even to someone confused and inflamed with desire to do wrong: the risk of hell or other bad rebirth.  It is a simple concept that easily comes to mind when tempted, causing a believer to abruptly stop.

A popular theory in Criminology holds that severity of punishment has less effect in deterring crime than the certainty of getting caught.
   Someone who believes in rebirth knows that he or she faces an overwhelming likelihood that an evil action will bring self-harm in this life, or in future lives, or both.  Kamma’s results will catch us!  The real danger of hell and other lower realms bring weightiness to every deliberate action.

Here is an example.  Several years ago, a new nun read an ancient account of a young man who played a joke on friends by stealing their clothing while they bathed; when the jokester died soon afterwards, he was reborn as a miserable naked ghost!  Taking this story as illustrating actual danger, suddenly the nun feared that engaging in similar silly behavior may bring a stronger backlash in future lives than one would expect in this current lifetime.  As a result, she stopped playing jokes.  She reports that although she had known of possible swift social downsides (such as being misunderstood or provoking anger), these never had the same deterrent effect.  Viewing the Buddha’s teaching on hazards of rebirth as merely a psychological tool, or as symbolic of mental states, would also lack sufficient moral force to overcome temptation.  Theories may not do much, but actual fear of bad rebirth makes a strong, long-lasting impact on an instinctive level.  

Belief in lower realms (and higher realms) inspires good deeds, too, which help to buffer against ripening of bad action and bring uplift now and in future lives.  The belief arouses urgency, causing disciples to eagerly listen to the teachings, ask questions, and undertake the gradual training.  

The teaching on the lower realms serves as an effective backdrop for explaining and understanding important teachings such as dependent origination, right view, and wholesome versus unwholesome mental states.  It helps people understand the workings of kamma and results of actions.  For example, a couple of centuries after the Buddha’s life, Ven. Arahant Mahinda of India brought the teachings to Sri Lanka.  The day after his arrival, he gave a talk to Queen Anulaa Devi and 500 palace ladies, in which he taught from the Petavatthu (on actions that lead people to the miserable ghost realm), from the Vimanavatthu (on actions leading to heaven realm), then explained the Four Noble Truths (Sacca-samyutta).  While listening to this highly effective sermon, the palace ladies became the first Sinhala people to attain a stage of enlightenment.

To make clear the predicament of Samsara, the Buddha explained our whole pathetic situation as a prison of rebirths among all the various realms, including the highest plane of existence and the lowest hell, and all places in-between.  According to the Buddha, the Evil One, Mara, holds the entire suffering system in his power, with even the highest god remaining under Mara’s sway due to attachment and delusion of permanence.  Compared with the safety of Nibbana, the Buddha considered both heaven and hell to be disastrous destinations, since the one offers a mere temporary respite from the worse levels of suffering, and the other is the most horrendous suffering.  So long as a being hangs onto any aspect of existence, he or she remains subject to the whims of God and Mara, experiencing heaven in one life, hell in another.  A devotee must see the danger of delighting in any experience, even the most sublime, and let go of all desire and conceit. This urgent message would be more difficult to convey without reference to hell realm.
  

In sum, we find negative effects of rejecting belief in possible rebirth in lower realms, and positive effects of accepting it.  It proves to be an important doctrine.

For people who cannot easily adopt this kind of belief, the Buddha pointed out a wholly logical approach:  He said that those who do not believe in efficacy of kamma and fact of rebirth, and who act accordingly, do wrong things (such as killing and stealing) which bring themselves misery and blame in this lifetime.  Those who do believe, and act accordingly by refraining from evil and doing good deeds, enjoy goodness in this lifetime.  If it turns out that future lives do actually happen with past actions’ results unfolding, then those who gambled on no future life will be utterly doomed by their wrong view and bad behavior, suffering in hell or other states of deprivation; whereas those who acted upon belief in future lives and actions’ ripening will go to heavenly realms.  Hence, those who don’t believe end up foolishly losing twice, both in this life and the next.  But those who do believe have wisely made a good gamble that wins in both lives.

The question of whether we must believe the Buddha regarding danger of rebirth in lower realms comes down to understanding and conduct.  If fully enlightened, we can dismiss all belief, including this one.  If not arahants but we understand the teachings and already carefully conduct ourselves beautifully by body, speech and mind – as though there were a real fiery hell and other loathsome states into which any of us may fall for wrong deeds or lack of merit– then perhaps we can safely dismiss belief in potential rebirth in lower realms.  If not arahants, not clear about the teachings, or not maintaining excellent behavior by body, speech and mind, then we had better embrace the belief with all our strength and act accordingly – or else.  
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� Saaleyyaka Sutta (“The Brahmins of Sala”) MN 41. See also Maaratajjaniiya Sutta (“The Rebuke to Mara”) MN 50, in which Maha Moggallana, rebuking Mara, recounted the torture he personally endured roasting in hell long ago for evil deeds similar to Mara’s mischief.


� These are the ten unwholesome deeds. See Sammaadi.t.thi Sutta (“Right View”) MN 9, and Saaleyyaka Sutta MN 41.   


� The Buddha described one terrible hell thus: “There whatever form one sees with the eye is undesirable, never desirable; unlovely, never lovely; disagreeable, never agreeable.  Whatever sound one hears with the ear… Whatever odor one smells with the nose… Whatever taste one savors with the tongue… Whatever tactile object one feels with the body… Whatever mental phenomenon one cognizes with the mind is undesirable, never desirable; unlovely, never lovely; disagreeable, never agreeable.”  SN Ch. 35. 135 (2). Translated by Ven. Bodhi, Connected Discourses of the Buddha (2000) Wisdom Pubs, p. 1207.  For a more colorful description of hell’s piercing torments, see Ja 530.


� The Buddha often advised, “Abstain from all evil, do what is good, purify the mind; this is the teaching of all the Buddhas.” Ovaada Paatimokkha “Daily Advice to Bhikhus” Dh 183-185.


� When the Buddha directly asked his wisest disciple, Ven. Sariputta, whether he believed the Buddha’s assertion that certain faculties lead to liberation, Ven. Sariputta responded, “Venerable Sir, I do not go by faith in the Blessed One about this. . . For I am one, venerable sir, by whom this has been known, seen,… by wisdom.” The Buddha praised his response, saying that others would have to go by faith, but that one who has seen it with wisdom “would be without perplexity or doubt about this…”  SN Ch 48 No. 44 (4).  Translated by Ven. Bodhi, Connected Discourses of the Buddha (2000) Wisdom Pubs, and FN 231 of Book V p. 1937.  


Layman Citta did not believe in the Buddha’s teaching that certain meditative states are possible, which a rival ascetic delighted to hear, until Citta clarified that it was because he actually experienced such states for himself.  SN 41 N0. 8  (See FN 321 of Connected Discourses Book IV at p. 1446.)


�  “Come, Kalamas. Do not go upon what has been acquired by repeated hearing; nor upon tradition; nor upon rumor; nor upon what is in a scripture; nor upon surmise; nor upon an axiom; nor upon specious reasoning; nor upon a bias towards a notion that has been pondered over; nor upon another's seeming ability; nor upon the consideration, 'The monk is our teacher.' Kalamas, when you yourselves know: 'These things are bad; these things are blamable; these things are censured by the wise; undertaken and observed, these things lead to harm and ill,' abandon them . . .  Kalamas, when you yourselves know: 'These [other] things are good; these things are not blamable; these things are praised by the wise; undertaken and observed, these things lead to benefit and happiness,' enter on and abide in them.”  “Kalama Sutta” AN Threes No. 65   (translated by Ven. Soma Thera) 


Those quoting Kalama Sutta tend to overlook the reference to listening to wise peoples’ discernment (censuring blameable action and praising wise action) when choosing what to reject or accept. 


� The Buddha’s teaching is consistent, “free from patchwork” MN 22


� “…[I]t is proper that [a faithful disciple seeking the goal] conduct himself thus: ‘The Blessed One is the Teacher, I am a disciple; the Blessed One knows, I do not know.’” Kii.taagiri Sutta “At Kitagiri”) MN 70 (translated by Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi in Middle Length Discourses (1995) Wisdom Pubs at p. 583).


� See footnote 4. 


� “The odds of receiving a prison term are less than 20 per 1,000 crimes committed. As a result, some offenders believe that they will not be severely punished for their acts and consequently have little regard for the law’s deterrent power.”  Criminology: The Core, by Larry J. Siegel (2004) Thomson Wadsworth at p. 86.  If the amount stolen was petty, formal punishment seems even less likely.


� Her mind experiences painful states of agitation and fear, and her body releases adrenaline, causing faster heartbeat, sweating, and release of stress hormones.    


� The initial agitation may take some hours to subside; a residual agitation remains in her mind much longer, obstructing pleasant, calm mental states for days, weeks or years.  Restless, she finds it more difficult to sit still.


�  From then on, even when not thinking about the theft, she knows that she is someone who stole.  Loss of self-respect may reduce her ability to progress in her career, live well with others, or embrace happiness.


� For the rest of her life, her conscience, which acts like a little voice in the mind that tends to blame or praise based on one’s actions, may repeatedly shame her about the theft.  (She may seek relief through unwholesome means such as alcohol or drug use.)


� By stealing, she demonstrated to herself that this is a world in which things are stolen; having flagged this issue for her own attention, she may suffer worse fear of theft and loss than someone with a clear conscience.


� Memories of past deeds stay in the mind.  Some sensitive people can directly read thoughts, some can read body language (facial expressions, physical movements, posture), to know what another has done long ago. On a less subtle level, the thief may at any time directly reveal too much by a slip of the tongue, or by a whispered confession brought to light. 


� People of stingy, selfish habits, especially thieves, may find it more difficult to obtain urgently needed resources than generous people do; it may be that one’s conscience makes it difficult, or others may vaguely sense whether someone deserves assistance.


� If she does not repent, then her act of theft reduces her pleasant mental states such as equanimity and altruistic joy (mudita), and strengthens her painful unwholesome mental states: selfishness, indifference to others’ well-being, jealousy over others’ possessions, and greed.  Greed being at the root of each person’s suffering, this may be the most damaging effect of the theft.





� In Criminology (the study of criminal behavior) this is called Deterrence Theory. “The certainty of punishment seems to have a greater impact than its severity.  In other words, people will more likely be deterred from crime if they believe that they will get caught; what happens to them after apprehension seem to have a lesser impact. Siegel, Criminology at 83.  “Although there is some conflicting data, the weight of the evidence suggest that if punishment became more certain, crime rates would drop.” Ibid. at 84.   


� Mahavamsa Ch. XIV.


� Brahmanimantanikaa Sutta (“The Invitation of a Brahma”) MN 49.  The Brahmanimantanikaa Sutta’s storyline of a feisty encounter between the Buddha, and the powerful god Brahma with his entourage, and Mara –in which delight in existence (even a refined godly existence) clearly holds captive all of them except the Buddha– offers the same basic message as the Muulapariyaaya Sutta (“The Root of All Things”) MN 1.  Yet it is accessible to more people than the Muulapariyaaya Sutta, which lacks reference to Mara and hell.  The Muulapariyaaya Sutta is “one of the deepest and most difficult suttas in the Pali Canon.” (Bhikkhu Bodhi, Middle Length Discourses (1995) Wisdom Pubs. at p. 61.)  


� Apa.n.naka Sutta (“The Incontrovertible Teaching”) MN 60.
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