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Relevant Influencing versus Karma

Speech of Ven. Bhikkhu Vilpasama at Northeastern University on 2013/4/21

Welcome, everyone. This afternoon | am going
to share with you the central teaching of Sakyamuni
Buddha, and the difference between the teaching of
Sakyamuni Buddha and the concept of karma. | un-
derstand that in the last couple hundred of years, a
lot of people think that the concept of karma was
taught by Sakyamuni Buddha. This is not true. What
the Buddha taught is Relevant Influencing. The tradi-
tional translation of this term is “causation” or
“dependent origination”. What is the difference be-
tween karma and Relevant Influencing? To many,
karma has a romantic connotation. For instance, a
dove that died may turn into your girlfriend, and your
girlfriend who died may turn into a beautiful rabbit.
So itis kind of romantic and charming.

Before | explain the Buddha's teaching, | am
going to introduce some existing beliefs in Hinduism
and other philosophies in India. For instance, one
you may be familiar with is Brahmanism. The phi-
losophy of Brahmanism states that — every good and
bad fortune in the world is determined by God. This
kind of belief was expounded mainly by the Aryans
who conquered Indian natives. There are two con-
cepts in Brahmanism: God gives souls to the Ary-
ans, so that they can be reincarnated as Aryans
again, and that the natives did not have souls given
by God, so they cannot be reincarnated when they
passed away. For the conquered natives, they did
not gain any religious benefits from Brahmanism.
Brahmanism is an early Indian religion that pro-
claims God creates everything and determines every
good and bad fortune in the world.

Translated by Samuel Chan
Revised by Bhikkhu Aticca

This kind of religious belief cannot really be ac-
cepted by the Indian natives. That's why they devel-
oped another new belief. This new concept is called
karma. The philosophy of karma was developed be-
tween the 8" and 9™ century B.C.E. This philosophy
is really developed by the natives, not by the Aryans.
They removed the personality of God and denied
that God exists. They rejected that God controls
everything. They believed that the world is eternal.
The world is like an ocean. If the whole ocean is
salty, then any drop of water in the ocean is also
salty. If the world is eternal, then any part of the
world is also eternal. Every living being has an eter-
nal nature, called Atman. Atman is not equivalent to
the concept of soul. It does not have the connotation
of the soul. The concept of Atman replaces the at-
tribute of life from birth to death. Atman is eternal
and also exists by itself. It is not created by God. It is
an attribute of nature.

Why did the Indian natives develop such a con-
cept? First, they tried to resist Brahmanism. Sec-
ondly, they tried to have an independent religious
belief of their own. In Brahmanism, people need
souls to be reincarnated, and souls are given by
God. Since the natives are not Aryans, they don't
have souls for reincarnation. However, the new con-
cept of Atman provides the natives with their own
identity and religious statue. Although Atman is not
equivalent to soul, it has the functionalities of the
soul.

Based on the concept of Atman, the natives
proposed that every life was created equal. In Brah-
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manism, there are four different castes. The new
philosophy of Upanishads says that every life is
equal. But another problem followed. In Brahman-
ism, everything is determined by God. It puts less
significance in doing good or bad deeds. What is
important is the arrangement of God and God'’s will,
not what one does or does not do. Praying to God
and giving sacrifice to God are the emphasis in
Brahmanism.

The philosophy of Upanishads is completely
different. It proposes the concept of karma. Every-
thing is not determined by God, but by karma. What
is karma? It is a determining force. Whatever we
acted in the past would become a factor in determin-
ing what we will get in the future. The way that we
are now is not determined by God, but by karma.
From religious point of view, the concept of karma is
more logical than the concept of God. Based on the
concept of karma, whatever we do confers meaning
for now and in the future. According to the concept
of karma, praying to God is not important. The most
important is our good and bad deeds.

The natives thought that the beliefs of the Ary-
ans did not really care about people’s good or bad
deeds, because God determines everything. Many
Aryans were very corrupted, but they had respect-
able statue among Brahmanism. The natives
thought it was really an unfair belief. So they devel-
oped a revolutionary new philosophy. The new con-
cept of “Atman” was introduced for the equality of
every living thing. Another new concept was “karma”
which states that everything is determined by our
good or bad actions, rather than by God. Karma is
better suited for our logical thinking, and a better
guideline for our good and bad actions.

However, there is a big problem in the concept
of karma. What is the problem? The problem is fatal-
ism: that is the past predestined the present. It is
difficult to solve this logical dilemma that the past
predestined the present. For example, a person on
the street was hit by a car. According to the concept
of karma, this victim owed the driver in the past.
Why did this driver hit this particular person, not any

18 | msztrw=r=r1oms 7

other person on the street? It got to be related to the
past karma of these two persons. Based on this con-
cept, the driver did not do anything wrong. Because
based on the concept of karma, the victim who was
hit by the car must have owed the driver some debt
or had hurt him before. So this victim is coming back
to pay the debt. In other words, whatever accident
happens to us now is to pay our debts from the past.

Another example, if you walked on the street
and saw someone needed assistance, you lent this
person a hand. Based on the concept of karma, it
was just determined by fate. You were not doing a
merit. Why did you just happen to help that particular
person? Why did this event happen at this moment?
This is not an act of God, rather this is karma. If you
look at this single incident right now, you are per-
forming a good merit. But if you look from the past to
the present, you were just making a repayment.
From this aspect, who was doing a bad deed and
who was doing a good deed? If you look from the
past to the present, doing good deed is repaying a
debt, and doing bad deed is just revenging. It is fair
to repay a debt or collect a debt. Therefore there is
actually no good or bad.

Another example, you may be familiar with what
happened in Boston last week. Two young men
commited such a hate crime. If you look at it from
the aspect of karma, you may ask why these two
young men committed such an evil action. There are
so many people present during that explosion, why
did only some particular persons get hurt? If it is
God's will, you would wonder if God is being too
cruel. Base on the concept of karma, these two
young men did not do anything bad. They were just
there to take revenge on those victims who owed
them in the past. Those victims had hurt these two
young men in the past. This is the problem with
karma. You may disagree with these two kinds of
illogical explanations. This terrible crime happened
in Boston. If it was an act of God, you may not ac-
cept this kind of explanation. If the past karma pre-
destines what happens right now, you may also feel
it is quite absurd.



My dear friends, these two kinds of explanations
have nothing to do with Sakyamuni Buddha'’s teach-
ing. The main problem of the karma concept is that
the past predestines the present. It seems that the
karma concept deals with good or bad actions. But it
does not fairly deal with goodness or badness. Be-
cause any good action is just to repay the past
debts. To repay debts cannot be considered a merit.
Any bad action is just to collect the past debts. Col-
lecting debts cannot be considered bad. Superficially
you think that the concept of karma emphasize that
good begets good and bad begets bad. But actually
it is not. Anyhow, it is still more logical than Brah-
manism.

Before the enlightenment of Sakyamuni Bud-
dha, there were these two main beliefs in India. Be-
fore the Buddha’'s enlightenment, the concept of
karma had already been propagated for over five
hundred years. What’s the concept taught by Sakya-
muni Buddha? The concept is called Relevant Influ-
encing. Lots of people are familiar with the term
“‘cause” more often than this new translation
“Relevant Influencing”, which is developed by our
teacher. The shortcoming of the concept of karma is
that the past predestines the present. Everything
happens right now is predestined by the past. Based
on this concept, when was the beginning of the
world? When was the beginning if the past predes-
tines the present? Yet the concept of karma says
that there was no beginning. If you look at it deeply,
no beginning is just an excuse to escape the short-
coming. The concept that the past predestines the
present and also that there is no beginning does not
make sense.

Let me explain, Sakyamuni Buddha’s teaching
of Relevant Influencing is not trying to provide a new
belief or a philosophy. The main point of the Bud-
dha’s thinking is to help us to solve our present
problems. | am going to explain the difference be-
tween the Buddha's teaching and karma. The con-
cept of karma is fatalism that everything is predes-
tined. The past actions predestine the present hap-
penings. The Buddha rejected this kind of concept.

Lxms P

He emphasized that there is no determining factor in
everything that happened. There is only influencing,
not determining factors. The concept of karma is that
the past plays a determining role in the present. The
Buddha emphasized the role of influencing, not de-
termining. Whatever we did indeed has an influenc-
ing role on the present, but not a determining role.

For instance, today we did a good merit. It
caused influence to our life and environment. But it
will not predestine what will happen in the future,
because in reality, everything is influenced by vari-
ous conditions in the environment. The Buddha’s
teaching is that everything is influenced by three
factors. The first factor is past actions influencing the
present, not determining; the second factor is the
influence of our present thoughts and deeds; the
third factor is the influence of the surrounding condi-
tions. Let me repeat, the first factor is the influence
of the past; the second factor is the influence of our
present thoughts and deeds; the third factor is the
influence of the external environment. These three
factors are correlatively influencing each other. They
are just like three people lifting a table. The balance
of this table is dependent on the exertion of these
three people. They are influencing each other’s ef-
fort. No single person can determine the stability of
this table. Everyone is influencing the balance of this
table. A significant thing is that each person is influ-
encing the other two persons’ effort, and is also be-
ing influenced by the other two persons.

| am going to explain in more detail. Another
example, you bought a carton of milk from the su-
permarket yesterday. The milk on the table this
morning is what you purchased yesterday. You can-
not undo the past. Now you are going to drink the
milk. How the milk tasted is influenced by the tem-
perature in the refrigerator. You drink the milk and
do not like its taste. What can you do? You may add
some fruits in the milk to make it taste better. You
put some fruits in this milk. Now you drink the milk.
What is the taste of the milk? Is it the same as the
taste of the milk that you purchased yesterday? It's
not. Is it the flavor of the fruits that were added into
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it? It is not. However you cannot say that today’s
milk is not from yesterday. Also you cannot say that
this is the same milk that you purchased yesterday.

Simply speaking, the milk you are drinking right
now is influenced by the milk that you got yesterday.
Adding fruits to the milk is your present action.
Those fruits that you added came from another
source. The milk you are drinking now is resulting
from three influencing factors: the milkk you bought
yesterday, what you plan to do now, and the variety
of fruits you are going to add to the milk. The reality
of the resulting taste of milk with fruits is that none of
the three factors can individually determine the pre-
sent taste, only influencing it. Our present action
plays an important role in our life. The milk you are
drinking now contains yesterday’s milk, but not the
same. Our present action is influencing the tendency
of the influence of past action. We cannot deny what
happened in the past. However we can influence the
manifestation of the past at the present. This is a
very important understanding that we need to grasp.
Our exertion is meaningful today. But it is not suffi-
cient. It needs the influence in the environment. If we
want to have a better life, we need to concern about
our environment. It is what Relevant Influencing
means. There is no determination but just influenc-
ing.

My friends, Sakyamuni Buddha taught us Rele-
vant Influencing. There is only influencing but no
determination. However, it may not be easy for us to
understand right away comparing to the concept of
karma. With Relevant Influencing, there is no cer-
tainty, unlike the concept of karma that we will reap
the benefit in the future. People want definite an-
swer. If there is no guarantee that we will get some-
thing in return, why do we want to do good action?
Most of us want to know that there are certain corre-
lations between our actions and the results. People
like to reap what they sow. It is what people want to
have. People do not like uncertainties.

However, uncertainty provides us infinite oppor-
tunities. We have in fact infinite opportunities in our
life. It is just like you bought a carton of milk yester-
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day. Its taste is not what you like. Although you do
not like its taste; however, it does not mean you
have to drink the milk it as is. Whatever we add to
the milk today provides us the opportunity to change
the taste of the milk. Having uncertainty actually pro-
vides us more opportunities. If it is certain, then his-
tory has already predestined today. It is useless to
repent whatever bad action you did in the past.
Whatever bad action we did in the past would pre-
destine what will happen today. It means that our
repentance may not be effective. On the other hand,
the Buddha’s teaching provides us with new oppor-
tunities. If we can stop doing whatever bad action
we did yesterday, we have new opportunities. Re-
pentance makes good sense now. It is not just spiri-
tually helpful, but also practically helpful. In other
words, you make a wrong choice of your partner,
you can make another choice today.

If we want our life to be better, the Buddha
taught us that you cannot just rely on praying to God
to change it. The concept of karma that the past pre-
destines the present happening is for lazy people
who do not want to be bothered to do anything. The
Buddha taught us to use wisdom to change the pre-
sent happening and make it better. He wanted us to
use the past happenings as clues to solve present
problems at hand, to reflect upon what we have
done, and to evaluate the surrounding condition and
logically think about what kind of action we should
take to change the present happening. This way, we
can have a better life. The point of the Buddha's
teaching is to use wisdom to solve problems and
provide us better opportunities. Therefore, the Bud-
dha’s teaching is not a religious belief, nor a philoso-
phy. It is not for consoling you. Its emphasis is to
help you to become better in a more practical way.

We have been talking about this topic for two
hours now. | suggest that we take a ten-minute
break. After the break, | will teach you a practical
way of meditation. Standing up and moving around
are helpful to improve your health. An important
thing is that, after ten minute, | hope | will still see
you back here.
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