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A Buddhist Approach to Healing
Phra Medhidhammaporn
(Prayoon Mererk Ph.D.)

It is my great privilege to be here among eminent scholars of a
variety of religions to express our views on religious ways and rituals of
healing. | hope that cur presentation and discussion will enable us to
understand the role of religion in promoting health care. In addition.
we can enhance our understanding of our own religion by comparing
it with other religions. As it is said. ‘Without comparison. there is no

comprehension.’

In Buddhism. health is regarded as a boon. The Buddha once
said, ‘Health (arogya) is the highest gain.” (1) Here the Pali word
‘arogya’ (health) is defined as freedom from disease or illness. Thus,
health is a sound condition of mind and body. In other words. health

is a state of being free from both bodily and mental diseases.

Paper Presented at the International Seminar on Heaith, Healing and
Religion Held by Mahidol University, Bangkok., December 8-10, 1992.

Tudiowin...
g5ty | ussanunsy Back 4« 79 )




- usadanulne

According to the Buddha. there are two kinds of disease : bodily

disease (kayiko rogo) and mental disease {cetasiko rogo).

“Monks, there are to be found beings who can claim freedom
from bodily disease for one year, for two years, for three, four, five, ten,
twenty, forty, fifty years..... But those beings are rare indeed in the
world who can claim freedom from mental disease even for one
moment, excepting only those in whom all defilements have been

eliminated.” (2)

The Buddha’s main purpose in preaching the Dharma is to
provide a cure for mental disease to the world. That is why the Buddha

was praised by his disciples as “the physician of the world
{Sabbalokatikicchako).” {3)

However, although the Buddha gives priority to promoting
mental health, this by no means implies that he overlooks the signifi-
cance of physical health. With a healthy body, man is in an appropriate

state to meditate and progress in spiritual development.

According to the law of Dependent Origination (Paticcasamup
- pada), mind and body are interrelated. Taken together, mind and body
constitute a psycho-physical complex {namarupa} known as a person.
If the mind is overwhelmed by stress, then the stress. we are told, will

give rise to bodily diseases, or “psychosomatic illness”.

On the other hand. bodily disease can easily disturb peace of
mind and become an obstacle to spiritual progress. That is why bodily
disturbance caused by hunger is to be eliminated before one practises
meditation or listens to the Dharma-talk. The Buddha once ordered his

Tugiandh...
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disciples to feed a hungry farmer with food before he preached to him
the Dharma. Asked why he did so, the Buddha replied that a hungry

man could not concentrate on the Dharma-talk. The Buddha then

concluded : “Hunger is a grievous disease”.

With regard to mental health, the Buddha prescribes the
healing process called the Four Noble Truths. The first truth is dukkha.
diagnosis of the symptoms of suffering. The second truth is to identify
ignorance and desire as the causes of suffering (samudaya). The third
is to believe that nirodha -- a complete cure of the disease - is possible.
The fourth truth is magga, or the prescription of the Middle Way
leading to mental health. The way is called the Noble Eightfold Path
and can be summarized into three steps : morality, concentration and

wisdom developed by meditation.

Meditation is good not only for eradicating mental disease but
also for healing psychosomatic illnesses such as migraine headaches.
S.N. Goenka, a retired industrialist and former leader of the Indian
community in Burma, is a good case in point. Born into a conservative
Hindu family in Burma, he had suffered since youth from severe
migraine headaches. By practising Vipassana Meditation under the
guidance of U Bha Khin, Mr. Goenka was completely cured of his
migraine headaches. Subsequently, in 1969, Mr. Goenka moved to
India to begin teaching Vipassana meditation there. and has now

become a well-known meditation master in the West.

In Buddhism. mental health is not separated from physical

health. The interaction between mind and body justifies the saying :

“A sound mind in a sound body.”  Neither body nor mind can be sound

Tushonin...
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if they are afflicted by disease.

The various kinds of bodily disease are caused by either natural
factors or supernatural ones, such as evil spirits or the results of bad
karma or wrongdoing in the previous life. In Culakammavibhanga Sutta,
the Buddha says that a person who is always doing harm to cther beings

in the present life will have a lot of illness in his future life (5).

With regard to diseases arising from natural causes. the Buddha
recommends treatment by using Ayuravedic medicine. a system of
traditional health care which was widely practised in India. In Vinaya
Pitaka, there is a section on medicine called Bhesajjakhandhaka. In
this section, various kinds of Ayuravedic medicine are prescribed by the
Buddha for both curative and preventive purposes. The preventive
medicines require a strict code of personal hygiene including physical
exercise, beneficial food, the use of herbal preparations and abstinence
from intoxicants. The Buddha allows monks to take five kinds of food
as preventive medicine : ghee, fresh butter, cil. honey and molasses (6).
The curative medicines, on the other hand, involve the use of herbal
preparations and diet.

Besides prescribing medicines, the Buddha describes three types
of sick people :

1. Those who will not, under any circumstances, recover from
their sickness ;

2. Those who will recover whether looked after or not;

3. Those who will recover only if properly looked after.

According to the Buddha, some sick men are easy to tend and
some are not. Endowed with the following five qualities. a sick man

Tugiandh...
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becomes easy to tend :

1. He does what is beneficial to him.

2. He knows moderation in what is beneficial.

3. He is willing to take medicine.

4. He makes it clear whether his health is getting better or
worse.

5. He endures bodily pain.

Moreover, the Buddha has laid down five rules of conduct for

physicians and nurses as follows :

“Endowed with these five qualities a person is deemed fit to tend
the sick :

1. He is competent to provide medicine.

2. He knows what is beneficial and what is not beneficial. and
brings forth what is beneficial.

3. He tends the sick out of amity and compassion. not in the
hope of gain.

4. He is not loath to remove urine or sweat or vomit.

5. He is competent to rouse and delight the sick from time to

time with Dharma-talk.” (9}

To encourage monks to take care of one another, the Buddha

says

“Monks, vou have neither mother nor father who might tend

vou. If you do not tend one another, then who is there who will tend

vou ? Whoever. monks, would tend me, he should tend the sick.” (10}
Tudionin...
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Rituals of Healing

The Buddhist approach tc healing described above indicates that
Buddhists are flexible with regard to forms of treatment. Both
traditional and modern medicines are acceptable to them in so far as
they prove effective in treatment. Moreover, rituals of healing are
frequently performed by Buddhists. In tracing the development of
Buddhist rituals of healing, we find their origin in the Buddha’s role in
healing, which is fully recorded in the Commentary of Dhammapada

as follows. (11) :

Vesali, capital of the Licchavi princes, was overpopulated.
There was a famine owing to drought, and people were dying in large
numbers. The smell of decaying bodies attracted evil spirits, and many
inhabitants were attacked by intestinal disease. The ruling princes
invited the Buddha to their city. The Buddha accepted their invitation

and went there with five hundred monks.

As soon as the Buddha set foot in the Vesali territory, there was
heawy rain. In the evening of his arrival in the city, the Buddha taught
the Elder Ananda the Ratana Sutta (Jewel Discourse) and ordered that
it should be recited within the three walls of the city. The Elder Ananda
received the Ratana Sutta from the lips of the Buddha, tock water in
the Buddha's stone bowl, and then went to stand at the gate of the city.
And standing there, he meditated on all the merits of the Buddha. Then
he entered the city, during the night, reciting the Ratana Sutta as

protection (Paritta).

The moment he uttered the word “Yankinci” (whatsoever) and
Tushonin...
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sprinkled the lustral water, drops of water rose into the air and fell upon

the sick men. The sickness of those men was cured instantly. and, rising
to their feet, they surrounded Ananda. The evil spirits who had been
infesting the city were touched by the drops of lustral water and fled far
away. The Elder went about the entire city, returning with a very large
group of people whose diseases had been cured. They showed their

respect to the Buddha, who preached to them the Ratana Sutta.

The story reveals the origin of the Buddhist ritual of healing. [t
is performed in countries which profess Theravada Buddhism, like
Thailand and Sri Lanka.

The Buddhist rite of healing thus consists of two main stages :
1. Recitation of protection suttas like Ratana Suttaand Bojihanga
Sutta and

2. Sprinkling of lustral water upon the sick.

The recitation of suttas and the sprinkling of lustral water can
have a psychological impact on the sick. They are roused and delighted
as the recitation of the suttas reminds them of the Triple Gem, i.e. the
Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. There was a story of the Buddha
reciting Bojjhanga Sutta (Discourse on the Enlightenment Factors) to
Mahakassapa and Moggallana who lay sick. Having listened to the

sutta, they were filled with joy and immediately recovered.

There is also a Buddhist ceremony for the dying in which the
recitation of suttas forms the most important stage. Monks are invited
to recite suttas in order to purify the mind of the dying. The content

of the suttas reminds the sick person of the impermanence, suffering

Tudiowin...
g5ty | ussanunsy Back <« 85 )




B e
wesdaaning

and nonsubstantiality of life. Having realised the truth of life, the dying

person purifies his mind of attachment and other defilements. It is
believed that if a person passes away pure in mind, he will be reborn

in happy planes like heaven.

In tracing back the performance of the ceremony for the dying

in the Buddha's time, we come across the following story in the
Tripitaka.

Anathapindika was a devout follower of the Buddha. As he lay
grievously ill, he sent a special message to Sariputta asking him to come
to his house. Sariputta went with Ananda and preached to him the
Anathapindikovada Sutta. (12) His pains disappeared as he concen-
trated his mind on the meaning of the Sutta and the virtuous life he had
led. Later he fed the Elders with food from his own cooking-pot, but

quite soon afterwards he died and was re-born in the Tusita heaven.

Conclusion

In Buddhism, there are two kinds of disease : mental disease and
and bodily disease. Meditation is a highly recommended form of
treatment for mental illnesses as well as psychosomatic sickness like

migraine headaches.

With regard to bodily disease, the rituals consist of two main
parts : the recitation of suttas and the sprinking of lustral water. In a

sense, these rituals constitute faith healing in Buddhism.
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Footnotes

1. M. 510.

2. Al 143.

3. Psalms of Brethren, p. 293.
4. Dhammapada Section 15.
5 M. 202,

6. Vin. IV. 198.

7. ML 258-63.

8. Vin. IV. 199.

9. Vin. [V. 301.

10. Vin. IV. 301.

11. Dhammapada Commentary, Book 21, Story 1.
12. M. Ill. 258.
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