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derivatives of this work (including translations) are derived from
this source document.

Answers to Questions

Buddhist Rituals– What, Why and How?
This book comprises a compilation of questions and answers on
Buddhist rituals and more. The questions were asked during the
Buddhist Rituals Symposium, organized by and held at Poh Ming
Tse Temple (PMT), Singapore on 25th Aug 2012. The answers
were provided by the 4 speakers belonging to the 3 Buddhist
traditions namely, Theravada, Chinese Mahayana and Tibetan
Mahayana. Hence, this book contains very valuable answers from
the perspective of 3 traditions.
The 4 speakers were:
1. Khenpo Zangpo Bodh, Khampagar Monastery, Tashi Jong,
India
2. Ven. Wei Wu, Than Hsiang Foundation, Malaysia
3. Bhante K. Rathansara, Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple,
Singapore
4. Mr. Vijaya Samarawickrama, Nalanda Institute, Malaysia
Besides the teachings by the speakers, an exhibition of altars of
the 3 traditions was also held to show how a lay person could set
up an altar at home.
Bhante S. Dhammika of Buddha Dhamma Mandala Society,
Singapore was the advisor to the symposium and he gave the
opening and closing addresses.
The symposium was very well attended and the interests in
Buddhist rituals and related aspects were high. Only a handful of
the large number of questions asked were answered due to limited
time available. The speakers took time after the symposium to
answer each and every question asked of them.
The questions and answers are posted on PMT’s website,
www.pmt.org.sg and an e-book version at www.buddhistyouth.sg.
In order to benefit more people, PMT also decided to publish them
into booklet form.
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Speakers and Symposium Advisor posing in front of the Tibetan altar.
(From left: Bhante Rathanasara, Khenpo Zangpo Bodh, Bhante Dammika, Ven. Wei
Wu and Uncle Vijaya)

	
  

Speakers and participants following Ven. Wei Wu’s morning puja.
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Answers to Questions on Death
A.

On Death

1.
I am a young and relatively new Buddhist. My question is if
our loved ones are deceased, why do we still display the tablets as
well as make offerings during the anniversary?
Ven. Wei Wu: Having a tablet of the deceased placed on an altar
either at home or in the temple is a Chinese tradition of filial piety
and remembrance of our ancestors. It’s a good tradition to keep.
Bhante Rathanasara (Bhante): In the Theravada tradition, there
is no placing of tablets of the departed ones on the altar or at a
temple. However, during the death anniversary, meritorious deeds
are done and the merits are shared or transferred.
2.
For funeral rites, are there any issues if they are conducted
with Buddhist (Mahayana, Theravada & Tibetan) AND Taoist
Rites?
Ven. Wei Wu: The issues normally arise from whether the family
members of the deceased agree on a certain rite or not, and not
the rite itself. It is better for Buddhists to follow the Buddhist rites.
3.
When a person dies, it is believed that the body cannot be
moved for the next 8 hours at least. He/she will still feel pain and
chanting must be done to release him/her. Is this true?
Ven. Wei Wu: After a person is no longer breathing, in the
Chinese Mahayana tradition, the consciousness needs up to 8
hours to leave the body. The significance of chanting is to divert
the deceased from attaching to the body and to help the deceased
to focus the mind on reciting the Buddha’s name to seek rebirth in
a good realm.
Khenpo: If a person dies in meditation (as it happens to good
Dharma practitioners in the Tibetan tradition), the body should not
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be touched or shaken. Unless the person’s meditation is very firm,
it will be disturbed. If undisturbed, it helps him to get a clearer
mind to go through to the death process much better without
illusions. As for normal people, Tibetans are not concerned much
about whether to move the body or not. It is not a question of time
after death. We chant prayers, Bardo Thodol (hearing liberation)
and Buddha’s name and mantras for the deceased to gain
blessing, merit and support.
Bhante: The Theravada tradition recognises that when the life
force, heat element and consciousness of a person depart from
the body, that is considered death. This is in agreement with the
definition of being clinically dead.
After this, there is no pain.
Chanting will be beneficial to the living and in certain cases the
departed one as well.
4.
As we do not know where our late ancestors are, is it still
necessary to pray to them during their anniversaries? If we donate
using their names, will they receive the merits?
Ven. Wei Wu: It is a good practice to continue the prayers during
the anniversaries. Merits can be transferred to them.
Bhante: It is still good to perform meritorious deeds during their
anniversaries. The departed ones will receive the merits if they
are reborn into favourable conditions. Even if they do not receive
the merits, performing meritorious deeds will still be beneficial to
the living.
5.
For Ven. Wei Wu: Is it necessary to burn incense paper
while praying to the Buddha or Guan Yin or on our late ancestors’
anniversaries?
Ven. Wei Wu: No. It was a cultural practice that started in China
to promote the use of paper, which was invented there. Burning of
paper is not a Buddhist practice.
Moreover, it’s not
environmentally friendly to burn paper.
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6.
After one passes away, is it okay to disperse the ashes into
the open sea after cremation or is it better to place the urn in one
of the temples?
Ven. Wei Wu: There is no right or wrong for this and it depends on
the individual’s wish before he or she passes away. If we want to
be filial to our parents, it is better to show and do it when our
parents are still alive.
Bhante: It is up to the wishes of the person before he or she
passes away or to the relatives if the departed one did not leave
any instructions.
7.
For Bhante Rathanasara:
Does Theravada Buddhism
provide wake chanting? If yes, where can we find this service in
Singapore?
Bhante: Yes, Sri Lankaramaya Buddhist Temple does provide
chanting services during the wake for the departed one.
8.
My sister told me nothing is forever (she learnt this from her
Dharma class) but my mother passed away. I lost my mother
forever. Kindly explain and advise me.
Ven. Wei Wu: Are you sure you will live forever? If you don't live
forever, you have not lost your mother forever. In future both of
you may be reborn in the same place.
9.
Sorry for my ignorance but according to my understanding of
Dharma, when a person passes away, he or she would be reborn
if he or she had not been reborn in “Pure Land”. Why are we still
making offerings to the ‘dead ones’? Isn’t this a disservice when
we should wish them to be liberated from samsara?
Ven. Wei Wu: When a person dies, he or she could be reborn in
this Samsara (cycle of birth and death) again in one of the six
realms. If he had cultivated the teaching of the Pure Land school
by recitation of Amitabha Buddha's name, with sincere vow and
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utmost faith, he may achieve rebirth in the Amitabha Buddha's
Pure Land. If you are certain that the dead ones are born in the
Pure Land, you need not do anything for them.
10. My mother just passed away in July 2012. We are very sad,
worried and confused.
a. Where is my mother now? Hope Venerable can tell us
which realm my mother is in now?
Ven. Wei Wu: It depends on her own karma.
b. What is the purpose of burning all the paper houses,
clothing, incenses, etc.
Ven. Wei Wu: From the Buddhist point of view, these activities
serve no purpose.
c.

How is she going to receive all of them?

Ven. Wei Wu: What is the use of receiving the ashes?
d.

Can she eat the foods that we serve?

Ven. Wei Wu: We have never heard of any dead ones eating
the food during the praying session. The food is normally
consumed by the living person.
e.

Is she with us at home?

Ven. Wei Wu: Physically she is not. Maybe her image is in your
mind, a mental creation.
f.

What is to be done within 49 days from date of death?

Ven. Wei Wu: The family members may chant Buddhist sutras
or mantras, perform meritorious deeds and then transfer the
merits to the departed ones.
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g. What is to be done after the 49 days from the date of
departure?
Ven. Wei Wu: Remember her good deeds and carry on
performing meritorious deeds.
h. If my mother has gone to Buddha Pureland, will she
remember us her children on earth?
Ven. Wei Wu: In Infinite Life Sutra, or Larger Pure Land Sutra,
Sakyamuni Buddha spoke of how the Bodhisatva Dharmakara,
after witnessing the suffering of sentient beings, spent five eons
studying all the Buddha lands. He then made forty-eight vows,
the fulfillment of which would create the Western Pure Land of
Ultimate Bliss. Dharmakara became Amitabha Buddha. The
fifth of the 48 Great Vows that Dharmakara made was," When I
attain Buddhahood, should humans and devas in my land not
remember all their previous lives, not knowing even the events
which occurred during the previous hundred thousand kotis of
nayutas of kalpas, may I not attain perfect Enlightenment." This
shows that those who are reborn in the Amitabha's Pure Land
can remember the events of their previous lives.
i.
If my mother has been reborn, will she still remember us or
know us?
Ven. Wei Wu: Normally no, unless she develops psychic
powers in her next life.
j.

How does the cause & effect principle work on them?

Ven. Wei Wu: The Principle of Cause and Effect is known as
"The Law of Karma" in Buddhism. Karma is neither fate nor
predestination. Karma is volition which means "action". Action
itself is considered neither good nor bad, but only the intention
and thought make it so. Thus, Karma is an intentional,
conscious, deliberate and wilful action. Every action must have
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a reaction, i.e. an effect. The truth applies both to the physical
world and to the moral world.
k. Please explain on the issue of ancestors and also explain
to 超度 every Lunar 7th Month for our ancestors?
Ven. Wei Wu: The Ullambana Sutra gives a good answer to
this question. (See question 12 below.)
11. What is the Buddhist position on the removal of organs (for
transplant) from someone who is brain dead?
Ven. Wei Wu: Buddhism has no objection on the removal of useful
organs to save others.
Bhante: As long as people are willing to donate their organs, it is
a meritorious deed. If they are opposed to it and the family
members go ahead to donate them then it is considered stealing.
In Singapore, I understand that a person who opposes to organ
donation can sign a declaration not to donate them. Otherwise it is
considered that he or she is willing to donate the organs when
declared dead.
12. On 7th month ghost festival : They burn giant-sized joss
sticks and paper money. They slaughter animals. They stage
street operas. They say this is Buddhism. How misleading they
are!
Ven. Wei Wu: Putting aside all the malpractices, the Ullambana
celebration has its origin in Buddhism. Ullambana Sutra is a
discourse given by the Buddha principally to the Venerable Maha
Maudgalyayana on the practice of filial piety.
Here is a brief extract of the Ullambana Sutra:
In the sutra, Ven. Maudgalyayana out of his filial piety used his
deva vision to look for his deceased parent. He saw that his
mother had fallen into the realm of the hungry ghost (Peta). He
immediately went forth to his mother with rice in an alms bowl.
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When his mother saw Maudgalyayana, she was very pleased. But
the first thing she did after receiving the bowl from Maudgalyayana
was to use her left hand to hide the bowl so that all the other
hungry ghosts could not share the food with her! This represented
the attitude of greed and meanness which had been the cause of
her falling down to the peta world. When she tried to eat the food
with her right hand, the food had turned into charcoal.
In brief, Maudgalyayana went back to seek the Buddha's help. The
Buddha explained to Maudgalyayana that his mother's offences
were very great and that he himself alone could not save his
mother. Maudgalyayana would need the help of other Sangha
members. The Buddha advised him to make offering in a bowl
containing rice, fruits and other delicacies as well as offering to the
monks' requisites to all the Sangha members in ten directions.
Since all the Sangha members hold pure and complete precepts
on that day, their meritorious power can deliver the donor's parents
of 7 births out of great sufferings in the lower realms.
In this way, Maudgalyayana's mother was delivered out of the
hungry ghost world. He then asked the Buddha if future followers
of His could also practise the Ullambana offerings. The Buddha
replied very gladly that all followers should follow the practice. This
practice to express filial piety would bring similar benefits to the
practitioner's parents of past seven births.
One factor contributing to this degeneration of Ullambana practices
is the businessmen making this an opportunity to make money.
The celebrations are made more and more elaborate and less and
less meaningful. Another important factor is the twisted attitude of
Buddhist tolerance. As a result, we find that in different countries
where Buddhism is being followed, a lot of non Buddhistic
elements have been accepted before being made meaningful . (A
good example of this is given in the Sigalovada Sutra (Sigalovada
Sutta in Pali). On meeting a layman engaged in saluting the
different directions as in ancient Vedic custom, the Buddha used it
as an opportunity to educate the layman practicing this empty ritual
into taking the Cardinal Directions to represent a set of reciprocal
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social obligations. He also explained on the three preparations
before the salutations.)This is what I call "twisted tolerance".
Proper Buddhist education plays an important part to enable the
people to recognize these non Buddhistic elements. However,
there is no need for violent opposition. If one is skillful enough, all
these elements can be made less and less complicated and more
and more meaningful. This is Buddhist tolerance.
B.

Rituals

1.
Can someone be a good Buddhist without performing
rituals?
Bhante: Yes, as long as you follow the Noble Eight-fold path.
2.
For Bhante Rathanasara and Ven. Wei Wu: It is believed
that puja must be performed everyday once the statue of the
Buddha’s eye is “open”. Is this true? If so, what happens when
one has to travel or be away for a long time?
Ven. Wei Wu: It’s good if one can perform puja everyday. Anyway
the correct way of remembering Buddha is to put into our daily
practice the Buddha’s teaching. If one has to travel, he or she
does not need to perform puja in front of the Buddha statue. The
puja can be done anywhere in the world. The altar can be left as it
is until one returns home.
Bhante: In the Theravada tradition, we do not have ‘eye’ opening
practices. It is good to do devotional practices everyday but not
compulsory.
3.
Why is there a difference in the salutation of the Triple Gems
between Theravada, Mahayana & Vajrayana Buddhism?
Ven. Wei Wu: Buddhism has gradually spread to different
geographical regions. Buddhism interacted with local cultures and
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both have mutually influenced each other. It hence results in
different ways of practicing Buddhism, including ways of salutation
to the Triple Gem, rituals and liturgy, languages used in Dharma
teaching, religious costumes, number of meal per day and meal
type practice etc.
See http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/snapshot02.htm for
differences between Theravada and Mahayana (inclusive of
Vajrayana) Buddhism.
4.
Can our present karma be changed by practicing meritorious
acts in this lifetime?
Ven. Wei Wu: The karmic seed once planted will bear fruit one
day; you cannot change this just as a rambutan seed cannot
produce a durian. However, you can affect the severity of the
resulting effect by its supporting conditions just as the rambutan
fruit can be affected by fertilizers etc. For a strong bad Karmic
seed planted, you cannot change the result of suffering but you
can suffer less when you perform meritorious acts.
Bhante: Certain negative karmic energy can be overpowered by
producing more wholesome karmic energy.
However, that
depends on the power of the meritorious deeds and the extent of
the negative karmic energy accumulated.
5.
Did the Buddha introduce rituals or were they created later to
connect with the people?
Ven. Wei Wu: Buddhism incorporates a variety of rituals and
practices, which are intended to aid in the journey to enlightenment
and bring blessings onto oneself and others. All the traditions of
Buddhism have developed a variety of other ritual and devotional
practices, many of which were influenced by the existing religious
cultures of India, China, Japan, Southeast Asia, and Tibet.
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6.
For Uncle Vijaya: I heard Dalai Lama once said, “There is
no need to be religious to be spiritual”, but Uncle Vijaya said that
you need religion to ascend to spirituality? Who is right?
Uncle Vijaya: By religion we mean the structured organization
which grows around a body of teachings. The purpose of the
teaching is to lead followers to higher states of consciousness
which transcend mundane concerns. But the followers reduce it to
a set of rituals and beliefs. The Dalai Lama was warning people
that if they slavishly follow the external trappings of a religion
without understanding that they are only a means to an end, then
religion becomes a hindrance to the attainment of spirituality. He
advises us to abandon this kind of religion.
However, ‘religion’ when properly understood and intelligently
practiced is a useful stepping-stone to the attainment of spirituality:
This is why in Buddhism the Path is divided into Sila, Samadhi and
Panna. The Buddha also gave us the parable of the raft to explain
that religion is a useful aid to help us to reach higher levels of
spirituality but we must be prepared to abandon these aids as we
pursue the final goal, the attainment of Nirvana.
7.
If I practise the Buddha’s teachings but do not chant sutras
or mantras or set up an altar in my house, am I a “lesser” Buddhist
than one who does? Is my path to enlightenment ‘hindered’ as a
result?
Ven. Wei Wu: You do not have to chant sutras or mantras to
qualify as a Buddhist!
Khenpo: It depends on what level you want to attain. If you want
to gain enlightenment, then you have to dedicate your life to
practice – i.e. taking refuge vows, chanting, meditating, taking
bodhisttava vows (as in the case of Mahayana tradition) as well as
put Dharma practice into daily life. Just living an honest life
according to Buddha’s teachings will help you get a good rebirth
but you will still be in Samsara. The altar is meant to help you
develop in your practice.
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8.
For Ven. Wei Wu and Khenpo: What is the difference
between chanting the Great Compassion Mantra and the chanting
of “Om Mani Padme Hung”?
Ven. Wei Wu: These two mantras are mantras of great
compassion practised and preached by Avalokiteshvara (Guan
Yin). Though these mantras are different in length and originated
from different Sutras, both bring immeasurable and equivalent
benefits if one can practice them diligently and earnestly.
Khenpo: It is not to say there are differences in merits in chanting
long mantras or short mantras of Avalokitesvhara, according to
Tibetan Buddhism. Mostly, the long mantra known as Great
Compassion Mantra is accompanied by more elaborate Thousand
Arms and Thousand Eyes Avalokitesvhara practice.
Great
Compassion Mantra has different versions. The Tibetan version is
much shorter than the Chinese version.
Four arms
Avalokitesvhara is mostly venerated with ‘Om Mani Padme Hung’.
Some people like more elaborate practices with elaborate forms of
Mantra. It is better for this type of practitioners. Some like it
simpler and so the shorter mantra is more suited to them. It is all a
matter of choice.
9.
For Ven. Wei Wu : What is the difference between reciting
sutras (念经) and chanting of “Om Mani Padme Hung”?
Ven. Wei Wu: Sutras consist of the teaching of the Buddha. "Om
Mani Padme Hung" is a mantra that is related to the Bodhisattva of
Compassion, Avalokitesvara, or Guan-yin Bodhisattva.
Khenpo: It depends on your practice and preference.
10. It seems to me that the Chinese version of the Great
Compassion Mantra ( 大 悲 咒 ) is a phonetic translation of the
Sanskrit version. I don’t understand the meaning, whether it is in
Chinese or Sanskrit. Can I just recite the English translation as
provided on pages 12 to 17 of the Puja Text given to us today?
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Ven. Wei Wu: Mantra is best recited following the original Sanskrit
sound. Nevertheless, it would be useful if one can take the effort to
understand the meaning of the mantra as well as the Sutra from
which the mantra is taught.
Khenpo: Yes, you can. It is the same but very likely longer as
more words are needed to explain the meaning.
11. For Khenpo: Khenpo said “Doubt is the enemy of any
practitioner, just trust and believe”. How should I draw a distinction
between this and blind faith?
Khenpo: Blind faith is faith without knowing whom, how and why
one is pratising Dharma or praying. It is just like a blind cow taken
by a thief. It walks without knowing where it will end up. A
practitioner first must know what, why and what for he or she is
doing the Dharma practice, and only then decide to practice. Then
one should practise without doubt. In marriage, the couple should
think in advance, and should be sure to choose the right person.
After marriage, if one keeps on doubting and suspecting non-stop,
it ends in breakup. Therefore, doubt is good before choosing the
way, as the Buddha advises us to see the Dharma, like examining
gold before buying. Once you are sure of having gold, still
doubting only causes headache.
12. How to we use mala beads in devotional practices? How
should mala beads be handled and stored in a proper way? Are
lay people not allowed to use mala beads in certain ways?
Ven. Wei Wu: A mala is a set of beads commonly used by
Buddhists for keeping count while chanting or reciting mantras of
names of the Buddha or Bodhisattva. Mantras are typically
repeated hundreds or even thousands of times. The mala is used
so that one can focus on the recitation rather than counting every
repetition. You just move a bead after one recitation, by the time
you complete a round of 108 beads, but you just consider that you
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have done 100 recitations as some of your recitations may not be
done with mindfulness.
Khenpo: Malas can be used in simple ways: used, worn and
carried for counting prayers. For serious practitioners, there are
elaborate teachings and practices with mala and how to use them
etc. Of course, all lay Dharma practitioners can use mala. You
will see all Tibetans in Tibet, men, women and children too
wearing or carrying malas, not only the Sanghas (monks and
nuns).
13. For Bhante Rathanasara: How can we reconcile, Dana, Sila
and Samadhi versus Sila, Samadhi and Panna? Are you saying a
lay person does not need Panna? Please explain.
Bhante: Sila, Samadhi and Panna is a classification of the Noble
Eight-fold Path. Dana, Sila and Bhavana* (not samadhi) are
considered 3 types of meritorious deeds which you perform in
order to follow the Noble Eight-fold Path. It is not true that a lay
person does not need Panna. Panna which is wisdom is the final
goal for all lay persons as well as Sangha members. (*Bhavana
means meditation which results in samadhi, a concentrated mind. )
14.

For Uncle Vijaya:
a. What should be in our mind when we receive blessings
from monks?
Uncle Vijaya: We need ‘saddha’, the confidence to accept
that the blessings will indeed benefit us psychologically and
thereby induce positive states of mind. Also we need to know
that the monk (or nun) who does the blessing does so with a
strong sense of compassion and loving kindness wishing only
the best for us. Therefore the positive states of mind in both
parties will produce positive results. If we are sceptical or
cynical, then of course the blessing is useless.
b. Is culture a hindrance to Buddhism when not understood
properly? How to avoid this?
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Uncle Vijaya: While culture can be helpful to make people
practice a religion, it can also be a hindrance because
Buddhist cultures evolved in different countries long after the
Buddha passed away and were strongly influenced by the
geography, politics and history of each region. These do not
necessarily apply in our present situation when these cultures
were removed from their original settings and our worldview is
so different today.
Our best course of action should be to study the teachings in
their original form as they are recorded in the scriptures and
by going to competent teachers. The Buddha advised us to
have personal experience of the teachings (in the Kalama
sutra, for example) and not to rely exclusively on others.
15. For Ven. Wei Wu: For busy lay people, what is the minimum
practice daily?
Ven. Wei Wu: I think one can set a minimum practice based on
advice from his/her master. On the other hand, one can set a
minimum practice according to guidance set by other
masters/teachers. Example, if one practices the Pureland method,
he/she can follow the advice given by the 8th Patriarch of Pureland
School, Master Lian Chi, where the advice is directed to three
types of persons i.e. very free, moderately busy and very busy
persons. Basically, the amount of practice can be altered
according to the time availability of such persons.
16. For Bhante Rathanasara: You did your puja in Pali, a
language no longer used, understood by few people. Why?
Bhante: It is because if one chants the puja in a different language
than Pali, one will lose the true essence behind it. It will usually
take many words to explain the meaning. However, there is no
problem if you want to do the puja in a language that you
understand.
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17. There are many rituals in several traditions. How do we
know which is more suitable for one’s practice?
As you
mentioned, some of them are unnecessary. How should we follow
and practice the rights ones?
Khenpo: All the 3 traditions have the same objective. It depends
on which tradition you have connection with. It is usually better to
choose the tradition that is more popularly practised in your society
as you will be able to get teachings more easily and have access
to more teachers of that tradition. For example people in Tibet will
unlikely choose Theravada teachings as they are not available
there and they would have to travel far to learn such teachings.
Therefore, Tibetan Buddhism will be more suitable for them.
18. Do we do Puja in the night before we sleep or only once a
day in the morning?
Khenpo: If you can do it, do it 24 hours a day. Otherwise, do it at
least once a day. At night, it is good to take the 3 refuges in front
of the altar and do 3 prostrations. If there is no altar, one can still
take the 3 refuges and prostrate 3 times.
19. Why can’t we consume garlic, eggs and meat when
attending Buddhist talks? Is it not based on one’s sincerity?
Ven. Wei Wu: According to the Surangama Sutra, garlic, three
kinds of onions, and leeks are the five forbidden pungent roots. If
they are eaten raw, they are said to cause irritability of temper, and
if eaten cooked, they act as an aphrodisiac. It is also said that the
breath of those who consume these pungent roots would drive
away the good spirits.
The Sangha members do not consume eggs because they do not
want to accidentally kill an unborn chick and not eating meat is to
abide with the precept of not killing. Although Buddhists are
encouraged not to consume meat, it is not compulsory.
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I do not know of the practice for a lay person not to consume
garlic, eggs and meat when attending Buddhist talks.
C.

Altars and Offerings

1.
For Ven. Wei Wu:
I was taught by my parents to do
offerings such as fruits, flowers etc. especially on the 1st, 15th and
special occasion such as Chinese New Year. May I know what’s
the significance and why only on these dates and occasions?
Ven. Wei Wu: 1st and 15th days of the lunar calendar are new
moon and full moon days.
In Buddhism, two other quarter days normally 7-8 days after the
lunar new moon and full moon days also carry special significance.
The four days are called “Uposatha days” in Theravada Buddhism.
In Chinese Buddhism, the days before new moon day and full
moon day are also considered special. The six days are called “Six
Observation day” (六斋日). Lay Buddhists traditionally observe
eight precepts on these four or six days.
Many Chinese lay Buddhists choose to go vegetarian on the new
moon and full moon days to reduce sufferings caused to animals.
It is a good practice for Buddhists who cannot be vegetarian full
time to at least be vegetarian for 2 days a month. However,you
can also choose to observe vegetarian diet on every sunday
instead of following the days determined by lunar calender.
2.
Is it important or necessary to invite a monk home to chant
prayers and bless a “Deity” that we have just “invited” or “received”
into our home?
Ven. Wei Wu: It’s would be good if you can do so but it is not
compulsory.
3.
I realized for the 3 traditions of altar (during the exhibition at
the symposium), there are no shelters. There is even a table
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shown without covers. I bought an altar from Bugis. Is it okay for
the altar to have a shelter?
Ven. Wei Wu: I think there is no issue for altar with shelter. I have
seen such altars, with shelters as well as with glass covers. These
are useful of sheltering or shielding the statues from dust.
Khenpo: Of course. There is no difference.
4.
Is it okay to have 2 GuanYin statues, 2 Sakyamuni statues
and 1 Amitabha statue which are altogether 5 statues on one altar
Ven. Wei Wu: For altar setup at home, it is not necessary to have
many Buddha/Bodhisattva statues on the altar. One can choose
the one statue that one likes most, which is to represent all
Buddhas/Bodhisattvas. Instead of numbers of statues, it is more
important is to keep the altar solemn and serene which is
conducive for practice.

【参考资料：圣严法师著,《学佛群疑》之《在家居士如何设
佛坛？，http://www.bfnn.org/bookgb/books/0069.htm#a14】
...家庭供奉佛菩萨圣像，不需太多、太杂、太乱。可以一佛代
表万佛，以一菩萨代表一切佛菩萨。一般的家庭多半是供奉观
音菩萨、释迦牟尼佛、阿弥陀佛、药师佛，任择其一即可。如
果已经有了佛与菩萨的圣像，则置佛像在正中或后上方，菩萨
像在两侧或在前下方，务必要使佛突出，以显其尊贵。圣像的
大小尺寸，应该和佛坛、佛堂的空间位置比例相称，不可太大
或太小。如果圣像很小，且是以七宝所成，则可以雕刻多重的
佛龛来衬托出佛像的伟大。
Khenpo: Yes. If you want more statues on an altar, it is good to
have 1 Guan Yin, 1 Sakyamuni Buddha, 1 Amitabha Buddha, 1
Manjusri Bodhisattva and 1 Tara Bodhisattva statues.
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5.
We have an altar table at home with Guan Yin and a Buddha
statue. Guan Yin statue is taller so the Buddha statue is in front.
Is this position correct?
Ven. Wei Wu: In general, the Buddha statue is placed at a higher
or central position. I think, an exceptional case could be if the size
of the Buddha statue is much smaller as compared to the
Bodhisattva statue. Then, it is acceptable to place Buddha statue
in front of the Bodhisattva statue without affecting the solemnness
and serenity of the altar. In this case, I would believe that the main
practice of such practitioner is centered on such Bodhisattva.
Khenpo: It is alright but if you find the Guan Yin too tall, then put
the Buddha statue on a stand. Better to put Guan Yin side by side
with Buddha with Guan Yin on the right hand side of the Buddha.
6.
Is there a correct position on the altar table to place the glass
of water, incense and candle?
Khenpo No. Any position is ok.
7.
What do we do with the statues (Buddha statues) if the next
generation does not want them?
Ven. Wei Wu: You may give it to your friends or to a temple.
8.
For Ven. Wei Wu and Khenpo: I was given a Buddha statue
2 years ago and have understood that the Buddha statue is to help
remind us of the Buddha’s qualities and to help reflect on how
these qualities can play out in our lives. I usually offer light and
incense and do some reflection when making these offerings.
However, I have been told that the statue requires blessings (开光)
by a monk or Khenpo before offerings can be made. Is this true
and if so, how can I rectify this practice?
Ven. Wei Wu: In the Chinese Mahayana tradition, it does not
matter. However, many lay people like to place the Buddha statue
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in the temple for a few days where prayers are chanted daily.
Then they take it home.
Khenpo: In the Tibetan tradition, it is very important to perform
“zong” or consecration to the Buddha statue before bringing it
home. After buying the Buddha statue which is hollow, it is
brought to the temple where mantras, prayer books, relics, holy
stones, precious stones and gems, medicinal herbs etc. are placed
inside the statue to represent Buddha’s body, speech and mind.
Then the monks will complete the consecration by filling (painting)
the eyeball on the eye which is already painted on the forehead of
the statue. After that, the Buddha statue’s eye is considered
‘open’ and can be brought home to be put on an altar. It is better
that there is always someone around to do daily offerings to the
Buddha statue. However, if one has to travel and cannot find
someone to make offerings, it is ok too.
9.
How do we clean our Buddha statues? Can we give them a
shower on the tap to remove the dust collected on the surface?
Ven. Wei Wu: You can clean in any manner as long as you do it
with mindfulness and respect. Use cleaning agents that do not
damage the material the statue is made of.
10. Is there any specific time to clean these statues, or is any
time a good time?
Ven. Wei Wu: No. When you do it, do so respectfully and
mindfully.
11. Are there any prayers to follow before and after the
cleansing?
Khenpo: No. Not necessary.
12. For Ven. Wei Wu: The position of the flowers on the altar –
does it make any difference whether they are placed on the right or
left side of the altar?
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Ven. Wei Wu: No difference, as long as you do it with right
intention and mindfulness.
13. I have just received the keys to my new apartment. What
are the factors I should consider in selecting an ideal location for
the altar?
Ven. Wei Wu: Important factors to consider are: Should I set the
altar in my living room or a dedicated prayer room? In either case,
the altar should be set at the central location with the Buddha
statue facing the door or window so as to make it look bright. It is
not advisable to have the Buddha statue facing toilet, stove or
bed.

【参考资料：圣严法师著，《学佛群疑》之《在家居士如何设
佛坛？》http://www.bfnn.org/bookgb/books/0069.htm#a14】
...如果设置佛坛，应该选择客厅的正位，也就是主人所坐位置
的方向，佛像背后不可临窗，应当面对门窗，阳光充足，使人
进门便可一目了然。佛坛是家庭的中心，要能产生安定力和安
全感的作用。至于地理师所定的方位可以作为参考，但也不必
拘泥、迷信。只要不把佛像面对厕所、炉灶或直接面对自己的
卧床就好。在设立佛堂时，应选择一间静室，不是小孩、猫狗
嬉戏出入之处；也不是会客、谈笑、宴饮之处，而只是用于礼
诵、禅修，不作其他用途。
Khenpo: Any place suitable (not below a toilet or under a
staircase) where you can do puja and make offerings to the
Buddha without much distraction.
Bhante: The purpose of an altar is to give you a place to practice.
Find a place that is conducive for practice e.g. not in a kitchen or
where the TV is. Place the Buddha statue on an altar table that is
not less than 1.2 metres high and it should be easily visible when
you do your devotional practices.
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14. For Khenpo: What are the benefits of offering water bowls?
What must you do when emptying them?
Khenpo: The benefits are to accumulate merits for yourself. You
need merits to gain compassion and wisdom. When emptying the
water bowls, it is best to use them to water plants. Do not use
them to wash clothes or throw in the bathroom as it is considered
holy water. If you need to discard it, then drain it in the kitchen
sink. Do not leave the water bowls empty.
15.

Why do you use joss-sticks and why only 3?

Bhante: The 3 joss sticks represent the Triple Gems i.e. the
Buddha, Dharma and the Sangha. They are also to remind one to
avoid evil, cultivate good and purify the mind.
D.

Buddhist Meditation and Practice

1.

Can Vipassana meditation lead us to enlightenment?

Ven. Wei Wu: See answer for the next question.
Bhante: Yes.
2.
What is the difference between Burmese style meditation
and Vipassana meditation? Burmese style meditation is deep
concentration that will only remove the 3 poisons.
Ven. Wei Wu: According to Buddhist teaching, there are two main
types of meditations: The Samatha meditation (tranquillity
meditation) and Vipassana (Pali) or Vipasyana (Sanskrit)
meditation (insight meditation). Samatha Meditation calms the
mind and develops one-pointed concentration and positive
emotions. Vipasyana meditation builds on the calmness, focus and
positive emotion generated in Samatha Meditation and helps to
develop an awareness of the impermanence, sufferings etc. It
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counteracts our craving, conceit and ignorance in order to develop
inner peace and freedom, compassion and wisdom. Many
Burmese meditation teachers teach a combination of samatha and
vipassana; samatha first before vipassana. This is also the
approach taught by meditation teachers in Chinese and Tibetan
traditions.
Bhante: There is no difference because Burmese people practise
Theravada Buddhism. The Burmese style meditation is actually
Vipassana meditation. Vipassana meditation is a unique discovery
of the Buddha.
In the Theravada tradition, Samatha and
Vipassana meditations are practised hand in hand.
3.
For Khenpo: I agree very much with what you said about
Dharma being like a supermarket these days. In this case, in
order to practice mental cultivation wholeheartedly, is it necessary
to retreat to the mountains (well, not even the mountains are free
from supermarkets?
Khenpo: What I meant was, many people go into Dharma like
visiting a supermarket. They go here and there, just become
excited and leave. There are many levels of whole-hearted
practice, some best done on a mountain, some can do at home. It
depends on how seriously we take the Dharma to heart with
awareness of the impermanence of life.
4.
For Khenpo: It is said that at the absolute level, there is no
concept of object, subject and action. So does the law of cause
and effect exist at the absolute level? If there is no object, no
subject and no action, then who gets the merits when a person
does a wholesome deed?
Khenpo: The ones who realise the Absolute truth, also realise the
relative truth too. In this way, they achieve the merit of wisdom
simultaneously they are free from bondage and have all the merit
and ability to help others.
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5.
For Khenpo: This Amitabha Pureland if according to the
Heart Sutra, isn’t it an illusion just like the ‘moon in the mirror’?
Khenpo: Yes, Amitabha Pureland is like the ‘moon in the mirror’,
as everything, as Buddha said in Sutra, “see as dream and mirage
even if there is something superior to nirvana”. Do not cling with
the mind to the pureland as well as do not cling to the “moon in the
mirror”. Clinging and devotion are different.
6.
Some Mahayana Buddhists practice devotional practices to
the exclusion of meditation/ insight meditation. Is this sufficient?
Khenpo: Depends on what level you want to achieve. See answer
to B7.
7.
For Wei Wu: 什么是菩提心？ 发了菩提心是什么境界（感觉)？
怎么知道是否已发了菩提心， 或还没发菩提心？
What is bodhicitta? After we have developed bodhicitta, how
would we feel? How would I know if I have developed bodhicitta or
not?
Ven. Wei Wu: Bodhicitta is the intention to achieve Buddhahood
so that one may benefit infinite sentient beings. One who has
bodhicitta as the primary motivation for all of his or her activities is
called a bodhisattva. Bodhicitta is the union of compassion and
wisdom. It also means the aim to bring happiness to all sentient
beings and to relieve them of suffering. The term bodhicitta in its
most complete sense would combine both the arising of
spontaneous and limitless compassion for all sentient beings, and
the falling away of the attachment to the illusion of an inherently
existent self.
E.

Food

1.
It is known that a vegetarian diet is encouraged as the way
of life for Buddhists. However, for those who are trying to embark
on this journey on a smaller step basis, we are often told that
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BEEF in particular should be avoided for people who are practicing
the Dharma. Why so?
Ven. Wei Wu: The main reason for vegetarianism is NOT KILLING,
the first of the "Five precepts". We also cultivate "compassion" or
Karuna by practising non-killing. As for not taking beef, it is a
common Indian and Chinese practice. In agricultural societies,
cows are very helpful to humans. It is the right thing to not to kill a
cow for its meat.
Bhante: In Buddhism, we always encourage vegetarianism but it is
not compulsory. In this sense all types of killing are discouraged.
As to why BEEF is to be avoided, it is because cows originally are
used in the padi fields to work and provide us with rice and they
also provide milk to our children like our mother. Therefore, it is
considered an ungrateful act to kill cattle for meat.
F.

Others

1.
For a new comer (just started to be exposed to Buddhism),
which tradition, Vajrayana, Mahayana or Theravada, would you
think will be a good starting point?
Common Answer: All traditions lead us to liberate our suffering
in Samsara. A good starting point will be Theravada as it contains
the earliest Teachings of Buddhism as recorded by his immediate
disciples such as the 4 Noble Truths and the Noble Eight-Fold
Path
2.
Is Buddhism a religion or “a Way of Life”? As Buddha had
said, “There is no God”, so then how can Buddhism be called a
religion?
Ven. Wei Wu: It all depends on how you define the term "Religion"
and how you look at life. Buddhism just means the teaching of
Buddha, no matter how you label or classify it. Buddhism still
remains as the teaching of Buddha which gives us a way to end
our suffering.
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Bhante: Buddhism is a way of life. As to whether it is a religion, it
depends on how you define the word, ‘religion’. If the religion is
bind to a God, then it is not suitable to say that Buddhism is a
religion. But if it means spiritual attainment by means of organised
spiritual practices then Buddhism is a religion.
3.
I have experienced Western Buddhist practices in Australia
and Istanbul, Turkey. Is there any place for Western Buddhism
(Sangharakshita) in Singapore?
Ven. Wei Wu: A good Western Buddhist teacher must teach in a
skillful way to answer to the needs of the Western society. A good
Singapore Buddhist teacher must similarly know how to teach to
relate to the Singapore society. You cannot import a Western
approach and use it in Singapore just as you cannot import an
Asian approach and blindly apply it to the Western society.
4.
Does the Dalai Lama support Buddhist monks burning
themselves?
Khenpo: I don’t think he will support anyone burning themselves
but I really don’t know. Get the answer from Him directly.
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Explanation of Items placed on Home Altars

Theravada Tradition	
  	
  
Items
Buddha Image

Explanation
Always given the highest “seat” in the room, that is,
the Buddha-image is displayed in the place of
honour.

Flowers

The offering of flowers is a bridge to the
contemplation of the body’s impermanence.

Candle or oil-lamp

Candles or oil lamps are lit to symbolize the light of
Dhamma one should find in one’s own heart, driving
out the darkness of the defilements there.

Incense

Incense having a good smell is lighted to remind
one that the Dhamma light can only be found with
the aid of good oral conduct (sila).
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Chinese Mahayana Tradition	
  
Items
Buddha Image

Flowers
Candle, oil-lamp
or Lights

Explanation
Symbolises wisdom and our own Buddha nature.
The 3 common images that are normally found on a
Chinese Mahayana altar are: Sakyamuni Buddha
(flanked by Manjusri and Samanthabahdra);
Amitabha Buddha (flanked by Avalokitesvara and
Mahathamaprata); or Avalokitesvara (flanked by
Manjusri and Samantabhadra).
The blossoming and withering of flowers represent
impermanence.
Represent the light of wisdom illuminating the
darkness of ignorance.

Incense

Burning of incense represents the necessity to burn
self-created delusions to reveal the pure self within.
The aroma purifies the air, inspiring one to develop a
pure mind.

Water

Like the water in the bowl, one should keep the mind
still and pure.
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Tibetan Vajrayana Tradition	
  
Items
Buddha Image

Explanation
The Buddha image should be placed in the centre
and the Guru image either below or beside it. If only
one image is displayed, it should be that of the Guru
who is the reincarnation of Buddha.

Dharma Text

(facing left or front) – Signifies Buddha’s Teaching

Stupa

(facing right) – Signifies Buddha’s Mind.

Flowers

The offering of flowers is a bridge to the
contemplation of the body’s impermanence.

Candle, oil-lamp
or Lights

The light symbolizes the dispelling of all darkness of
the mind, all ignorance.

Incense

The beautiful fragrance of the incense symbolizes
morality, ethics and discipline which are the basic
causes and conditions from which pure enlightened
qualities are cultivated.
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Offerings

Altar also have 7 or 8 bowls of offerings (can all be
filled with just water) which signify the following
according to the 7 Limb Puja:
1st bowl: Water for drinking.
2nd bowl: Water for washing the feet and body
3rd bowl: Flowers to signify opening of one’s heart
4th bowl: Incense
5th bowl: Light
6th bowl: Perfume symbolizes the perseverance and
joyful effort that is the heart of Enlightenment
th
7 bowl: Food symbolizes clear and stable mind
8th bowl: Music symbolizes Buddha’s wisdom
The bowls can also be considered as the 5 sensory
offerings of sight, sound, smell, touch and taste or to
remind one of the 6 paramitas which are generosity,
ethics, patience, perseverance, meditation and wisdom.
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About Poh Ming Tse Temple
PMT’s Vision & Mission
Our vision is to be a non-sectarian platform to support all
teachings of the Buddha.
Our mission is to provide a conducive Dharma learning
environment through our regular and quality Dharma programs.
Be Part of PMT
PMT continually needs support to run the temple and to carry out
the various activities and programmes. Be part of us, whether as
a volunteer, donor or simply a friend.
Find us at:
Poh Ming Tse Temple
438 Dunearn Road , Singapore 289613
Tel: 6466 0785
Fax: 6467 7810
Email:
Website:

pmt@pmt.org.sg
www.pmt.org.sg

(Donations by cheques are to be made payable to:
“Poh Ming Tse Temple”)
Printing of this Book
The printing of this Booklet is made possible by a donor who
supports PMT’s continual effort in propagating Dharma education
to the public.
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Khenpo Zangpo Bodh explaining about the altar at the symposium

	
  

Uncle Vijaya, Ven. Wei Wu and Khenpo Zangpo Bodh
at the Q&A session	
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RESOURCES
Poh Ming Tse Temple, Singapore
http://www.pmt.org.sg/
Khampagar Monastery, Tashi Jong India
http://www.khamgardrukcollege.org/
(Khenpo has a centre in Malaysia:
Khamgar Druk College Dharmakara, KDDBA Buddhist Association
No: 99-2, Jalan PJU 1A/4!B, Pusat Dagangan NZX
Ara Jaya 47301 Petaling Jaya)

Than Hsiang Foundation, Malaysia
http://www.thanhsiang.org/en/
International Buddhist College, Thailand
http://ibc.ac.th/en/
Sri Lankaramaya Temple, Singapore/ Bhante Rathansara’s
website: http://www.dhammanusari.org/
Nalanda Institute Malaysia
https://www.nalanda.org.my/institute/
Buddha Dhamma Mandala Society, Singapore
http://www.bdmsociety.com/
Dharma in Action, Singapore
http://dharmainaction.net/
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