
Sutta class week 1: the Kalama Sutta

We will meet again in TWO weeks, on March 28.

 We began a brief history of the Buddhist teaching from the point of the historical Buddha’s 
death until the sutra were preserved in written form at the Third council 250 years later: thus I 
have heard, which begins every sutta. Also briefly outlines is the tripitaka, the three baskets, of 
this tradition as follows:

 1) the vinaya, or the precepts and rules of conducts for mosaic and lay followers.
 2) the abhidhamma, or loosely, Buddhist psychology and states of consciousness and 

awareness.
 3) the suttas, or written teaching, which are themselves divided into 5 sections or collections. 

 KALAMA SUTTA, SECTIONS 1-4

The first sutra we’re looking at is the Kalama Sutta, in which the questions posed by the 
Kalamas a very similar to the ones we find ourselves in today.

We have access to so many teachers, so many books, podcasts, traditions and spiritual paths, 
some contradicting or disparaging all the others besides their own. I was leafing through Crazy 
Wisdom before class, and so much was offered just in our own local community! It was a bit 
overwhelming. Like the Kalamas, as Michael said, we are “well shopped”.

 The question arises, how do we distinguish between these paths? Are they all worthwhile? or 
none of them? or a couple of them? How do we decide which ones we will choose to spend our 
limited time and our *one* life, pursuing?

Interestingly, the Buddha begins with the acknowledgment that doubt is part of the process, and 
encourages the Kalamas to question everything. (This is refreshing, how many spiritual paths 
start here by encouraging you to question everything?)

The Buddha continues with the premises we often base our beliefs and decisions upon that are 
NOT recommended but are common. A sort of Cliff notes of these was handed out in class, and 
include:

- do not believe anything on hearsay, or rumor, or because many people are talking about it.
- do not believe anything because it in traditional and has always been done that way.
- do not believe anything because it is written in scripture or in a holy book, or a book that’s 

been recommended to you.
- do not believe anything by just logical deduction, or specious reasoning.
- do not believe anything by inference or analogy.
- do not believe anything on probability or because there is presumption in its favor.
- do not believe anything or because your teacher, priest, or some authority has proclaimed it.

It is of note that he starts here. Not with the solution, but with a premise of the problem - the 
things we individually and culturally do that leads to suffering and difficulty. How much pain in 
the world is caused by the above happening?



It is tempting to jump to a solution, to say, well, I choose what is helpful, or loving, or skillful.
But he is asking us to start here. 

It is easy to read the newspaper or the radio, or to see dogmatic traditions which ask people to 
believe things because their pastor preached it, or to not question their scriptures, and feel we 
do not participate in all this. Is this not, in fact, the reason we have all sought out our meditation 
practices? It is not hard to feel a bit superior.

Yet it is delusional to think we do not do these things ourselves. For myself, seeing the results of 
the above, and the deep levels at which we individually and culturally we do these things is the 
necessary first step in understanding that this teaching is aimed squarely at me, and to see my 
commonality with all other human beings. As the metta sutta says, not to despise any being in 
any state, because I am the same.

 So the homework over the next two weeks is to keep this list handy. As you are in the world, 
notice the many events and opinions out there that are based on the above list. 
As you observe it externally, notice the results: does it increase or decrease pain in the world for 
beliefs based on the above list to be enforced and acted upon?
 Are there plusses and minuses?

Secondly, and this is much harder, see it internally.  So much of this is unconscious that it is like 
the water a fish swims in, or the wallpaper. Here’s a useful place to start: When you find yourself 
having a strong emotional reaction or judgement of something during the day, stop and ask 
yourself - what presupposition or belief underlies this reaction?

Remember that part of all this is not to have no opinions or perspective or perceptions. 

It’s to hold your beliefs more lightly. As the proverb goes, “ IF you meet the Buddha on the road, 
kill it.” This means to understand the limitation of belief itself, and know that our views change 
over time with experience or new insight. 

Just this piece alone, of taking ourselves less seriously, is worth the cost of admission. And it 
may be part of what this list challenges us to acknowledge in ourselves.

Thank you, I so look forward to our next meeting.

 Susan


